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“Sri Lanka is at the cross-roads on many fronts. The Routledge Handbook of Contemporary Sri
Lanka comes at as a boon to researchers on these different fronts by identifying issues involved
in the many problems that confront Sri Lanka. The problems of Sri Lanka reflect the conditions in
many developing countries. It is befuddled with economic crises resulting from inability to service
sovereign debts, unresolved ethnic crises fomented by chauvinist leaders, heavy corruption that
depletes the national treasury, a political shift towards authoritarianism, environmental depletion,
drug problems, pervasive criminal violence and other situations of social disruption. These
different areas are covered by leading experts. This superbly written research handbook serves
as a tool to study not only Sri Lanka but to compare its problems with other developing states
with similar problems. It serves as an introduction to scholars new to the field and as a book
that provides fresh insights into different aspects of social and economic life in the island to the
established researchers. It will remain the best guide to research on aspects of socio-economic
issues in Sri Lanka.”
Muthucumaraswamy Sornarajah, Emeritus Professor of Law,
National University of Singapore

“This excellent and important volume brings together a broad range of contemporary scholars in
a hard-hitting, multi-disciplinary analysis of Sri Lanka’s current political and economic malaise.
Thirty-five original chapters carefully and critically delineate the multiple factors which converged
in the 2022 anti-government “struggle” (aragalaya) and its subsequent repression, and cautiously
point the way forward to greater political, economic, social and environmental justice in Sri
Lanka. This unique collection will be valuable to everyone who wants to understand Sri Lanka’s
contemporary situation, and indispensable both to scholars who study it and to policy-makers who
attempt to redress it.”
Jonathan S. Walters, Professor of Religion and George Hudson
Ball Endowed Chair of Humanities, Whitman College, USA

“This is a valuable reference book on a country that defies easy readings. Sri Lanka is today in flux
navigating political turmoil, environmental degradation, ethnic tensions, and economic hardships
due to an unprecedented collapse of the economy. This volume of 35 essays and reflections
captures this moment in all its unevenness, shedding light on the ambiguities that lace Sri Lankan
society. The book moves from chapters dissecting nationalism, politics, and institutions to more
specific topics on the economy and political economy, labour, environmental tensions and social
and cultural formations. The contributions are sharp, well researched, theoretically informed and
seamlessly connected. While different approaches and positions are represented, they share a
commitment to an equitable, just, and ecologically sensitive country to be forged in the future.
This is an inspiring volume and a reliable source for anyone interested in Sri Lanka today.”
Nira Wickramasinghe, Chair and Professor of Modern South
Asian Studies, Leiden University, The Netherlands
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ROUTLEDGE HANDBOOK OF
CONTEMPORARY SRI LANKA

The Routledge Handbook of Contemporary Sri Lanka offers a comprehensive survey of issues
facing the island country and an overview delineating some key moments in the country’s
contemporary polity, economy, and sociality.

This book outlines aspects and influences foundational to understanding a country defined by
its economic and political turmoil, and rift with public distrust in today’s shifting geopolitics.
Chapters by various established scholars highlight this book’s pivotal contribution in situating
Sri Lanka’s turmoil and deprivation in this current conjuncture.

The handbook is structured in seven parts:

* Nations and Nationalism

* Politics, State, and Institutions

* Economy and Political Economy

* Work and Life

* Environment and Environmental Politics
* Society, Social Systems, and Culture

* Moment of Flux, Looking Ahead

Each part includes on average six chapters covering the social sciences and humanities to survey
emerging and cutting-edge areas of the study of Sri Lanka. Multi-disciplinary in focus, the book
also includes an introductory section and concluding section, which creates the space and platform
for senior, mid-ranking, and junior academics to engage in dynamic conversation with each other
about contemporary Sri Lanka. Including scholarship from Sri Lankan experts, the handbook creates
academic output, which chimes with broader calls in academia on decolonising the academic landscape.

An important reference work, this handbook will be of interest to scholars and students from wide-
ranging academic disciplines and a focus on Sri Lanka, Asian and South Asian studies, sociology,
environmental politics, development, labour, management, political economy, and anthropology.

Kanchana N. Ruwanpura is a Professor of Development Geography, the University of Gothenburg,
Sweden, and an Honorary Fellow at CSAS, at the University of Edinburgh, Scotland.

Amjad Mohamed Saleem currently works at the International Federation of Red Cross and Red
Crescent Societies in Geneva, Switzerland.
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DEDICATION, IN THREE PARTS

1

Dedicated to the intellectual giants of Sri Lanka who continue to
inspire us and to those who left us before their time in 2021 and on
whose shoulders we stand.:

Malathi de Alwis (Anthropology)
Qadri Ismail (English)
Pasad Kulatunga (Physics and Environmental Studies)

And to the doyen of feminist and critical thought:

Kumari Jayawardena as she enters her 90s.

Their imprint remains with us and their hopes for alternative and egalitarian
futures to abide by Sri Lanka motivates this work in multiple ways.

17

Dedicated to those social activists who refuse to remain silent in the face of
oppression and injustice despite the personal social costs that their activism
brings. Many have passed away, especially since 2022 and who remain
nameless but whose voices cannot be silenced.

Vi

Dedicated to the ordinary Sri Lankan, who is nameless and powerless, and has
borne the brunt of the political, religious, ethnic, environmental, and economic
challenges facing the country. Families, people, and communities forced to
cremate when it went against their faith, were forced to sacrifice essential
needs to make ends meet, and the victims and survivors of all the violence and
repression that goes through in the country.
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IF I WAS PRESIDENT

Sarah Kabir

If I was President,
The first thing that I would do
Is to change the status quo.
So, it matters not where you pray, whom you love,
what you wear, or what you own.
A Sri Lanka, where every citizen can dare to dream the dream,
That one day! he or she, might be able to lead.

If I was President,
Your ‘Sri Lankannes’ will not be reduced to one aspect of your identity.
You can wear a pottu or a headscarf,
As a Sri Lankan you I will treat.
For diverse we are; in language, skin tone, gender, sexuality,
In the clothes we wear, how we pray, the food we eat,
In thought, in faith and beliefs.
And in this diversity comes an unparalleled unity,
Bound, ‘if” the promise, to respect each other, we keep.

An apathetic citizen, other leaders might adore,
I will change to an engaged one, that is what I will implore.

One who makes it their aim to prioritise love over hate,
Truth over pseudo-nationalism,
Empathy over Apathy.
Then maybe, just maybe,
There can be a space that is safe and free,
For all Sri Lankan citizen’s to be.
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If I was President, my country wouldn’t need a slogan to uphold the law,
The scales of the justice system — would work without flaw.
And every religion, every practice, and every culture, I will respect,
So long! as it doesn’t force or take away from another, at your behest.

See... for me, I think of Sri Lanka as a Pol-Sambol
70% of coconut that fills up the bowl,
And 30% of flavour and colour,
That reminds you of ‘home’.

If I was President,

I’d break the cycle where nationalism is used as a tool to divide,
Where it’s ingrained in citizens, who then push leaders to inscribe.
Nationalism, will be a thing we ALL own;

A pride we wear and, with it, a past we must know.

The past, under the rug I would not sweep,
But address every injustice that made a mother weep.
Acknowledging these stains is not to bring mother-Lanka shame,
But to say, we are big enough as a nation, and true to our words when we say, ‘never again!’

Where you have been discriminated, I will not deny,
As denial aims to encourage another conflict we cannot survive.
What led you to believe a weapon is all you had to wield,
I will rectify and heal, so my country will not bleed.

If I was President, I would respect the dead.
I wouldn’t destroy cemeteries where you lay them to rest.
I would allow you to mourn, to light a candle in their name,
So, we remember as a nation, the cost of war that was in vain.

I’d push for an understanding and an acceptance of our past
As that is the only way, a positive peace would last.

If I was President, your freedom of speech I would not infringe,
For there is much I could learn from what rages within.
But I will remind you, that this freedom is not an end in itself,
But a means to protect the rights and lives of all — even those who are not your friends.
Sadly, I know there will always be racists and misogynists,
But a platform to amplify their views I will not facilitate.

And in this space,
Independence Day would be one all Sri Lankan’s can celebrate with pride,
Where it matters not what language in which you recite —
The National anthem — would be sung with a sense of belonging,
Where the words ring true to your heart and have meaning.
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If I was President,
My pride, I would put aside,
And acknowledge my limitations.

That being President doesn’t give me a PhD or a Major,
In economics, in law, in health, trade or diplomacy,
So, if [ was President... I’d be open to learning!
And those accomplished I will find,

To consult,

With always the country’s best interest in sight.

I wouldn’t make my decisions based on a second term,
I wouldn’t centralise, but my power I would devolve.
My committees would not be just for optics, or friends,
They would represent all
And to make this country better, a hand they would lend.

Of all the controversial things I might have said,
There’s one in particular today I feel, surprisingly, scared to address.

A problem, that for centuries has divides us all,
Where ‘class’ has allowed a few to gain, and the rest left to fall.

This, today, remains unchanged,
As many of us privileged prefer class divisions to remain.
We enjoy our high-flying jobs, and our rich threads,
We enjoy our food cooked, plates cleaned, and our cosy beds.
So, threatened we are, by the thought of another,
Being able to climb up that ladder.

For this, If I was President,
Schools — urban or rural — well trained teachers I will provide.
Education or language, will not be a thing that divides.
The tools you need I will work hard, so you can access,
As equal opportunity is the key ingredient for a nation’s success.

The homeless, would not be swept off the street,
But given shelter, a roof — under which to sleep.

I wouldn’t press my foot,
Down on your throat,
Suppressing your breath,
Instead, I’d bend the knee.
Because it is you that I serve,
It is you, that allows me to lead.
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If I was President,
I would not fight the truth that we live in a globalised world,
Interconnected we are, as covid-19 has shown.
Geographical boundaries? are just lines on a map,
As the butterfly who flaps her wings in Sinharaja — might be felt all the way up on the alps.

If I was President,
The environment I will restore,
And be aware of the seeds we sow,
Nothing stands alone, in today’s world that we know,
Not the past, not the present, nor the future we hold.

We are all interconnected by a single thread that weaves through,
And so, there must be unison for Sri Lanka to be more.
For her heart to beat with joy,
For our hearts to swell with pride,
To be proud of our nation! of where we came alive.

Now of course, you must be thinking, ‘all of this is easier said than done,’
And the race to become President, is not mine to be won.

But in this space of being a citizen, I refuse apathy!
Even if I can’t be President, I will — and I can — still lead,
To build a nation of unity, one that celebrates diversity,
A Sri Lanka where every little girl (or boy) ... could not just dream,
but wake up! and say,
I am going to be President one day.
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If I was President, your freedom of speech I would not infringe,

For there is much I could learn from what rages within.

But I will remind you, that this freedom is not an end in itself,

But a means to protect the rights and lives of all — even those who are not your friends.

But in this space of being a citizen, I refuse apathy!
If T was President
(Sarah Kabir)

Introduction

We start our edited volume with a sense of hope through a poem by peace researcher Sarah
Kabir that instils courage to face the dark and dismal times that have plagued Sri Lanka in the
not-so-distant past and that continues to ask questions for the future. She recited this poem at
International Women’s Day (IWD) in 2021 amidst a global pandemic and long before the aragalaya
(gsocs)/sirpseow (Porattam)/the struggle of 2022 had taken form. In any given period, it is
always difficult to write about Sri Lanka amidst its daily challenges. To start to put together an
edited volume on Sri Lanka in June 2021, during the global pandemic, would have been seen by
some as herculean. Yet we remained hopeful that in those dark days of lockdown, narratives of
change and hope needed to be shared. So, in that spirit, we start with a few lines by Kabir because
these stanzas capture the hope, fear, and our refusal to be apathetic despite the difficult and dark
times that continue in Sri Lanka (see also Daily FT 2023).

Sri Lanka at that moment in time was in a dark place and continues in this vein. Recovering after
the Easter Sunday bomb blasts of 2019, the global pandemic, and subsequent lockdowns created
untold stresses and strains on the economy, politics, and the people. The change in government to
a nationalistic right-wing one in 2020 incited by the 2019 bomb attacks prompted concerns about a
return to a highly oppressive and securitized system of governance.' The forced cremation debacle
during the pandemic justified the fears of minorities that their rights were no longer important.
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Thus, the IWD in March 2021, where many feminists on the day were articulating their rage within
an increasingly oppressive regime, could be seen perhaps even as giving early voice to the fury and
hope, almost always entangled in bitter-sweet ways, which poured over to streets of Sri Lanka (and
not just Colombo) by the latter part of 2021 (see also CPA 2023). The Xpress Pearl disaster, one
of the worst environmental disasters to hit Sri Lanka in May 2021, further propelled the country
to the precipice as citizens increasingly became frustrated at the situation (Withanage 2021). So,
the protests started with the farmers in rural Sri Lanka, then spread to island-wide teacher strikes,
before spreading to neighbourhoods, such as Kohuwala and Mirihana, on the outskirts of Colombo,
before the larger-scale mass protests reached Colombo.

The aragalaya, as we know it and which captured the global imagination in April-July 2022,
then has a longer precursor than is commonly acknowledged and should not be seen in isolation from
other incidents plaguing Sri Lanka (Sathkunanathan 2022a; Thiruvarangan 2022; Skanthakumar
2023; CPA 2023; Senanayake 2023). They are all connected. However, its importance in Sri
Lanka’s long and convoluted history cannot be understated nor indeed its contribution to the
country’s proud history of collective protests (Senanayake 2022a, 2022b; Skanthakumar 2023;
CPA 2023). So, our journey into exploring Sri Lanka in the current context must consider the
incidents leading up to and following the aragalaya. We are fortunate to have many of those who
were involved in the aragalaya in various forms writing for us.

Situating Sri Lanka in this current conjuncture is a fraught exercise, where at best one can do is
to highlight slivers of a country in flux whether it is, political turmoil, environmental degradation,
ethnic tensions, and cataclysmic economic deprivation. To be writing about Sri Lanka amidst
the 2021/2022 history-making moments was and is challenging in manifold ways; capturing the
complexities that led to the aragalaya and a peaceful overthrow of a corrupt and ruthless political
family regime in staggered stages was often perceived to be a singularly improbable task. Yet,
against the odds, it took place — and herein lies the hope. The best we can aspire to do in the
introduction is to trace the contours of the country by admitting that we are not trying to frame or
pin its instabilities on this or that issue but a confluence of interconnecting factors. Some facets
and features of these interconnections of Sri Lanka and its intricacies are given greater thought
and consideration by the contributors to this volume. Our aspiration in this introductory chapter is
necessarily more modest: to offer an outline of Sri Lanka’s political, political economy, and socio-
cultural conditions.

We start by tracing and delineating some key moments in the country’s contemporary polity,
economy, and sociality. By doing so, we want to offer readers a sketch of some key aspects and
influences foundational for grasping a country in turmoil, where public trust is under constant
duress. The turbulence has been decades in the making; given an unresolved ethnic conflict and
bloodied war since at least 1983; deepening economic inequalities; schisms within communities;
and creeping authoritarianism, enmeshed in a highly inequitable global economic order with
shifting geopolitics. All these factors obfuscate simple readings of Sri Lanka’s instability and
underline the need for system change and structural transformation towards an equitable, just,
and ecologically sensitive country to be forged in the future. Fashioning Sri Lanka’s future then
requires redistributive and political justice to be at its core, as many of the chapters within the
volume trace.

Betrayal of Public Trust: The Economy, Nation, and Society Intersect?

The nation has been at the heart of academic attention, civil society activism, and media debate
since the 1983 ethnic violence and riots in Sri Lanka. The violence of July 1983 and the following
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internecine violent conflict and war for a nearly three-decade period (26 years to be precise if 2009
can be marked as an endpoint, which on its own is a moot point) continue to colour and haunt the
country 40 years afterwards (see also Jazeel and Ruwanpura 2009; Wickramasinghe 2009). The
commemoration of a violent and tragic day for the nation four decades later in 2023 continues to
be ironically violently halted by politicians, inclusive of Ranil Wickramasinghe, in denial of their
complicity in giving birth and perpetuating the violence, suppression, and oppression, which are
hallmarks of Sri Lanka’s polity (VOA 2023).

The ethnonationalism that started with the politicization of the Sinhala-Buddhist consciousness
in the 1950s has permeated almost every significant minority community relationship (Tamils and
Muslims) by now (see Abeysekera 2022; Saleem 2020). The nation is unmade recurrently by no
less than a political regime that allegedly wants to uphold the national sovereignty, the nation as a
unitary state and yet recurrently recreate the fissures that never allow us to confront our traumatic
past, societal sins, or heal (Coomaraswamy 2022). The sinister presence of nationalist forces is
so politicized by various political factions that Ambika Satkunanathan (2023) in a significant
social media intervention noted how the religious right-wing nationalist forces within the Tamil-
Hindu and Sinhala-Buddhist communities were joining hands to intimidate and unleash violence
against the Muslim community. However, the layering of violence in the country is complex, as
orchestrated violence by Sinhala communities against the Tamils in the East and North has started
to resurface with a vengeance in 2023.

Violence is not new to Sri Lanka. The more terrifying prospect is that into an already potent
mix that Klem and others have written about regarding influences by right-wing Muslim religious
forces in eastern Sri Lanka (Klem 2011; Klem and Maunaguru 2017, 2018), Sathkunanathan
(2023) is calling for tracing India’s religious right and its presence. A new-fangled influence
that the country can well do without. While apathy arises again, especially among the upper-
income denizens of Colombo, the aragalaya and the spirit it infused — including anger and rage —
refuses to go into slumber, despite the attempts at suppression by an unelected (and subsequently
illegitimate) head of state, amidst scripts of stability that circulate in the mainstream and that
are portrayed for an international audience (see also Daily Financial Times 2023). Indignation is
often found among the working classes and informal sector workers, who seethe at their inability
to vocalize their frustrations, because of the fear instilled by the current regime through heavy-
handed policing tactics against mass protests. Torpor and rage simultaneously and not so strangely
cohabit within Sri Lanka’s polity. This cohabitation reflects class dynamics within the country as
well as the fact that just over half (55.7%) of Sri Lanka’s population face multiple vulnerabilities,
which the United Nations Development Programme (2023) encapsulates in its multi-dimensional
vulnerability index (UNDP 2023).

Contestations over the nation are then also melded with discord over resource distribution and
allocation. Inequities in wealth distribution and resource misallocation, aside from entrenched
corruption, have persisted in the past four decades but have received less attention in the media and
policy circles until the start of 2022. When the severity of the economic crisis came to full view,
with the differential impacts on display on television screens and broadsheet newspapers, shying
away from the underbelly of Sri Lanka’s economy was impossible. The economic underclass that
propelled and kept the economy going and the challenges they faced was in full view. In Sri
Lanka’s case, the walking classes that Arundhati Roy (2020) speaks of were not walking home but
sauntering in queues because they took so long, simply to get essentials — from kerosine to milk
powder to gas cylinders — to enable daily life. The portal to Sri Lanka’s sociality and polity was
then also the economic crisis. The nature and shape of the economy and who it works for matters.
This iniquitous tempo was glaringly made evident in 2022.
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Although, the debt crisis and its impacts cut across almost all class, ethnic, and political groups,
its most acute effects were felt by the working and the low-income across all ethnic groups.
Nonetheless, many commentators underlined that economic crises and embargos were not new
to communities living in war zone areas, where shortages of essentials and long power cuts, for
instance, were the daily grind (Ruwanpura 2006; Kadirgamar 2009; Satkunanathan 2022a, 2022b).
These were the ethnic minorities as well as the poor. Not all sections within Tamil and Muslim
communities are the economic underclass even as the working classes also come from the majority
community — and casteism, for instance, entrenches differentiation within minorities (Paramsothy
2019; Thiruvarangan 2019). The intersecting and overlapping class, ethnicity, and gender (to
name a few social registers) identities in Sri Lanka are then as multifaceted and complex as in
other parts of the world. It renders homogenized ethnic identities and ethno-nationalist politics
tropes, unable to speak to the intricacies of the nation and its people, and the gendered and
language politics therein (Ismail and Jeganathan 1995; Thiruvarangan 1995, 2019; De Mel 1996;
de Alwis 1997; Abeysekera 2002; Thiranagama 2018; Jegathesan 2019; Gunaratne 2001; Silva
2001; Wanniarachchi 2023). Yet the continued focus on homogenized identity politics has made
conversations on redistributive politics and economic inequality as inscribed across all ethnic
groups, almost impossible until 2022 (see CPA 2023). The economic crisis then garnered focus
— among the people themselves — that economic disenfranchisement and impoverishment along
with political prejudice were a common lot for most of the Sri Lankans across the ethnic spectrum.

The identification of economic deprivation and political injustice as a shared struggle had its
celebratory and symbolic moments during the aragalaya. Most significant of these were: the
coming together of religious figures from all faiths in the country to protect protestors from state
violence at the start; the standing together of clergy from various beliefs and aragalaya activists
during a gathering to remember the Tamil civilians killed at the end of 2009; religious figures
feeding aragalaya advocates across ethnic and spiritual divides, as made emblematic through
symbolic and religious garbs; and aragalaya demonstrators across ethnic divides singing the
national anthem in both languages and/or simply associating and expressing camaraderie; the first
pride parade in Sri Lanka (see also de Silva, Dhammalage and Nilafdeen 2022; Krishnamoorthy
2022; Pathirana 2022; Srinivasan 2022; CPA 2023; Skanthakumar 2023). These occurrences
and episodes were symbolically significant for a country ensnared in three decades of war and
conflict, where ethno-nationalist politics was used, deployed, and mobilized by callous and corrupt
politicians to keep economically disenfranchised communities apart.

The aragalaya, punctured the recurrent othering, which by 2023, as de Silva et al (2022)
notes, is always contextually refracted (see also Soysa 2022; Srinivasan 2022; Daily FT 2023).
More specifically, through their research, they observe which “... religious group (is) perceived
as the ‘other’ varies by region ... (as) the ‘other’ is also heavily reliant on locally constructed
narratives, which are shaped by business or political relationships, as well as shared historical and
cultural associations” (2022: unpaginated). Being attentive to such splinters, as Mishra (2014)
quoting Clifford Geertz, notes is important because grasping the general, differences, variations,
and particulars also offers a threshold to acknowledging a society in flux. In the case of Sri
Lanka, the age of fury emerged with the optimism and imagination of a pluralist society, which
nonetheless was not without its contradictions and antagonisms (Skanthakumar 2023). However,
as Thiruvarangan (2019) states “counter-hegemonic imaginations of pluralism, coexistence and
cultural resistance to violence, dispossession and exclusions perpetuated by nationalist, racist and
neoliberal forces” are to be féted for underlining the quest for justice (2019: unpaginated). The
aragalaya did not sidestep questions of justice, even as ambiguities and animosities also coincided
and punctured radical transformations of the plurality of polity, sociality, and political economy.
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In underlining this tension, Skanthakumar (2023) primarily connects the antagonisms focused on
the financial, economic crisis, debt, and socio-economic registers. Others have instead underlined
an inability to acknowledge the long-standing grievance or struggles of Tamil communities calling
for political justice or families (mothers and fathers) simply trying to locate abducted children over
decades. Mothers’ struggle that started in the 1980s continues decades later with different waves
of state violence (de Alwis 1997; Soysa 2022; Satkunanathan 2022a). Likewise, the impossibility
of gathering in collectives or mobilizing en masse to remember the dead and missing due to
intensive surveillance in the north was seen as a reflection of the failure of southern protestors to
acknowledge the scale and temporality of the struggles of the Tamil community (Satkunanathan
2022b). However, as Thiruvarangan (2022) underlines, ethnicity alone is an insufficient category
to encapsulate dispossession and inequalities within minority communities. He underlines how
caste, class, and gender refract ethnic groups and neglecting these social vectors in his estimation
is a flaw with “serious social and economic ramifications for people...and their struggles for land,
housing, livelihood and dignity” (2022: unpaginated; see also Maunaguru 2020; Paramsothy 2019).

The fractures and fault lines in the Sri Lankan polity then do persist, but not without filaments
of optimism and hope, as a study CPA (2023) captures. They have done the only known systematic
study of aragalaya, including interviewing 1,000 people across the country and across ethnic and
religious groups in the immediate aftermath of the March—July 2022 period.? In its brief analysis,
it underlines how contrary to the perception that the aragalaya was a space dominated by the
majority community — it shows that even within the Galle Face area, one space among many,
there was a healthy presence of all ethnic communities with almost one-third of all households
joining the mobilization in various ways. Ethnic breakdown of protest participants varied from
about a quarter of people consisting of Sinhala and Up-Country Tamils, one-fifth of Muslims and
16% coming from the Tamil community. And within this grouping, the Tamils that participated
were predominantly older than 30 years while for the other ethnic groups, youth were the key
participants. Nonetheless, as CPA (2023) notes, this “inter-ethnic solidarity (however, fleeting) is
an extremely commendable achievement for the Sri Lankan democracy” (2023: 13). Likewise, the
study rightly notes how the aragalaya “highlights struggles that were considered peripheral to the
majoritarian core” (CPA 2023: 1). The organic, impromptu, and sometimes even chaotic nature of
aragalaya, however, was pivotal for waking a civic consciousness in Sri Lankans on a large scale
and the active citizenship it inculcated through these momentous months.

However, a year later, an unelected and illegitimate head of state (Ranil Wickramasinghe) has
repeatedly resorted to state violence from the moment of his inauguration (Soysa 2022). He started
by first brutally dismantling the protest site at the Galle Face Green. Subsequently, state violence
was used to suppress any protests and rallies, as was the frequency of abductions, false labelling,
and reprisals. This included fiercely frustrating the commemoration of the 40-year anniversary of
Black July 1983 when communities across the ethnic divide came together. A President of a nation
striving to heal and break out of four decades of repeated cycles of violence, Wickramasinghe is
proving to be incapable of representing.

Nonetheless, the proposed Domestic Debt Optimization (DDO)/Domestic Debt Restructuring
(DDR), and its pernicious targeting of the workers’ pension fund, a meagre social security
protection for the working poor, stirred labour rights activists and unions to come to the streets
(Ghosh and Ruwanpura 2023).> While these protests were more scattered because of the fear of
reprisals, intimidation, and fearmongering, the spirit of aragalaya — and the quest for system
change — still percolates in the country, even if may seem diluted. It is both sombre and salutary
that on August 29, 2023, a civil society collective had to call for ending state repression to push
back on the President and remind him of the right to peaceful protest (Colombo Gazette 2023).
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Sri Lanka’s economy, polity, society, and nation at this conjuncture are then in a particularly
entangled disarray because of the persistent betrayal of public trust. Democracy hangs by tattered
threads and fascist forces grip their hold on political power, including attempts at stirring organized
ethnic violence in various parts of the country becoming frequent. The country is at a crossroads
and the global financial architecture that hinges on at least twofold global processes also has a
bearing on the resolution of Sri Lanka’s debt crisis. On the one hand, complex geopolitics between
the USA, Europe, Japan, and China are being played out in the debt restructuring process. On
the other hand, and less acknowledged, is also how multilateral institutions are held captive to
predatory financial institutions and financier interests so that the economic sovereignty of Sri
Lanka, as well as other countries, is being compromised.

The corruption of capitalism in the global economy and its deleterious consequences for
indebted countries in the global South and the possibilities of odious debt are gaining increasing
recognition (Standing 2017; Roos 2019; Martin 2022; Mattei 2022; Varoufakis 2022). Overlaying
the financialising of global capitalism and its injurious bearing on people in the global South is
also the corruption that takes place within the country, which malevolently continues and is openly
acknowledged (Lindberg and Orjuela 2016; Arudpragasam 2022; Kuruwita 2023). Against this
backdrop, calling out for odious debt has come from various quarters, including a debt justice
statement issued earlier in 2023 by 182 academics from economics to development studies
(Gunawardena 2022; Sornarajah 2022a, 2022b, 2022¢; De Alwis 2023; Debt Justice UK 2023).
However, this appeal to consider Sri Lanka’s indebtedness is not novel. One of its early proponents
Wickremasinghe, then holding the role of the premiership, in 2013 writing for the broadsheet
Sunday Times in Sri Lanka had this to say:

As a result, any loans raised under Section 2.1(b) of this Act are not valid.... an
“unconstitutional act is not a law; it confers no rights; it imposes no duties; it affords no
protection; it creates no office; it is in legal contemplation as inoperative as though it had
never been passed.” When it comes to repayment Parliament is not required to honour such
debts.

In fact, the next Parliament will not be legally bound by any obligation to respect the
loan agreements with other nations, international organisations, and commercial institutions
made under Section 2.1(b) of this Act, as they are not legally binding.

(Wickramasinghe 2013: unpaginated)

Now in power as an unelected and illegitimate President behoved to both a parliament that
has lost public trust and has no legitimacy, plus contending geopolitical forces, the President is
keener to uphold the interest of external financiers, robber barons and a corrupt political class than
the economic sovereignty and interests of people. And so, although he wrote about the betrayal
of public trust a decade ago in 2013, from where the above quote is taken, the public perfidy
to a nation and its people continues in manifold ways (see also Daily FT 2023). Consequently,
both hope and disillusionment intermingle, where volatility, organized violence, and tension sit
alongside people committed to promoting just futures.

Country and Its Crossroads

How Sri Lanka came to be at this conjuncture is what our volume hopes to capture, although without
any bold claims that we have the definitive word. The volume is divided into eight sections, including
the introductory section which consists of Kabir’s powerful, incisive, and provoking poem.
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Our other main sections include Nations and Nationalism, Politics, State, and Institutions,
Economy and Political Economy, Work and Life, Environment and Environmental Politics, and
Society, Social Systems, and Culture. After which we conclude with shorter reflective pieces that
attempt to capture the tentativeness of Sri Lanka to acknowledge the flux that the country is going
through — with a section called Moments of Flux, Looking Ahead. We turn to short summaries of
these sections to guide the reader before we end with our reflections on what writing in academia
increasingly means at this current juncture.

Nations and Nationalism

The concept of the nation and understanding what is meant by nationalism in Sri Lanka has been
shaped by a unique set of historical, geographical, and socio-cultural factors. This section explores
key themes and issues within this context, highlighting the islandness, spatial politics, and cultural
coordinates that have contributed to the complex tapestry of Sri Lankan identity and nationalism.

Jazeel’s chapter titled “Island Imaginaries: Insularity, Repetition, and the Spatial Politics of the
National” contends that Sri Lanka’s islandness constitutes a fundamental element of its national
identity. Located in the Indian Ocean, the island’s isolation has played a pivotal role in shaping
its distinctive cultural and political landscape. It is imperative to delve into the historical context
of Sri Lankan statehood, which has been profoundly influenced by the notion of island spatiality.
Consequently, the nation’s history is characterized by recurrent episodes of ethnic and religious
tensions, frequently stemming from disputes over power sharing, social mobility, territory, and
resource allocation. By juxtaposing the colonial conceptions and realizations of the island-colony,
the contested trajectories of post-independence statehood, and the experiences of the Sri Lankan
diaspora, this chapter posits that the post-colonial geography of the Sri Lankan Island nation has
consistently remained subject to contingency, cultural factors, and fragility.

The spatial dimensions of the nation, encompassing issues, such as land ownership and resource
management, have occupied and continue to occupy a central position within the discourse of
nationalism. Concerns about authoritarian politics have also arisen in Sri Lanka, marked by
instances of power consolidation, the erosion of democratic institutions, and constraints on freedom
of expression and assembly. In her chapter titled “Authoritarian Politics and Gender in Sri Lanka:
A Survey,” Gamage investigates the enduring colonial legacies that facilitate authoritarian politics
while undermining more inclusive models of power distribution and democratic governance. This
analysis extends to examining the intersection of gender with authoritarianism. The utilization
of emergency powers and the suppression of dissenting voices have triggered apprehensions
regarding the state of democracy in Sri Lanka, with particular attention to its gender-specific
consequences. While civil society organizations, activists, and international stakeholders have
called for heightened respect for human rights and democratic values, underscoring the imperative
of upholding the rule of law and safeguarding fundamental liberties, the author contends that
the current dynamics run the risk of perpetuating Sinhala Buddhist nationalism and endorsing
authoritarian styles of political leadership in tandem with the prevailing pattern of unequal
development.

In the chapter titled “Nationalism, Conflict, and Power Sharing,” Klem examines scholarly
work related to Sinhala (-Buddhist) nationalism, Tamil nationalism (including separatism), and the
politics of Muslim ethnic identity. These various forms of identity politics continue to maintain
distinct and intricate relationships with the State. Throughout history, these differing aspirations
of various ethnic and religious communities have frequently ignited violent conflicts. However, in
the post-war era, the challenge lies in fostering reconciliation through power-sharing mechanisms
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and the decentralization of political authority. Despite the imperative of addressing Sri Lanka’s
‘national problem,’ achieving a sustainable solution remains a formidable task. The path forward
is marred by political discord, deep-seated mistrust, and historical grievances, all of which impede
progress towards resolution.

The section concludes with Wettimuny’s chapter titled “Centring Conflict: Contemporary Sri
Lanka in Perspective,” which delves into the extensive history of conflict in Sri Lanka, with a
primary focus on the last century. Although contemporary Sri Lanka is notably marked by the
enduring ethnic conflict between the majority Sinhala Buddhists and the Tamil minority, which
culminated in 2009, the origins of this conflict can be traced back to historical grievances
and the clash of competing nationalist ideologies. These factors have often resulted in violent
confrontations and violations of human rights. Utilizing the perspectives of identity, ideology,
and victim narratives, the chapter emphasizes significant historical events and underscores the
importance of gaining a deeper understanding of these conflict histories. Such insight is deemed
vital for preventing the recurrence of similar conflicts in the future.

Sri Lanka’s history of nations and nationalism is deeply rooted in its islandness, the historical
context, spatial politics, ethnic conflicts, and cultural dimensions. The contemporary challenge
lies in finding a path towards reconciliation and power-sharing among its diverse communities.
Understanding the complex interplay of these factors is essential to comprehending the dynamics
of nations and nationalism — and to ascertain how these plays out in Sri Lanka, our next section
turns to Politics, State, and Institutions.

Politics, State, and Institutions

Politics, state, and institutions in Sri Lanka have been the subject of intense scrutiny and debate,
particularly in relation to the country’s constitution and law. In the chapter titled “Defining Sri Lanka’s
Identity: Reflections on Key Constitutional and Legal Moments,” Fonseka and Ganeshathasan
delve into the series of constitutional and legislative reforms that carry significant implications for
the structure of the state, fundamental rights, and the rule of law in post-independence Sri Lanka.
The Sri Lankan constitution, which was ratified in 1978, introduced a presidential system of
government, endowing the president with substantial executive powers. However, this period
also witnessed the enactment of 21 amendments, raising concerns about the balance of power
within the system and sparking contentious debates among various political factions. Additionally,
the chapter addresses the impact of laws and their implementation, which have contributed to
an executive-heavy governance model, thereby affecting democracy and reconciliation efforts in
Sri Lanka. These moments in the nation’s history are significantly shaped by identity politics and a
legacy of activism, but questions also linger regarding the processes involved and their long-term
ramifications. Fonseka and Ganeshathasan also further explore recent developments in Sri Lanka’s
constitutional and legal landscape within the context of the post-war and pandemic environment,
shedding light on critical issues that warrant consideration — perhaps even underlining Ayesha
Wijayalath’s (2022) remarks that Sri Lanka is at a constituent moment.

In Rambukwella’s chapter titled “Imagining the Nation: A Critical Examination of Sinhala
Nationalism and Its Cultural Coordinates,” he focuses on how Sinhala nationalism has exerted
a significant influence on shaping Sri Lanka’s political landscape. This influence is closely
intertwined with the perception of the island as the ancestral homeland of the Sinhala people.
He further explores the pivotal role played by cultural coordinates, such as language, religion,
and historical narratives, in reinforcing this brand of nationalism throughout the 20th century.
However, this approach has frequently marginalized other ethnic and religious communities,
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thus contributing to heightened tensions and conflicts. Moreover, in the chapter, he underscores
the enduring significance of ‘culture’ as a key arena for the perpetuation of nationalist ideals.
Nevertheless, it advises against the assumption that culture and the nation are self-evident
categories, advocating instead for an approach that regards both culture and nation as categories of
practice, rather than as inherent ontological truths.

The Muslimsresiding in Sri Lanka constitute a unique ethnic and religious minority, characterized
by a considerable degree of diversity within their community. Notably, the Eastern Province is
home to a substantial Muslim population, distinguished by its distinct cultural customs, religious
traditions, and linguistic variety. In the chapter titled “Eastern Muslims of Sri Lanka: Shaping
Identity Consciousness,” authored by Rameez and Fowsar, a comprehensive examination is
conducted into the multifaceted process of identity formation among the Muslim community in the
eastern region of the country. This exploration presents a distinct facet of Sri Lanka’s multicultural
identity. These Muslims’ experiences have been significantly influenced by their interactions with
both the Sinhala and Tamil communities. However, their distinctiveness also arises from their
unique experiences during the conflict and their close association with the Tamil community,
setting them apart from the Muslim community in other regions of the country, where interactions
with the Sinhala community are more prevalent. Over time, they have cultivated a distinct sense of
identity, navigating the intricate web of ethnic and religious affiliations that characterize Sri Lanka.
The intersectionality of being both Muslim and Eastern has thus played a pivotal role in shaping
the community’s identity and social dynamics. The complexities associated with how Eastern
Muslims negotiate their identity, interact with other communities, and confront the challenges of
coexisting in a multi-ethnic society are highlighted in this chapter. Their experiences serve as a
testament to the intricate and diverse nature of the nation’s overarching identity.

The issue of justice, accountability, and redress for victims of human rights violations that
have marred Sri Lanka’s post-independence history remains a source of deep-seated contention.
In the wake of the conclusion of the civil war in 2009, the demands for accountability and justice
concerning wartime atrocities have grown increasingly vocal. The Sri Lankan government has,
at times, flirted with internationally recommended models for transitional justice mechanisms.
However, progress towards achieving substantive transitional justice has been frustratingly
sluggish, and the government’s approach to addressing past human rights violations has come
under fire for its lack of transparency and perceived absence of political will. Mihlar’s chapter,
titled “Transitional Justice: The Current State in Sri Lanka,” delves into the national investigative
commissions’ efforts to uncover the truth, especially regarding forensic and narrative aspects,
although these processes have been structurally flawed and subject to compromise. Judicial and
reparative outcomes have been disappointingly minimal. While the establishment of bodies like
the Office of Missing Persons and the Office for Reparations can be seen as initial steps, substantial
challenges still loom on the path to achieving reconciliation and accountability. The chapter argues
that several factors underscore the frailty of the transitional justice processes. Drawing on the
recent 2022 protest movement, it concludes that peace and democracy in Sri Lanka hinge on
accountability and structural reforms.

Gender, sexuality, and legal matters in Sri Lanka have emerged as areas of ongoing concern. While
the country has made strides in advancing women’s rights and fostering gender equality, substantial
challenges persist. Challenges, such as gender-based violence, discrimination, transgender rights,
and unequal access to economic opportunities, continue to confront society. As articulated by
Ariyarathne and Grewal in their chapter titled “Contemporary Gender Activism: Engaging the
Law and the State,” significant progress has been achieved in broadening the comprehension of
concepts such as intersectionality, human rights, feminism, and the very nature of politics itself.
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However, endeavours aimed at reforming laws and promoting policies that are sensitive to gender-
related issues still encounter resistance. This underscores the imperative for persistent advocacy
and continuous legal reforms to effectively address these concerns. The chapter posits that gender
and transgender activists must adopt an approach that scrutinizes the role of law and the State in
facilitating social change. This approach should encompass explorations of emotions, aesthetics,
and imaginaries while simultaneously confronting issues of power, hierarchy, and subalternity.

The pleas by Ariyarathne and Grewal for a multifaceted approach as crucial for addressing the
complex challenges associated with gender and law in Sri Lanka also bring into the fold questions
around redistributive economic justice. These concerns connect well to the section on the Economy
and Political Economy, which provides broad brush strokes of the state of the economy, including
accounting for gendered and ethnic bearings.

Economy and Political Economy

The spatial politics within Sri Lanka, with its gendered, ethnic, and class dynamics occur within
a particular political economy context. The country’s political economy for the past four and half
decades has been oriented towards giving precedence to market exigencies and forces, adapting to
neoliberal policies as elsewhere globally. This market fundamentalism, however, has not panned
out as in economic textbooks, as the model version appearing in books that promote neoclassical
economics had no historical precedence to start with (Chang 2014).

Economics itself is a vast and rich paradigm, with schools of thought that reflect the entire
political ideological spectrum; from the right (Hayek, von Mises) to the left (Marx, Sraffa,
Miliband, Lenin, Gramsci) and everything in between (Smith, Schumpeter, Robinson, Keynes,
Veblen, Polanyi, and Galbraith). While mostly (dead) white men and their ideas circulate and
continue to dominate and shape economic policies and ideas well into the 21st century, feminist,
black, and post-colonial economists have been puncturing the colonial rootedness of economic
thought (Matthaei 1996; Charusheela 2004; Banks 2008; Danby 2017; Hossein 2019).

Many traditions are inscribed and rooted in political economy, which at its most basic level
is the notion that economic decisions and policies are also fundamentally political choices, with
resource-distributive consequences that matter to people’s lives. They were not meant to be models
for boys (quite literally) to play around with by devising different scenarios based on assumptions
that may or may not reflect grounded reality (Matthaei 1996; Chang 2014; Waller and Wrenn
2021; Piketty 2022). However, as many heterodox economists have underlined, the rich tradition
of political economy has been usurped by a narrow clique of economic thinkers: neoclassical
economics. This school of thought is promoted and presented as the prescriptive cornerstone for
understanding how the economy should function. Consequently, economic policies promoted by
multilateral institutions, such as the IMF (International Monetary Fund), the World Bank and the
ADB (Asian Development Bank), come from this narrow economic framework, often resulting
in a global economy dominated and shaped by neoliberal policies and increasing financialization
of capitalism (Chang 2014; Standing 2016; Harvey 2005; Mazzacutto 2020; Varoufakis 2022).
The upshot is that even economists and development economists who were once considered
mainstream are rooting for change (Rodrik, Baqir and Diwan 2023; Stiglitz 2023).

It is against this backdrop of a rich tradition of political economic thought, where neoclassical
economics dominate, that contributions to this section need to be read. Most economists writing
on Sri Lanka do so broadly from a neoliberal perspective, occasionally drawing on institutionalist
thought. The political economists’ interventions in Sri Lanka often come from a Marxist
perspective, although our efforts at drawing them in or keeping them aboard did not bear fruit
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(more in Writing in Academia below). We want our readers to be attentive to these economic and
political economy debates, large and small, that may be missed out in economic readings of Sri
Lanka — especially given its current economic crisis.

The first chapter of this section is by Umesh Moramudali. His work seeks to uncover the deeper
roots of the debt crisis in the country, given that Sri Lanka defaulted on its sovereign debt for the
first time in April 2022. Entitled “Sri Lanka’s Foreign Debt Crisis: Deep Roots” Moramudali
tries to capture the causes of the sovereign default as well as the potential foreign debt outlook
of the country. He attributes how the transition of Sri Lanka to a middle-income country by
relying excessively on foreign international finance markets and bilateral borrowers meant that
the country did not address its structural weaknesses. This chapter alerts us to how these facets
meant borrowing practices of the Sri Lankan government left immense room for corruption and
overpricing, factors that persist to this date and even after default. His analysis also gives due
consideration to the complex geopolitical tensions that are shaping Sri Lanka’s debt restructuring
process — and how the country’s reliance on international money markets and bilateral loans has
compromised the country’s economic and political sovereignty.

While Moramudali’s analysis draws on strands of institutionalist thought, the contributory
chapter titled “The Sri Lankan Economy: Hope, Despair and Prospects” by Prema-chandra
Athukorala takes a more orthodox approach to the analysis of the Sri Lankan economy. It offers
“an interpretative survey of the economic policy and performance of the Sri Lankan economy,” to
quote him, going back to the immediate post-independence era. It then underlines in more detail
recent policy failures from the time of the CoVID-19 pandemic to claim the need for combining
the prescriptive IMF policies to establish stabilization. Structural adjustment is also seen to be key
to restoring what Athukorala notes as an anti-tradable bias, given existing incentive structures. As
a champion of the IMF, Athukrola negates how the IMF policies have been implanted 16 times in
the country contending that it is the failure of multiple Sri Lankan governments and policymakers
that have lapsed from following IMF policies. However, he does bring our attention to the need
for democratic legitimacy, political stability, and social dialogues for popular engagement — all of
which are in short order in the country.

These chapters, as important as they are to understand Sri Lanka’s economic crisis, offer only
a sliver towards understanding the political economy of the country and indeed the complex
manoeuvrings in the global economy, the financialization, and corruption of capitalism globally
too. Neither of these chapters then do the heavy lifting of connecting to global debates where once
mainstream economists are calling for a drastic change of traction to how development is financed —
nor indeed to the dangers and follies of being reliant on financialized capitalism (Standing 2016;
Varoufakis 2022; Rodrik et al 2023; Stiglitz 2023). In Sri Lanka, these critiques have come from
feminists, unions, left-political activists, and academics, who have brought attention to the social
fallout for women and workers, and how returning to the IMF is unlikely to be the silver bullet as
before (Ghosh 2021; Feminist Collective for Economic Justice 2023; Ghosh and Ruwanpura 2023;
Gunawardena 2023; Gunawardena, Kadirgamar 2023; Nicholas and Nicholas 2023; Pathirana
with Unions 2023; Chandrasekhar, Ghosh and Das 2024). We draw attention to another angle to
offer the reader multiple interpretations of Sri Lanka’s debt crisis and to highlight the globalized
nature of the current waves of debt crisis (UNDP 2022). Sri Lanka is not on its own, despite the
country’s political and economic banes also needing prescriptive medicines.

The chapters that follow the initial interconnected, but not necessarily expansive readings
of the debt crisis, tackle other critical aspects of the national economy. Sri Lanka consists of
52% women. This demographic balance is rarely, if ever, reflected in policy-level discourse and
most certainly not in the political realm, recurrently occupied by geriatric men and increasingly
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with no legitimacy. Once considered an egalitarian haven for equitable human development, the
Sri Lankan economy continues to face persistent challenges in the realm of gender equality as
Dileni Gunewardena outlines in her chapter “Gender Equality in Sri Lanka’s Economy: Persistent
Challenges.” Women workers underpin tea, garments, and migrant work; economic spheres that
contribute most to earning foreign exchange for the country. However, women labouring in these
sectors does not earn a living wage, which is in addition to the gender-earning pay gaps that persist.
Her chapter also then goes on to cover the neglected dimension of unpaid labour of women, which
for the first time was conducted in 2017. Using Sri Lanka’s first National Time Use Survey, she
illustrates how on any given day the average woman spends one hour and 54 minutes on food and
meal preparation, and one hour and six minutes on childcare and instruction. In contrast, the men
average time used by men for each of the domestic care activities is 12 minutes. Gunawardena
goes on to associate the gender gap around time use as a reason for Sri Lanka’s historically low
FLFP (female labour force participation) rates, where women seek part-time or self-employment
to enable the double burden of work. While she associates the double burden of work for poorly
compensated jobs for women, this line of thinking neglects the fact that living wages are absent
for most working-class men too. There needs to be more research to establish the extent to which
living wages for the working classes are inflected by both patriarchal, class, and feudal norms,
and as such continuously undervalue those labouring for foundational sectors of the Sri Lankan
economy (some are covered in the Work and Life section of this volume).

The marginal status of women — as modulated by caste is the focus of Narayani Sritharan’s
chapter entitled “Unveiling the Margins: Women, Caste, Class and Post-War Development in Sri
Lanka’s North and East.” Her chapter is pivotal for understanding not just the marginal status of
women but also a contested area of Sri Lanka, which has been marginalized due to the ravages
of war for over 30 years. In the post-war context, she outlines how the initial economic growth,
there were no or limited inclusive opportunities for inclusive and sustained opportunities, where
mobility is especially restrictive for women-headed households and lower-ranked caste groups
who must confront heavily militarized regions and the surveillance that come with it. In these areas
too, household-level indebtedness and low labour force participation compound and feed into
exclusion, which propagates and intensifies both social exclusion and division. Sritharan’s chapter
is important to underscore how the global economic infrastructure that percolates to different
parts of the country has differentiated outcomes for communities, often refracted by gender, class,
ethnicity, and other social vectors, even within uneven regional development.

The unevenness of development in the higher education sector in the past few decades is covered
in the title entitled “Higher Education in Contemporary Sri Lanka: Key Topics” by Kaushalya
Perera. In this chapter, Perera argues that policy changes targeting the higher education sector have
impacted university students in the areas of employment, governance restructuring and what she
broadly terms conflict — that overviews a spectrum as wide as ragging/hazing, sexual harassment
to student and faculty protests. This chapter shows how privatization measures in the higher
education sector, which extend beyond the prevalence of private universities, created a contested
landscape within existing public universities. The resultant changes in the structures and systems
of management have tended to compound inequities and stresses within higher education rather
than diminish. Partly this is due to the underfunding of education, inclusive of higher education,
in Sri Lanka, where it now gets the lowest funding for education in South Asia. Quite a fall for a
country that used to be held as a beacon for high social development with concomitant resource
allocation, despite slow or low growth (Sen 1981; Humphries 1983). The multiple ways in which
this resource misallocation coupled with an economy that poorly rewards work or is attentive to
climate change and the environment are the focus of the other two sections in this volume.
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Work and Life

The large-scale infrastructure development, which has been the primary post-war development
strategy for Sri Lanka, rests upon agglomeration imaginaries that range from the ‘ideal’ village
(for instance gam udawa of the 1980s) to the modern metropolis is the focus of Narayan’s
chapter. Within this broader obsession of Development with a D — i.e. large-scale infrastructure
development, he looks at questions around informality and masculinity with a chapter titled
“Informality, Masculinity and Agglomeration Imaginaries.” Nipesh Palat Narayan’s contention is
that working life needs to be located within the socio-spatial context within which it unfolds; and
the changing nature of informality and the gendered nature of work, he says needs to be framed
within masculine agglomeration imaginaries that fail to account for grounded life.

Not accounting for how Sri Lankan people earn a living and the sectors in which they earn
their livelihoods is also reflected in the chapter by Cynthia M. Caron, when she writes on “The
Work and Lives of Agricultural Workers.” She outlines how the World Bank estimated in 2022
that roughly 27% of people in the country worked in the agricultural sector, which is just below
one-third of the population. Her chapter goes over not just the structural conditions that shape the
lives of agricultural sector workers but also how risks increasingly associated with climate change,
agrochemical usage and government policies affect them. We find then that it is not just wages
and a fluctuating economy that affect agricultural workers but also policies that keep enforcing
workers, including women, into export-oriented value chains that are often more and not less
extractive (see also Senevirathna 2018). These exploitative conditions also have some bearing on
rural indebtedness that De Silva and Wedagedara cover in their chapter (more below).

While Caron’s chapter covers rural agricultural workers more broadly, Jayanthi Thiyaga
Lingham’s focus for her chapter is on “The Gendered Political Economy of Work in Post-War
Sri Lanka.” In locating the creation of employment activities in post-war areas of the country
and framing it within the rubric of political economy, Lingham is keen to underline how job
creation without attentiveness to decades of war and trauma also affects the working life chances
of women workers. In this regard, she explores further the triumvirate between the state, military,
and capital framed as a necessary analytical handle by Ruwanpura (2018), which otherwise often
goes unremarked upon — or analysis is too often limited to the state-military nexus (Kadirgamar
2013; Ruwanpura 2022). Lingham shows how the military surveillance in the region circumscribes
women’s mobility and that self-employment is a scant survival mechanism. In her analysis, a
running and critical theme is to appreciate the gendered experiences of women workers, it is also
pivotal to acknowledge the relationship between the productive and social reproductive spheres.

The centrality of social reproduction for understanding the work of women is also examined in
some detail in the two chapters that follow around garment sector workers and rural indebtedness.
Shyamain Wickramasingha in her chapter titled “Work and Life of Sri Lankan garment factory
workers: A Gendered Perspective” surveys the existing scholarship around the embodied
experiences of women workers in the garment sector. Her chapter is framed around the interactions
between global labour governance regimes and the agency of workers, and the pressure faced by
workers across different spheres. These spaces include workers in post-war areas, Tamil migrant
workers in the Economic Processing Zones (EPZs) away from their villagers, migrant workers and
informalization, and how the pandemic and economic crisis are deepening already challenging
work conditions — and threatening to take away their limited labour rights.

It is both the precarity of work conditions that Wickramasingha writes about and the double
burden of work that Gunawardena outlines that may be contributory factors for women to seek and
remain in self-employment rather than seek formal sector jobs. Seeking entrepreneurial activities,
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however, comes with another set of financial risks that are rarely acknowledged because livelihood
creation is often considered a panacea. Nedha de Silva and Amali Wedagedara complete this
section with their chapter entitled “Microfinance, Debt and Indebtedness and Rural Workers in
Sri Lanka.” Both newspaper reportage and studies done in Sri Lanka show how self-employment
via microfinance has furthered poverty, led to dispossession and displacement, and increased
violence. Their chapter looks at how microfinance has unfolded in rural communities over decades
to underscore how instead of neoliberal tropes of entrepreneurialism and empowerment, the
outcomes are entrenched and deepening poverty and inequality. To foreground these connections
de Silva and Wedagedara draw on feminist writings on social reproduction that speak to Sri Lanka’s
current crisis moment in significant ways — given that the debt crisis is a masculine project while
calls for debt justice are feminist. In other words, the debt crisis needs to be gendered because of
the intimate and intricate connections between debt at the macro scale and indebtedness at the
household level (Ruwanpura, Muchchala and Rao 2022).

Issues around exploitation and stresses on Sri Lanka also infiltrate the country’s ecological fabric.
The next section of the volume offers both the political, social, and historical understandings of the
environment and environmental politics in Sri Lanka. In doing so the contributors to this section
highlight how in an age of climate change to neglect environmental stresses is also to abandon
people and communities who draw upon the socio-ecological world they inhabit. These chapters also
reveal the increasing commodification and militarization of the environment result in environmental
politics that are enmeshed in the larger political fabric that is both global, national, and local.

Environment and Environmental Politics

This section starts with a contribution by Rapti Siriwardane-De Zoysa that acknowledges the
geographical entity of an island by giving prominence to the oceanic and littoral spaces of Sri
Lanka. In her chapter titled “Following Currents: Oceanic and Littoral Sri Lanka,” she assesses
prevalent scholarship that focuses on the land and instead features formative writings on fishing
communities and coastal politics. Her contribution brings in both wartime and tsunami-related
scholarship to call for conceptually plural analysis that promotes the entanglements between
people, species, and places to critically disentangle emergent forms of coastal urbanization that
cause upheaval to fishing communities.

The disruption and disorder linked to our ecological world that comes with hyper-urbanity is
a running theme in the chapter that follows entitled “A Political Ecology of Sri Lanka’s Urban
and Regional Wetlands.” Missaka Hettiarachchi adopts a political ecology lens to illustrate how
wetlands have increasingly come to the fore in socio-environmental conflicts due to penetrative
infrastructure development and dense urbanization. While wetlands are evanescent ecosystems,
low-income communities have lived adjacent to wetlands, learning to live with the environment
and seasonal risks of inundation. The commodification of space without attentiveness to
ecological harm is exemplified in the ways in which wetlands are reframed as prime land for urban
regeneration. This is a far cry from wetlands, often considered perilous environmental spaces or
the backyards of cities, which are now framed as potential spaces for urban real estate. The upshot
is not just the dispossession and displacement of low-income communities and inhabitants but
also the environmental risks and disasters compounded in the process. In this chapter, he traces the
ecological trajectories of urban and regional wetlands and the socio-environmental politics shaped
by this commodification process.

The perverse ways in which grappling with climate change in Sri Lanka is further elaborated
and examined by Theiventhran in his chapter “Sri Lanka’s Energy Transition: Once Step Forward,
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Two Steps Back.” He points out that for Sri Lanka to be secure in its energy usage, its future must
depend on the adoption of renewable energy to redress financial and social challenges, although
this requires adapting technologically too. However, the country’s dependence on fossil fuels
means that dislodging its usage needs to be cognizant of the socio-political and spatial politics,
Theiventhran argues that energy justice and security need to be framed through the prism of public
values. Rethinking energy security through public values instead of strategic national interests will
help potentially re-localize the economy around communities and institutions oriented towards
public action that democratizes and hence potentially make the energy transition just.

Justice, however, is increasingly elusive in Sri Lanka — and its gaps are evident in the legal
sphere, as Kalana Senaratne traces for us in his chapter “Environmental Protection: A Critical
Legal Approach.” Senaratne adopts a critical legal lens to argue that reliance on the law brings
with it mixed potential, and more laws and regulations in and by themselves may not protect
the environment. He, for instance, notes how the existing legal enactments, regulations, and
judicial decisions may camouflage attempts at protecting the environment. Even as Sri Lanka
has a relatively well-developed legal and institutional framework, the chapter outlines how there
is a need to be attentive and critically examine prevailing legal chronicles about environmental
protection in the country. One of the concerns that Senaratne raises has to do with how narratives
on environmental protection in Sri Lanka construct a mythical past that glorifies ethno-nationalist
(Sinhala-Buddhist) tropes that negate tensions prevalent both historically and in contemporary
times. He illustrates therefore the need to adopt critical legal reflection to not just protect the
environment but to also be cognisant of how the nationalist political terrain is entangled with
environmental politics.

Choi continues this theme of environmental entanglement with Sri Lanka’s politics in her essay
titled “Ecological States: Nature, Militarization and Nationalism in Sri Lanka.” In this chapter,
she traces the linkages between the militarization of nature and the environment in the country by
accentuating three different historical periods. One is around how colonization schemes in the dry
zone of the country intersected with both nationalist ideologies and environmental management
and while the former is well-traversed ground by numerous scholars Choi offers a new angle by
drawing out the linkages to the environment (Tennekoon 1988; Brow 1996; Klem and Kelegama
2020). She then turns her attention to the politics around the post-tsunami period and outlines how
managing hazards and risks are constructed as national security threats that closely overlap with
militarization that continue to resonate with the politics around post-war colonization in former
war-torn areas. In wrapping up the chapter, Choi raises how existential threats of climate change
ought to compel policymakers to rethink human and non-human connections to appreciate the
island’s ecological space differently — and reimagine the social and political.

Whether Sri Lanka will do the needed radical reimagination of its environment is up for debate.
However, to motivate thinking in this direction, Sivasundaram ends this section with his chapter —
and what he calls a prospectus — entitled “Sri Lanka’s Environmental History.” This chapter calls
for Sri Lankan studies to be much more environmentally attentive by examining not just outsiders
but also how indigenous communities narrated the island over the long duree. Sivasundaram
draws on the cartographic, textual, and embodied to juxtapose colonial knowledge production
against the ecology and intellectual culture of Sri Lanka in a bid to make more space for animal
histories. One of his purposes in the chapter is to disrupt the boundary between the human and
the non-human — and stretch and expand conventional understandings of the environment in the
country. His prospectus is then a plea to turn away from limiting oneself to the plantation complex,
deforestation, and nature — as important as these are — to much more pressing environmental
emergencies that keep unfolding where we all face existential risks.
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Society, Social Systems, and Culture

Sri Lanka’s social systems, institutions, and social fabric is the penultimate section of the volume —
and the last segment of full chapters. The chapters for this part of the book cover areas as diverse
as the public health system in the country, feminist pathways on plantation studies, caste politics,
and the digital sphere. It ends with an uplifting chapter on the low-income settlements in urban Sri
Lanka and how these spaces are the archetype where pluriverse futures already exist — and how a
closer look at these communities offers more than glimmers of hope.

Sri Lanka’s public health system has encountered notable difficulties, particularly in the wake
of the CoVID-19 pandemic and the recent debt crisis. In Bandara’s chapter, titled “Public Health
System of Sri Lanka: Past, Present, and Future,” he delves into the various challenges and pressures
faced by the country’s healthcare infrastructure. Presently, the health system grapples with
shortages in its workforce and essential medicines, among other pressing issues. Urgent measures
are required to rectify these deficiencies in essential medicines and other critical areas. Looking
towards the future, the chapter explores the necessity for Sri Lanka to prioritize the strengthening
of its health system, focusing on policy and financing aspects. This proactive approach is deemed
crucial to ensure the nation’s healthcare infrastructure can meet the challenges it faces and provide
effective care to its citizens.

Digital media has assumed a pivotal role in shaping the contemporary landscape of Sri Lankan
society. The rapid proliferation of smartphones and the expansion of internet connectivity have
ushered in a digital revolution, fundamentally transforming how individuals communicate, access
information, and engage in public discourse. Nevertheless, it is imperative to acknowledge that
digital media has also magnified existing gender dynamics. Women’s interactions in online spaces
frequently entail experiences of harassment, cyberbullying, and the reinforcement of patriarchal
norms. In their chapter titled “Politicizing ‘the Virtual’: An Exploration of the Internet’s
Intersection with Gender and Sexuality in Sri Lanka,” Wanniarachchi and Rizwan scrutinize
how majoritarian politics, patriarchy, and heteronormativity manifest themselves in the digital
realm and the implications for women and queer individuals in Sri Lanka. In response to these
challenges, there exists a pressing need for innovative approaches to navigate and counteract these
exclusionary power structures within these platforms. They underscore the intricate nature of the
digital realm, which encompasses both violence, inequality, and injustice, as well as community,
solidarity, resistance, joy, and pleasure. Addressing these issues will also necessitate a multifaceted
strategy that includes the promotion of digital literacy, the advocacy for safer online environments,
and the active challenge to gender stereotypes.

Plantation studies continue to play a pivotal role in illuminating the historical and social dynamics
inherent to Sri Lanka’s plantation communities, predominantly composed of Tamil-speaking estate
labourers of Malaiyaka Tamil heritage who were brought to the country during the colonial period.
These communities have grappled with entrenched marginalization and economic hardships. In
Jegathesan’s chapter, titled “Feminist Pathways and Political Possibilities in Sri Lankan Plantation
Studies,” a comprehensive examination is conducted of the literature and discussions within the
English-medium scholarly discourse concerning Sri Lankan plantations in the post-war context
over the past half-century. This review highlights the importance of comprehending and addressing
the multifaceted challenges faced by plantation workers, which encompass labour rights, land
ownership, and equitable access to education and healthcare. She concludes by advocating for a
heightened emphasis on the regional and global linkages that Sri Lanka’s plantations maintain with
broader interdisciplinary dialogues encompassing the reproduction of gender, politics, labour, and
development. This approach is seen as essential to fostering a more comprehensive understanding
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of the complexities inherent to plantation communities and their place within the larger socio-
economic context.

Caste politics remain a significant and enduring factor in Sri Lankan society. Despite the official
abolition of the caste system, its influence continues to shape social interactions, especially in
rural areas and more prominently since the cessation of the conflict in 2009. In Essler’s chapter
titled “Caste in Contemporary Sri Lanka” the enduring relevance of caste is demonstrated across
various domains, highlighting persistent gaps in the empirical research on caste. Discrimination
and inequalities rooted in caste continue to persist, impacting individuals’ opportunities and their
potential for social advancement. To combat caste-based discrimination and foster social inclusivity,
the chapter discusses the theoretical and methodological challenges that future researchers in the
field of caste studies in Sri Lanka need to address. Presently, this research is divided into separate
investigations focused on either Tamils or Sinhalese. The chapter advocates for the development
of an integrated field that can comprehensively address the complexities of caste dynamics in Sri
Lanka, transcending ethnic boundaries.

The watta culture stands as a distinctive facet of Sri Lankan society, particularly prominent
within low-income settlements in Colombo. This culture is characterized by a profound connection
with nature, traditional livelihoods, and unique cultural traditions. In Mohideen’s chapter titled
“Dynamics of Low-Income Settlements in Colombo, Sri Lanka,” a comprehensive exploration
is undertaken to understand how these settlements represent distinct geographic areas that foster
mutually beneficial relationships among various groups in their daily interactions. However,
despite the potential benefits of cultural diversity among the people, this way of life faces a
multitude of challenges. The settlements’ reputation for being problematic areas often obscures
their valuable and noteworthy diversity. Additionally, the absence of proper documentation for
property ownership places watta settlements amid complex socio-economic and environmental
predicaments, perpetually haunted by the looming threat of eviction. It is imperative to prioritize
efforts aimed at comprehending the watta culture, acknowledging its cultural significance, and
advocating for sustainable development practices. Recognizing and preserving this unique aspect
of Sri Lankan society is essential for fostering cultural diversity and pluralism, as it must be the
basis for a redistributive and egalitarian political economy.

In conclusion, society and culture in Sri Lanka are shaped by a range of factors, including
digital media and gender politics, plantation studies, caste politics, and the unique watta culture.
These aspects highlight the complexity and diversity of Sri Lankan society, underscoring the
importance of promoting inclusivity, social justice, and respect for cultural heritage in building a
cohesive and harmonious nation.

Moments of Flux, Looking Ahead

Sri Lanka’s current juncture is recurrently in flux — even as we finalize this volume, debates are raging
about the pressures placed on the working poor in the country’s debt restructuring programme.
Equally, oppressive political pressures continue in the form of the Anti-Terrorism Bill, which in
the name of remedying the defects of the country’s draconian Prevention of Terrorism Act (PTA),
infringes upon the political freedoms and rights of people with the proposed expansion of police
powers in the new legislation, with less judicial oversight of intercepting telecommunications;
provisions that weaken the legal basis to arrest individuals suspected of or ‘possibly’ engaged in,
any offence under the legislation; limiting the right of access to lawyers for persons charged under
the law. If the aragalaya offered a symbolic presence in the public imagination of the struggles
that Sri Lankans face, the quest for political, economic, and social justice is still ongoing. While

23



Kanchana N. Ruwanpura and Amjad Mohamed Saleem

geriatric politicians — mostly men — hold onto (illegitimate) power with recurrent crisis cycles that
are never grappled with in meaningful ways, kakistocracy, kleptocracy, and ethnocracy hold sway
(de Votta 2022; see also Daily FT 2023). Sri Lanka’s crisis, however, is of the political economy,
where both economic and political failures matter as does the terms on which the country is
integrated into the global economy — where finance capital enables and not disables localized
corruption of the state, business elites, and the military. The triumvirate in the country shows no
ready signs of disintegrating even as the edifice crumbles.

Within this backdrop to capture Sri Lanka’s moment of flux, we conclude the volume not with
an afterword but with a series of short interventions that aim to capture different moments of Sri
Lanka — its uneven politics, its hope, and betrayals. These short writings capture how Sri Lanka
failed its moral test during the pandemic at a policy level due to the widening of inequalities, yet
at the same time stirred dormant consciousness around the politics of redistribution as Fernando
outlines in “CoVID-19: Sri Lanka’s Moral Test.” The public expressions of this consciousness
are captured by Samaratane in her chapter “The People in the Palace,” where she profiles the
manifestations of civic consciousness among Sri Lankans — and how peaceful and organic protests
of the aragalaya were also an expression of re-democratization. Not without its lamentable lapses
and the inability to connect economic and political injustice, she nonetheless records this unique
historical moment in Sri Lanka for what it achieved: to peacefully overthrow a corrupt family
regime. The ramifications and the spirit of the aragalaya are powerful and continue to stir hope
that about 18 months later, the Supreme Court of Sri Lanka, with a majority judgement, held that
the Rajapaksa regime had violated public trust (Al Jazeera 2023).

System change, however, is yet to come. Walton and Wijetilleke in their respective chapters
summarize slivers of the political and economic topology that make it intangible for consequential
transformation to take place. Despite the inspirational kudos generated by the aragalaya, the
pushback from the political and vested business interest in the country is traced by Walton in his
chapter “After Aragalaya: Moving Beyond the Status Quo?” In his appraisal, the very organic and
chaotic political energy and imagination that came together engendered a divided response in the
aftermath of Gotabhaya Rajapaksa’s (the former President) resignation. The misinformation on
economic policy options available to people led to divided positions on the post-family regime
rule and a lack of an inclusive position on minority communities was a catalyst for the system
change that is yet to transpire. Feudal and patriarchal debris in the political and business classes
especially — often governed by geriatric men — appear fossilized in the political economy fabric.

This ossification in the public policy terrain over the long durée is captured by Wijetilleke when
he sketches how political class and a politicized bureaucracy acted in consort with each other
culminating in the debt default of 2022. His intervention especially focuses on the 2019 tax cuts as
countering consensus held among international financial institutions. Wijetilleke’s writing focuses
on the internal contradictions that led to debt default due to external factors — namely the pandemic
and seller’s inflation (to quote Isabelle Weber). While his position reflects internal inequities, it is
also important to bear in mind that imbalances within Sri Lanka are also enabled by a financialized
uneven global development terrain, where risks are pushed onto developing countries without
undertaking any responsibility — or even without calling out for odious debt when corrupt political
regimes roost (Sornarajah 2022a, 2022b).

The implications of these glaring inequities on the ground are captured by Collyer when talking
economics of the research process — or indeed academic work — is a fitting conclusion to this section
and the volume. In his chapter “The ‘dreary pillage of privacy’, Talking Economics in Colombo’s
Tower Blocks” he delineates not just the residents and their informed take on the changing urban
geographies of Sri Lanka and inequities therein but also the imbalances of the research process
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itself especially in terms of economy of research. His brief sketch is a telling reminder of the spirit
and energy of aragalaya and the analysis that propelled the collective mobilization of people came
from within. A collective consciousness borne out of everyday deprivation and struggles.

Conclusions: Writing in Academia

Academia too is a space of struggle and some of these difficulties transpired through the two-year
process of putting this volume together. When we excitedly undertook to edit this volume in late
2020/early 2021, Sri Lanka was going through toughening political and economic conditions but
not many of us anticipated the acute economic crisis that unfolded nor indeed the emergence of an
inspirational aragalaya. Conditions in Sri Lanka affected and slowed down the process of writing
and finalizing this volume. This is to be expected.

However, there were also other underlying facets of academia that we often gloss over and offer
finessing touches in this way or that rarely call out by name the tensions and antagonisms within
academic spaces. It results in, often idealistic students (we were once too) that treat academia as
some hallowed space because academics reflect their ideological and political positions in this
way or that — and engage in healthy debate. Academic spaces are far from the revered space they
may have once been if it was ever that (Collini 2012; Bhopal 2016; Ahmed 2017). The intense
corporatization of academic management results in not just unhealthy workspaces where time is
taken from research and teaching but also where women and minority groups need to navigate
racism, exclusion and marginalization and the disempowering effects on academics caught in
these binds.

Stress and anxiety abound in academia, with the upshot that often there is a failure to be
reflective and introspective of how we interact with each other — all caught in similar institutional
dynamics. In putting this volume together, we had to contend with these undercurrents, which
ranged from colleagues who went silent and non-responsive (standard one may say) to those
who were antagonistic or dropped out at the very end after long and hard work on the part of
reviewers and editors, despite acquiescing to requests for delaying delivering chapters. In writing
in academia, we are most grateful for colleagues who were aware of combined and conflicting
pressures and yet were graceful and patient in waiting for each other and us — especially those
colleagues who made the original milestones and yet were graciously forbearing.

It is also easy to forget the effects of the pandemic from a personal perspective where many
writers and editors suffered from CoVID-19, had family members also suffering and bereavements.
The political and economic effects of this cannot be understated. The pandemic made many of us
appreciate the small things in life we may have taken for granted, such as the ability to gather with
friends, travel, or simply go about our daily routines without fear. It also meant that we need to
rethink how we engage each other and how we understand the intersectionality of the complexity
of people’s lives.

From the smallest corners of our lives to the grand stage of Sri Lanka and globally, the
continuum of struggles highlighted in this handbook and which we all face is a testament to
our shared humanity. Each person’s daily battles are the threads that weave the tapestry of our
collective struggle, connecting smaller spaces to the vast expanse of our national and international
challenges. The tussles faced by our authors in preparing for this are also a microcosm of what
is faced by the wider society. The message of persistence and perseverance resonates through
the continuum of struggles, reminding us that our common experiences unite us more than they
divide us. This is the message of the aragalaya and comes out strongly from the chapters in this
volume. The journey from smaller spaces to the national and worldwide stage is a reminder that
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the struggles of one are the struggles of many, and injustice in one place is injustice for all; and for
Sri Lanka, togetherness, in acknowledging our collective trauma, is needed to curve just futures.

If there is a take-home message for us: As we navigate the intricate web of shared experiences
and global challenges in this current conjuncture, let us remember that the message of unity and
perseverance echoes through all our (internationalist) struggles, from the smallest to the largest
spaces in our lives.

Notes

1 In a troubling Channel Four (2023) Dispatches exclusive, entitled Sri Lanka bombings: Were 269 people
killed for political power?, the culpability of the terror and violence on Easter Sunday 2019 draws strong
linkages between the man and family that subsequently returned to power in 2020.

2 Even as CPA’s (2023) study is comprehensive, thorough, and insightful, it too misses the temporality of the
aragalaya by limiting the start of the people’s uprising to end March 2022 and Mirihana by emphasizing
on scale. The smaller neighbourhood protests that preceded this period and indeed peaceful protests
and struggles over the long durée are equally important catalysts to understanding the aragalaya. In late
2021, the protests initiated by farmers in the rural areas, island-wide teachers' marches in late 2021 as
well and the Catholic community demanding justice for the Easter Sunday bombing and the much longer
struggles of the mothers and families of the disappeared all matters — even as they may not have captured
the imagination and political urgency of the people. Like with any organic struggle, the impetus and
inspiration for broader-scale collective mobilization start elsewhere; and the rural and enduring political
injustices were as critical for understanding 2022 as were the rural and urban communities and collectives.

3 EPF fund consists of pension savings for workers, who often earn less than Rs 100,000 per annum
(equivalent to £250.00 per year); and any DDO will have particularly gendered, classed, and ethnic
impacts as the bulk of workers in the garment and tea sectors are women (Ghosh and Ruwanpura 2023;
see also Ghosh 2021).
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ISLAND IMAGINARIES

Insularity, Repetition, and the Spatial
Politics of the National

Tariq Jazeel

Introduction

... what is this object, Sri Lanka, in the first place?
(Qadri Ismail 2005, p. xiv)

On 17 May, 2009, the then President Mahinda Rajapakse gave a speech to the Sri Lankan nation
celebrating the Government’s victory over the Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam (LTTE) and the
formal end of the 26-year civil war. His speech made clear the importance he attached to restoring
Sri Lanka’s territorial and sovereign integrity:

For almost three decades the laws enacted by this legislature were not in force in almost
one-third of our land. When I won the Presidential Election in 2005 there were LTTE police
stations in the North and East. There were Tiger courts. What was missing was only a Tiger
parliament. Today we have finished all that forever. Today, this session of Parliament opens
in a country where the writ of this august legislature spreads equally throughout the 65,
332 sq. km of territory of Sri Lanka ...

(Rajapakse 2009)

After asserting the importance of Sri Lanka’s modern territorial cohesion, Rajapakse went on
to mobilize a putatively ‘national’ history to this modern island sovereignty wherein, as he put
it, “Mother Lanka fought against invaders such as Datiya, Pitiya, Palayamara, Silva and Elara”,
before going on to assert the post-colony’s experience of having fought Portuguese, Dutch, and
British colonizers (ibid.). In a characteristically rhetorical flourish, he then stressed that:

No longer are there Tamils, Muslims, Burghers, Malays and any other minorities. There
are only two peoples in this country. One is the people that love this country. The other
comprises the small groups that have no love for the land of their birth. Those who do not
love the country are now a lesser group.

(ibid.)
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Mahinda Rajapakse’s words have arguably set the tone for much of Sri Lanka’s post-conflict
era insofar as they convey a common sense understanding that a post-independent national polity,
one which had become increasingly fractured since well before the war’s onset in 1983, had finally
been put back together in May 2009. What he also made clear in his speech was the primacy
and primordial cohesion of the object that his Sri Lanka Freedom Party (SLFP) government had
reassembled: that is to say, the nation-state Sri Lanka.

My concern in this chapter is to draw attention to the spatial predicates of that object, the
islandness correspondent with the nation-state that Rajapakse is at pains to assert as a historical
given. As I argue in what follows, if Rajapakse’s discourse of post-conflict unified territorial
cohesion aims at being politically persuasive, ideological, and unifying at a key moment in Sri
Lanka’s recent history, then it relies on, and is buttressed by, a much more historically consolidated
geographical imagination of islandness that so often seems to be naturally interchangeable with
the very sign of Sri Lankanness. Even if the civil war had fundamentally been about territory,
about contested geographical imaginations and claims, and about the very integrity of the nation-
state, Rajapakse’s narrative draws upon a spatial logic of inviolable islandness that both precedes
and buttresses assertions that can be made about the inviolability of the reassembled nation-state.
It is precisely this spatial common sense, therefore, that enables Rajapakse to assert that those who
would dispute the island-state’s integrity, those who do not in fact love this reassembled territorial
whole, were now outliers — traitors even — in this modern post-conflict pact with a reconstituted
national polity. As I show in this chapter, this is a spatial common sense that is anything but
natural. Instead, it is one that has a long discursive and visual history that is foundational to this
object — Sri Lanka.

If Rajapakse were to answer the question that Qadri Ismail (2005) poses at the outset of this
chapter then, there is no doubt he would conceive Sri Lanka as a geopolitical object, an empirical
reality; a place to which the label ‘Sri Lanka’ unproblematically refers. However, Ismail’s question
is meant as a provocation to take us elsewhere in terms of how we think about the objectivity of
the nation-state. For if places like nation-states are indeed objects, he reminds us that they are
produced narratologically. In fact, Ismail’s own answer to the question he poses is to suggest the
possibility that Sri Lanka is precisely the kind of object that is produced textually, by the kinds
of narrative in which Rajapakse’s words participate (2005: xiv—xv). In other words, despite —
and indeed in part because of — the geopolitical materiality of the nation-state Sri Lanka, Ismail
stresses that the assumption that the national object is a cohesive, territorial integrity is in fact an
assumption that itself has been historically and textually produced. In other words, he asserts that
Sri Lanka is a discursive object as much as it is a geopolitical reality. Like all nations and nation-
states, it is a spatial story as much as a geopolitical entity (see Bhabha 1990).

With particular reference to Sri Lanka’s island geography then, this chapter is an elaboration
on a particular ‘way of seeing’ the post-colony as the discrete, inviolable, whole island entity to
which the term ‘Sri Lanka’ refers. To be a little more precise, it is an assertion of the importance
of historicizing that way of seeing, one that reaches back through European and colonial histories
of the inviolable island-shaped wholeness that the proper noun Sri Lanka cannot help but reiterate.
The chapter intends quite deliberately therefore to situate post-colonial Sri Lanka. Indeed, I
mobilize a key critical perspective that postcolonialism facilitates in order to draw attention to
the narrative and historical production of Sri Lankan islandness. If the hyphenated ‘post-colonial’
designates the historical period in which Sri Lanka is no longer under any kind of colonial
occupation or governance, then the ‘postcolonial’ (sans dash) can usefully draw our attention
to the lingering effects of the colonial in the present. The ‘postcolonial’ conceived this way
alerts us to the ways that that which was formed in the colonial period remains stubbornly with
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us in the present, in the period we know to be after-the-colonial (see McClintock 1992; Nash 2002:
220). In other words, this mobilization of the postcolonial is a way of drawing attention to the
role that colonial modernity has played in producing the modern world. In terms of colonialism’s
constitutive relationship with the modern world, Edward Said (1993: 6) has reminded us that by
1914 Europe held roughly 85% of the earth as colonies, protectorates, dependencies, dominions,
and commonwealths. What this stark statistic reveals is not just that the facts of colonialism were
geographical, that is to say spatial facts, but also that much of the world as we know it has been
fashioned, produced, written by colonial encounter and vision. Sri Lankan islandness, this chapter
argues, is one such form of colonial vision that haunts political modernity in the modern era. To
be clear though, my aim in this chapter is not to disavow the Sri Lankan island in favour of, for
example, a counter-nationalist spatial imagination, such as the LTTE’s Tamil Eelam. Instead, it is
simply to draw attention to the historical production of Sri Lankan islandness and in so doing to
historicize the geographical common sense that so forcefully suggests objective and empiricist
understandings of Sri Lanka. I aim to show Sri Lankan islandness to be neither natural in any
sense, nor primordial, but instead a cultural geography, a cultural mapping.

To this extent, this is a chapter that joins a growing chorus of critical scholarship that aims, in
more or less explicit terms, to think spatially about Sri Lankan politics, or, to phrase it slightly
differently, to ‘spatialise politics’ in any kind of discussion about Sri Lankan nationhood (cf. Jazeel
and Brun 2009). As Nihal Perera (1998) asserts in his elaboration on the historical relationships
between Sri Lankan society and space, the contention behind much of this work is that “[s]pace is
a constituent part of the polities, economies, and cultures in a society, if not on a one to one basis;
it is conditioned by them and, at the same time, conditions them” (1998: 1-2). In the context of
the civil war, for example, Anoma Pieris (2019) has shown how conflict occurs “simultaneously
across multiple intersecting spatial scales comprehended through different spatial registers and
spatial units”, which for Pieris includes such spatial categories as nation, home, and city, as well
as geographical modalities like route, camp, and exile (2019: 5). Beyond reckoning with the civil
war, the spatial turn in critical Sri Lankan studies scholarship has also usefully elaborated on the
geographical registers through which the postcolonial nation-state and national sovereignty are
themselves assembled, imagined, and reified; for example, histories of landscape, environment,
and emparkment (Jeganathan 1995; Jazeel 2013), the imperial intimacies and global routes of
material culture (Wickramasinghe 2009), even the discursive terrain of geographical scholarship
itself (Korf 2009). In what follows, my incomplete excavation of the pre-history of the taken-as-
given island imagination that stands in such close proximity to the sign of Sri Lankanness intends
to articulate with this broader and growing body of work on spatializing Sri Lankan politics (on
islanding and islandness, also see Sivasundaram 2013; Godamunne, Abdeen and Siriwardena-de
Zoysa 2022; Woods 2022).

This Repeating Island

The very utterance ‘Sri Lanka’ cannot sidestep the island-shaped repetition that this chapter probes.
For Edward Said (1983), repetition is the fundamental process through which facts are given their
historical factuality, their accordance, and reality its existential sense (1983: 114—115). Repetition
makes reason from experience, turning events into history as the present and emergent acquire the
contours of the familiar in the imagination. Thought this way, narrative fiction is a “filial device
of handing on a story through narrative telling” (Said 1983: 117). Stories depend on a repetition
of sorts, even as a novel’s hero or heroine distinguishes themselves, they must do so against an
otherwise familiar backdrop repetitively inscribed in the imagination. Repetition precipitates the
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naturalization of the social. What falls away from view as this repetition gains momentum are
real questions about origins. Not questions about the origin of an object, for as we can see from
President Mahinda Rajapakse’s very certain declarations about Sri Lanka’s embattled history,
assertions about those kinds of origins gain sway as we endlessly repeat an object’s actuality. What
falls away from view, rather, are real questions about how an object ever emerged as an object in
the human imagination, questions about the origins of ideas (about the idea of ‘the national” in this
case), about our concrete assumptions around human and natural existence and the (con)textuality
of that existence (Said 1983: 120).

As an utterance ‘Sri Lanka’ is a repetition that hands on a spatial story whose origins are often
lost or at least obfuscated,; it references a known object whose representational genealogy is often
occluded. For ‘Sri Lanka’ (the nation-state’s name since 1972) derives from the Sinhala language —
which replaced English and superseded Tamil as Ceylon’s official language in 1956 — and roughly
translates as “Venerable/Holy Lanka’, where ‘Lanka’ was the Sinhala term used in Orientalized
translations of Sinhalese scriptures to refer to the island territory. ‘Sri Lanka’ is insular and exclusive
islandness, rewritten and repeated (see Carter 1987:. xiii—xxv), which is to stress how in language
particularly the past weighs heavily on the present (Said 1983: 123).

Itis a geopolitical fact that islandness remains the spatiality cognate with Sri Lankan nationhood.
At the same time, islandness was historically a taken-for-granted, yet also heavily contested,
geographical imagination in the context of Sri Lanka’s 26-year civil war. As I have indicated, each
time we utter the very word ‘Sri Lanka’ we cannot help but re-inscribe, repeat, the island form
imaginatively and discursively. Subsequently it is unsurprising that to many, islandness seems so
natural as to be interchangeable with the sign ‘Sri Lanka’. Although in this context, we should
remember that just over 200 years ago the physical island played host to a medley of coexisting
colonies and kingdoms dispersed across its length and breadth. It was only in 1815 that British
troops conquered the interior lying Kandyan Kingdom, thereby bringing the whole island under a
single English-speaking administration and creating for the first time a (violently) ‘unified’ island
polity, the colonial state that became the post-colony and nation-state. As Nira Wickramasinghe
remarks, European colonization marked the transition wherein “Sri Lanka, from being a cluster of
centre-based overlapping societies — galactic states, as it were — became a boundary-based society
where the sea played the main role” (2006: 8). Islanding, as Sujit Sivansundaram (2013: 14) has
put it, was an active process which included material efforts to separate the Ceylonese landmass
from the Indian mainland by dredging the channel between colonial Ceylon and British India (also
see Radicati 2019: 330). In other words, colonial Ceylon’s physical disambiguation from British
India was, in part at least, materially and deliberately engineered through the early 19th century.
Administratively as well, Ceylonese islandness was accentuated by its governmental exclusion
from the auspices and jurisdiction of British India. Unlike the latter, Ceylon was a Crown Colony,
not under the administration of the East India Company. As Sivasundaram (2013: 14) writes, “the
island was cast off from the mainland by the 1830s”; the administrative and physical processes
of casting the island off from the mainland were, in fact, what made colonial Ceylon a different
kind of laboratory for colonial state making than the British had at their disposal in the Indian
mainland (ibid.). In addition, as Nihal Perera (1998) has shown, from 1815 through to the eve
of independence, British rule in Ceylon was intent on physically instantiating control over the
whole island to which it now lay claim, in ways that effectively and materially aimed at stringing
together this newly assembled island territory (1998: 39-57). This included the establishment
of a new communication infrastructure, as well as a connective island-wide network of roads
and rest-houses, a putatively ‘national’ urban system centred on Colombo, and the organization
of the island-colony into contiguous administrative divisions (ibid: 39). There was, of course,
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an economic logic behind these attempts to string the island-colony together: a networked colonial
infrastructure with all roads leading to Colombo made it easier and quicker for the colony’s
valuable plantation commodities to reach imperial markets, just as it rendered transparent and
accessible those plantations to the machinery of colonial administration.

However, to conceive of 1815 as an originary moment in spatial and administrative terms is only
partially useful. As Sivasundaram (2013) convincingly argues, the Kandyan Kingdom’s historical
and territorial relationship with colonial power is best thought through the registers of recycling
and movement rather than rupture and sudden change (2013: 11). If, Sivasundaram’s thesis on this
process of ‘islanding’ stresses that colonialism “set in motion a discursive and intellectual way of
thinking and writing of this space as a romanticized and sexualized island, a lost Eden”, part of the
work of this chapter is to stress that these European geographical imaginations and fantasies in fact
long pre-date the colonial encounter (ibid: 14). In other words, whilst we must recognize colonial
encounter as the violent, spatially and materially transformative (not to mention contested) event
that it was, the spatial/material result of 1815 had an imaginative and representational pre-history.
In these terms, 1815 was less originary moment than the instantiation/inscription of a repeating
European and imperial geographical imagination.

Writing of British India in ways that are just as useful for understanding the inception of colonial
Ceylon, Matthew Edney (1997) remarks how “The creation of British India required the prior
acceptance by the British of ‘India’ as signifying a specific region of the earth’s surface” (1997: 3).
‘Ceylon’ — an existing island polity that emerged geopolitically in 1815 — was the production and
articulation of an idea; it was an island mapping before it ever emerged as material colonial space.
As such, beyond the economic competition between The Crown and the East India Company, and
notwithstanding the clear mercantile benefits of colonial efforts to unify the island-colony, there
were historical and imaginative reasons why it seemed like so much common sense for the British
to physically, ideologically, and politically disambiguate the island-colony of Ceylon through the
early 19th century.

The British establishment of island-wide rule was as much about realizing an imperial island-
imagination whose roots lay variously in medieval European Mediterranean mappings and island
fantasies (see Cosgrove 2001: 90-95), as it was about strategic and mercantile imperialism. It is not
my intention to exhaustively piece together a European cartographic history of the island known
as Ceylon, though I do want to point out that prior to the British arrival, Portuguese and Dutch
colonizers controlled a varying array of fragments, chunks, and formerly autonomous kingdoms
across island space. It is clear, for example, that Dutch colonizers never controlled the Kandyan
Kingdom and, hence, did not govern the whole island. In fact, they brokered a treaty in 1766 that
delineated political boundaries between the king of Kandy’s territory and Dutch-controlled coastal
areas (Barrow 2008: 1). Whilst this lays bare the fact that centralized island territoriality did not
exist materially as Dutch possession, it is not to deny that islandness existed as a geographical
imagination for the Dutch (and indeed, as Sivasundaram shows, for the Kandyans themselves).
Imaginatively, the island existed as representational object, to-be-divided geopolitically. An early
British minute on Ceylon by Hugh Cleghorn in 1799 reveals a similar imaginative cartography:
“Two different nations [Sinhalese and Tamil], from a very ancient period, have divided between
them the possession of the island .... These two nations differ entirely in their religion, language,
and manners” (quoted in Rogers 2004: 633). Here Ceylon is conceptualized as a divided unity
from the outset, just as the natural schema of Ceylon’s cohesiveness as integrated whole island-
body structures the way Cleghorn minutes the place.

This kind of singular and contained islandness is a representational and imaginative legacy that
was not so much handed on baton-like to the British by the Dutch, but rather one that percolated
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Figure 1.1 Ptolemy’s 12th Asian Map (Tabula XII Asiae) depicting ‘Taprobane’, from Michel Servet’s
Ptolemy’s Geography (Cosmographia), 1535 (Source: Wikipedia, public domain: https:/
commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Ptolemy%27s_Taprobana.jpg)

through the very fabric of European geographical knowledge since Iberian imperialism, which
itself drew upon the maps of ‘Taprobane’ (Figure 1.1) that were based on Claudius Ptolemy’s
second-century BCE Geography. That Taprobane was believed to be the place of the Antipodes
is of less interest in this context than the intense visual referentiality to an insular, self-contained
island space that emerges from Ptolemy’s Geography. Images of Taprobane use a simple whole
page depiction of a space marked by one continuous yet heavily shaded line dividing land and sea.
In the sea, scrawl-like waves are etched on the page and interspersed by a ring of satellite islands,
all of which surround and contain the territory marked Taprobana that is positioned centrally on
the page. In Ptolemy’s Geography, and maps subsequently based on his books, regions of the earth
were rendered chorographically. They were drawn without concern for their precise relationship in
scale or location to larger geographical patterns, but instead with substantial visual attention and
detail to be able to render what was thought was the character of a place. As Denis Cosgrove writes,
chorographic images like Ptolemy’s Geography sought to “give a visual impression of the actual
look of the land” (Cosgrove 2008: 24). If chorographic images sought to depict, describe, and
map, they did so impressionistically, through spatial stories. Taprobane’s insular and introverted
islandness was one such spatial story. It is one that has, as I show in the next section, through
modern times been something of a prism through which Ceylonese and Sri Lankan history are
typically refracted.

In his now classic examination of the formation of ‘imagined communities’ through the
technologies of print culture, Benedict Anderson draws on Thai historian Thongchai Winichakul
to elaborate on the process of reversal that is central to understanding the spatial and imaginative
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effects of early and pre-modern cartography. If today we reasonably assume that maps are a
scientific abstraction of reality, a representation of that which exists objectively ‘out there’, maps
the likes of those based on Ptolemy’s Geography in fact “anticipated social reality, not vice versa. In
other words, a map was a model for, rather than a model of, what it purported to represent ... a real
instrument to concretize projections of the earth’s surface” (Winichakul quoted in Anderson 1983:
173-174). 1t is, thus, with such spatial stories of islandness in mind that Vasco de Gama set sail
east in the 16th century. These voyages themselves produced and consolidated vast geographical
information systems from new Portuguese navigational and cartographical sciences and arts that
Nihal Perera (1998) suggests were tantamount to new ways of seeing the world (1998: 16-33).
Nonetheless crucially, if they were new ways of seeing — beginnings in terms of geographical
knowledge — they were also repetitions that drew on a pre-history of chorographic spatial
knowledge written by the likes of Ptolemy. The emergent ability to circumnavigate a land mass by
sea, to co-ordinate eye and hand with imperial mastery, draw the coastline, and with Apollonian
effort to plot geographic information from above, proved powerful. It effectively consolidated and
(re)produced the chorographic and representational space of the Ceylonese island in the European
imagination, a space contained by the line with which it was cartographically marked (also see
Carter 1999).

A Very Modern/ist Trope

If European colonial encounters effectively materialized this kind of Ptolemeic island imagination
geopolitically — particularly the ruthless 19th- and early 20th-century British ambition to create
and maintain a unified Crown colony — then these spatial stories-cum-realities were handed on
seamlessly into the modern period. Notwithstanding emergent Tamil nationalist contestations,
anti- and post-colonial utopian aspirations for the future of the post-colony of Ceylon/Lanka were
founded upon an unshakeable faith in a kind of island logic that by the 1940s had transcended
historical memory or record to more or less achieve the status of ‘pre-history’. In other words,
even for mid-20th century anti-colonial nationalists, the “imperial duress” of what was effectively
a historical and cultural island imagination had hardened around, and thus shaped from the outside
in, emergent aesthetic and political dreams for a utopian post-colony (Stoler 2016). Ceylonese
islandness had become more intractable than stone, apparently existing outside history to appear
positively geological in its formation.

For example, for members of Ceylon’s ‘43 Group — which comprised artists, photographers, and
playwrights — the island was something of a taken-as-given spatial building block in their pursuit of
a break with colonial aesthetic norms. They sought forms of modernist expression adequate to the
task of forging an aesthetic break with the inherited Victorian academicism abundant in Ceylonese
art schools in the early 20th century. The likes of George Keyt, Lionel Wendt, George Claessen,
and Ivan Peries sought to bring Ceylonese folk culture into representation via formal modernist
techniques and processes that effectively ruptured the colonial gaze on, and objectification of,
Ceylonese culture. In so doing, however, they placed their faith in the inherited geological certainty
of the island-shaped theatre of that folk culture. And their modernist faith in the island permeated
the broader field of post-colonial artistic and cultural production in Ceylon.

The renowned architect Minnette de Silva (1918-98), for example, whose tropical style was
key to the elaboration of a hybrid architectural modernism made to the measure of the tropics and
whose work proved so influential for the tropical modernism of architects like Geoffrey Bawa,
Valentine Gunasekera, and a whole generation of architects beyond, traces her own aesthetic
influences through the ‘43 Group (see Jazeel 2017). In de Silva’s posthumously published book
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The Life and Times of an Asian Woman Architect (1998), she reproduces in its entirety a review
essay written by artist George Keyt, a founding member of the ‘43 Group. de Silva had met
Keyt through her mother’s cousin, the photographer Lionel Wendt, also a founding member of the
group. Keyt’s essay is a review of a volume on The Sinhalese Folk Play and The Modern Stage by
E. R. Saratchandra, and it begins:

The survival of folk culture in a small country like Ceylon is astonishing when we take
into consideration the later history of the Island. The occasional raids and invasions from
Southern India in ancient times were not culturally destructive ..., because the cultural
structure of Ceylon was fundamentally an Indian extension. But destructive forces of an
alarming nature made their appearance when, ..., Ceylon began to stagnate and was finally
subjugated by the sweeping domination of three successive powers from Europe .... Largely
responsible for the survival of the Ceylonese folk and classical culture was the Buddhist
religion, a faith which was somehow preserved through the centuries since Asokan times...

(Keyt in de Silva 1998: 144)

Keyt articulates a historical refrain that was pervasive across the broader sweep of late- and
post-colonial artistic, architectural, and literary modernism: foreign contamination of an idealized
pre-colonial island polity that was unified all the way back. For the purposes of this chapter, it
matters less that this assumed pre-colonial island unity was retroactively projected as the Sinhala-
Buddhist national, itself a (fractured) national polity which was to begin to take shape in the
mid-1950s. What is of interest here is simply the island shaped container for this imagined pre-
colonial polity. For Keyt, the island is something like a geological certainty that exists beyond
and outside the narrative arc of his schematic historical refrain. Whilst he conjures the island’s
cohesiveness narratively, Keyt imagines that cohesiveness to have nothing to do with narrative
or political history. It is pre-historical and geological. Keyt’s historical refrain is one of invasion
from the seas and continents beyond, followed by defence from within, repeating and recycling
through 2,500 years of history. His own narrative construction has no place for the slow, fractured,
and contested set of processes over the longue-durée of history through which the complex
territorial assemblage of island-wide governance was gradually and purposefully put together.
In other words, for Keyt, for de Silva, and for Ceylon’s anti-colonial modernists, there is little if
any acknowledgement that a forcibly unified islandness was realized geopolitically and materially
for the first time only in 1815. It is a retroactively projected islandness that frames their utopian
aspiration for the recovery and modernization of Ceylonese folk culture. For the modernists, that
utopian dream of a modern, post-colonial culture emerged seed-like from within the heart of an
island that they assumed always was. Post-colonial Ceylonese culture was a manifest destiny
entirely cognate with the spatial coordinates of this pre-historical islandness.

De-territorialization/Re-territorialization

Islandness, of course, is a spatial imagination that has not been without its contestations in the
modern era. It is persistently in the process of being imaginatively de-territorialized and re-
territorialized. Most notably Tamil separatist mappings, at the heart of Sri Lanka’s civil war
from 1983 through 2009, were geared towards securing a Tamil homeland. If achieved, it would
have succeeded in fundamentally fracturing any material or political island-wide sovereignty.
In this respect, ‘Eelam’ has been a countermapping that disavows the existence and historical
legitimacy of the very islandness that this chapter has shown to be so ingrained in the imaginations
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of so many. If Eelam is a cartographic imagination that has historically aimed at fracturing the
island imagination, it has affectively resonated with many across the country (and indeed beyond
Sri Lanka’s borders) who feel islandness to be an unhomely spatiality, one at odds with their
sense of home, locality, security, and personhood. Anecdotally, in 2006 I recall a conversation
with a Tamil man in the Eastern city of Batticoloa, which at various points through the civil war
had been claimed by the LTTE. When asked by his German son-in-law whether he would ever
consider leaving the island given how unsafe it had been in Batticoloa at various points through
the previous 23 years, the man told me that his reply was that every time he returns to Batticoloa
from the south and crosses the Kallady Bridge, he feels he has left the island! If the crushing
military defeat of the LTTE in May 2009 brought an end to the bloody civil war, former President
Mahinda Rajapakse’s victory speech (with which this chapter began) aimed at re-territorializing
those pieces of an island imagination that had been at risk of splintering away.

Nonetheless, separatism and the insecurities of civil war have not been the only existential
threats to the island imagination that have emerged in modern Sri Lanka. In the context of the
gargantuan Colombo Port City development project, which is currently rising out of the Indian
Ocean at a rate only matched by the rapidity of Chinese overseas investment, real concerns over
the deterritorialization of sovereignty have emerged in Sri Lanka (see Ruwanpura, Brown and
Chan 2019; Radicati 2020). As Orlando Woods (2022) has written, the legal frameworks through
which this Chinese investment has been ceded “create ‘islands’ of Chinese sovereignty through
which the idea of Sri Lankan islandness is both being reimagined, and undermined” (2022: 8). As
Woods argues, however, a recent shift and co-optation of the political discourse around the Port
City development project in Sri Lanka has aimed at imaginatively seizing these existential threats
that Chinese investment and its correspondent legal frameworks pose to Sri Lankan sovereignty
and reframing this massive building project as an infrastructural gift that ultimately will extend the
island. Islandness again repeats, reiterates, imaginatively consolidates upon itself.

The work of this chapter has been to de-naturalize Sri Lankan islandness, but in so doing to
show how the cultural histories and stories that we tell about Sri Lanka are always also spatial
histories. Building on Qadri Ismail’s (2005) critical reflection on the production of knowledge
about Sri Lanka, the chapter has aimed to show that the place (like any place) is not one that exists
outside language and discourse (2005: xvi). In contemplating Ismail’s provocative question, “what
is this object, Sri Lanka, in the first place?”, via the lens of islandness, the chapter has historicized
that which can often appear to be pre-historical, geological, absolute. Sri Lankan islandness, I have
argued, is a geography that inheres in the very sign ‘Sri Lanka’; it is inalienable from its reiteration.
It is, indeed, difficult to think outside those textual parameters to enliven the spatial imaginations
that could circulate around modern Sri Lanka. And it follows logically from this that even in the
production of this very Handbook, the reality of Sri Lankan islandness is reiterated in ways that
have political and cultural effects. The implications of this kind of work to unsettle the histories of
the spatialities we take for granted are towards creative geographical engagements with the sign
of Sri Lanka that envisage it is as open, full with democratic, dynamic, and relational possibility.
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AUTHORITARIAN POLITICS AND
GENDER IN SRI LANKA

A Survey

Rajni Gamage

Introduction: Colonial Legacies and Authoritarian Politics

In 2022, Sri Lanka experienced a national economic crisis with serious political and social
ramifications. This crisis, although coming out of a particular context, has its roots in the structural
conditions of authoritarian politics, historically consolidated in longer histories of European
colonialism, the evolution of global capitalism including its neoliberal turn since the 1980s, and
the uneven global and structural conditions that have followed.

This survey chapter critically examines the key themes of authoritarianism in Sri Lanka and its
key developments. I do this by starting with an overview of the colonial legacies of authoritarian
politics in this section. After that, I look at how the past three decades of ethnic war and post-war
militarization came to be underpinned by authoritarian politics. I thereafter examine the politics
of development which are central to authoritarian political practices. Additionally, throughout this
chapter, I examine the intersection of gender and authoritarianism.

Feminist analyses of the colonial period examine the gendered role of women in society
and how this was informed by both Western and Christian norms of patriarchy, as well as 19th-
century Sinhala Buddhist nationalist thought. The latter nationalist leaders forwarded a notion of
the ideal Sinhala Buddhist woman tasked with preserving the pristine, Sinhala Buddhist village
(Silva 1997; Jayawardena 2002). Such analyses show how notions of gendered respectability
in Sinhala Buddhism are influenced by colonial policies and ideas of Victorian morality aimed
at producing submissive feminine subjects (Jayaweera 1990; De Alwis and Malathi 1997).
Despite women becoming more ideologically and politically conscious and active during
the lead up to independence, and middle-class women eventually seeing common cause with
working-class women, their preoccupation with the nationalist struggle and lack of autonomy
of women’s organizations meant that the general patterns of patriarchy continued undisturbed
after independence (Jayawardena 1986). These ideas then became part of popular culture through
institutions, such as print media and school curricula (Silva 1997; Perera 2002). In the section
Post-war Militarization and Authoritarian Politics, I discuss how these values continue to inform
gendered norms in Sri Lankan society and the economy.

The imposition of colonial rule in Sri Lanka was a violent affair, and there are critical accounts on
how local resistance and rebellion was repressed in an overtly militaristic approach (Jayawardena
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2010; Wilson 2016; Sivasundaram 2018). This stands in contrast with imperial narratives, for
example, which represented Britain’s imperial rule in Sri Lanka as an invitation due to political
discord and unrest and/or as a result of the political vacuum left by the withdrawal of other
European colonial powers (Bassett 1929; Ludowyk 1967). Colonial authorities legitimized these
violent crackdowns, citing a long tradition of native rebellion aimed at overthrowing the British
government in Ceylon. This sought to undercut the challenges in establishing total dominion in
a colonized society and, in doing so, obscured the nuanced nature of such resistance movements
(De Silva 1997; Wickramasinghe 2009).

Despite growing criticism of the counterinsurgency methods used in the colonies, from the
more progressive quarters of the colonial society, elements of autocracy endured (Sivasundaram
2018). The colonial administration in Ceylon rationalized authoritarian rule as necessary to
introduce liberal developmental values, such as a free press and modern education, to a society that
was ostensibly ‘underdeveloped’ and ‘uncivilized’. One of the ways in which this was done was
through reinforcing metropolitan understandings of ‘heathenism’ among the colonized peoples,
through means such as the popular press (Rycroft 2006: 198). Even as disproportionate violence
was meted out by colonial forces in subjugating the native, it was the native ontologies and
epistemologies that were deemed ‘inhuman’ and ‘backward’ (Holden 1939). After the outbreak of
WWII in Europe, British Emergency (Defence) Acts of 1939 and 1940 were applied to Ceylon.
The Ceylon Defence (Miscellaneous) Regulations were framed under these Acts, in line with
British defence regulations (Minattur 1982). Importantly, many of these emergency powers were
used to break union strikes in the early 20th century.

Apart from counter-insurgency strategy, another key colonial legacy that features in Sri Lankan
politics is the ethno-religious ‘othering’ of minority communities. During British colonial rule,
ethnicity became the prevalent form of colonial social categorization. That is the issue of ‘nativeness’
and who ‘belonged’ became more rigidly defined along the lines of ethnicity after the 1830s due
to the way in which colonial authorities sought to administer the colony (Jeganathan and Ismail
1995; Sivasundaram 2018; Wickramasinghe 2020). Sinhala Buddhist nationalist thought, which
emerged in reaction to material injustices and discrimination under colonial rule, reproduced
many of these tendencies (Gunawardena 1984; Harris 2006). Redressing this historical injustice
thereafter became the core ideology of Sinhala Buddhist nationalism post-independence, violently
imposing itself in the three-decade long ethnic conflict and spilling over into post-war military
jingoism and nationalist politics.

Ethnic Conflict, Post-War Militarization, and Authoritarian Politics

Authoritarian politics involve the undermining of democratic institutions, norms, and processes,
which happens with the concentration of power within a small group of decision-makers through
the constitution and/or the mobilization of state security forces and laws. It can occur too due to
the absence of adequate laws and proper functioning of institutions, which ensure transparency,
accountability, inclusiveness, equity, and efficiency (Jayawardena and Kodikara 2003). Democratic
institutions can also be destabilized through less formal means, such as a political culture of
patronage, corruption, and nepotism (Jupp 1978; Jayawardena 2002; Bastian and Luckham 2003;
Pieris 2022).

In Sri Lanka, power has been concentrated in the Executive Presidency through constitutional
and electoral system reforms (Coomaraswamy 2015; Satkunanathan 2015; Senaratne 2019;
Gomez 2022). This has subsequently resulted in an emphasis on personality-led politics, which
in turn has sidelined the role and importance of parliament, judiciary, and a free and independent
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media (Welikala 2015). The resulting political culture has enabled a politics of populism and
authoritarianism, which was exacerbated by the former President Mahinda Rajapaksa due to his
success in wielding it to consolidate power (Gunawardena 2015; Gamage 2021; Jayasinghe 2021).

Several studies examine the resistance and agency of groups that push back on the state’s
hegemonic and violent thrust against minorities and other embodiments of ‘difference’ (Brun and
Jazeel 2009; Seoighe 2018). This allows the opportunity to contextualize the Mahinda Rajapaksa
regime against a history of state violence, especially since the 1980s when early authoritarian
populist regimes faced two armed resistance movements from the North and the South. It prevents
avoiding the accountability of the other main political party, the United National Party, also
complicit in state violence, by playing up the spectre of the Rajapaksa regime. Such an approach
also enables an understanding of insurgent movements, from the Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam
(LTTE) to the Janatha Vimukthi Peramuna (JVP), as a response to state authoritarianism (Peiris
2000; De Votta 2002).

The mobilization of armed forces and emergency law to consolidate authoritarian rule has
continued in the post-independence context (Coomaraswamy and De los Reyes 2004). Examples
of disproportionate force used by the state include the military decimation of the largely rural-
based communist JVP insurrections in 1971 and 1987-1989, and ending the civil war with Tamil
insurgents through military means (Uyangoda and Bastian 2008). The Prevention of Terrorism
Act (PTA), for example, was enacted in 1978 as a supplementary instrument to invigorate military
operations in the North, where the Tamil insurgency was concentrated (Udagama 2015). In the
post-war context, the protracted failure to repeal Emergency Regulations has been detrimental to
democratic processes and has consolidated power within the Executive President and, by extension,
the armed forces under its authority (Cave and Manoharan 2009; Rajasingham-Senanayake 2011).

The militant aspects to Sinhala Buddhist chauvinism, coupled with limited redistribution,
resulted in a violent backlash in the form of the Marxist insurgency led by the JVP in the early
1970s (Kearney and Jiggins 1975; Gunasinghe 1980). It also marked the first instance of large-
scale state crackdown post-independence. The ethnic conflict which started almost a decade later,
fought between the LTTE and the Sri Lankan state, was the culmination of authoritarian politics. In
the lead up to it and throughout the conflict, this phase was underlined by the official concentration
of power through legal measures and armed force, not only within a group of political elite but also
through the political leadership playing to (and being influenced by) a nationalist consciousness
and the agenda of a unitary state (Dewasiri 2020).

Sivanandan’s (1984) theorising on race and the politics of underdevelopment in Sri Lanka
is particularly instructive for linking racialized logic of hierarchy and associated authoritarian
politics of state rule during this period. He argues that the type of capitalism developed under
British colonialism had a differential impact on social formations since and pronouncing uneven
development. This consequently informed the violent social struggles and state authoritarianism
around the ethnic conflict in the lead up to and since the 1980s.

The major rallying cry for Sinhala nationalists in the context of the ethnic conflict was defending
the unitary nature of the ‘Sinhala civilizational state’. Despite the country’s pre-colonial history
of social coexistence, majoritarian nationalism that emerged since the 19th century conceived
of the state as under siege by colonial forces and ‘Other’ ethnic and religious groups allegedly
intent on carving up the island and destroying its cultural and religious heritage (Amunugama
1991). Nationalist groups, such as the Jathika Chinthanaya, advocated for a ‘return’ to a state
where the state was more explicitly the protector of a Sinhalese and Buddhist identity, and in this
sense, to assume the paternalism and authoritarianism found within ancient Sinhalese kingdoms
(Matthews 2004). These Sinhala nationalist movements strongly opposed power devolution as a
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solution to the ethnic conflict, as a result of which the issue underlying the ethnic conflict remains
unaddressed even to the present day (Abeysekara 2002).

Post-war Militarization and Authoritarian Politics

The Rajapaksa family regime spans from 2005 to 2015 and again from late 2019 to 2022. Its rule
was based on the support the family had marshalled through the final years of the ethnic conflict
and the military victory against the LTTE in May 2009 (Grant 2014). With a high degree of popular
legitimacy for ‘winning’ the war, the regime was able to consolidate a form of authoritarian rule
through populist politics (Uyangoda 2011). This populist politics gave tacit or explicit support to
othering ethno-religious minorities and political dissidents (Byrne and Klem 2015). In the post-
war context, the authoritarian excesses of state rule heightened, following a politics of military
triumphalism and jingoistic nationalism, that saw an almost total collapse of liberal and democratic
exercise of the rule of law (Gunasekara 2013; Ruwanpura 2017).

Militarization in the post-war context, alongside extra-judicial state violence, enabled a climate
of political impunity to silence the regime’s critics and dissidents (De Mel 2007; De Votta 2014,
2017; Saravanamuttu 2014). This clamp down on democratic spaces, in the media and civil
society, has further obstructed any challenges to the dominant political hegemonies (Spencer 2008;
Jazeel and Ruwanpura 2009; Jazeel 2010). The Rajapaksa regimes ‘populist authoritarianism’
holds many continuities with state rule since independence, including around racialized politics
(Goonewardene 2020).

Within many institutional-centric perspectives on authoritarian politics, it has been argued
that this crisis of democratic governance escalated conditions towards the ethnic conflict in the
1980s, where state authoritarianism took on the form of military operations against a section of
its own (dissenting) society (Wilson 1988; Wijesinha 2007). The ‘cult of the personal’ and power
centralization within the Executive Presidency triggered resistance from excluded sections of society,
in turn undermining the main goal of political stability (Obeyesekere 1984). The 1983 anti-Tamil
pogrom (‘Black July”) is demonstrative of this, reaching the ubiquitousness of societal violence and
with evidence of the state’s involvement (Piyadasa 1984; Tambiah 1992; De Silva 2000).

The role of ideas and political discourse in regime consolidation is also highlighted in many
of these analyses on authoritarian politics. Several critically discuss how sections of society are
excluded from power-sharing, through elite discourses of ‘patriotism’, ‘inclusive democracy’, and
‘liberal peace’ which marginalize ethnic minorities (Stokke and Uyangoda 2011; Byrne and Klem
2015; Haniffa 2015). This includes the regime’s dependence on pre-colonial myths to legitimize
its Sinhala Buddhist nationalist, ‘anti-elite’ populism (Rampton 2011; Rambukwella 2018), where
several of them also focus on the limits of the regime’s exclusionary nationalist politics (Roberts
2015; Gunatilleke 2018).

Feminist scholarship proceeds to reveal Sinhala Buddhist nationalism and the nation-state
to be a gendered project (De Mel 2001). Many of these feminist scholars examine how women
from diverse backgrounds in Sri Lanka have engaged with and/or resisted the dominant Sinhala
Buddhist nationalism but also militant Tamil nationalism (Hensman 1992; Thiranagama 2011;
De Mel and Medawatte 2021). Within the prevailing power structures of these nationalisms,
women are expected, in their personal and public lives, to embody, perform, and reproduce aspects
fundamental to social constructs such as tradition, culture, community, and the nation (Hyndman
and de Alwis 2004; Gunasekara and Nagaraj 2019). The gendered ways in which state violence
is imposed and the strategies of agency in response are found in accounts of the (southern)
Mother’s Front protesting the disappearance of their male kin in the context of the late-1980s’
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communist uprising (Perera 1998; De Alwis 2009; Gunasekara and Nagaraj 2019). Some of these
more contemporary writings grapple with the traumatic loss of loved ones in the context of state
authoritarianism (Whetstone 2020; Buthpitiya 2022).

Political violence is shown to play out in gendered forms too, from the LTTE ‘woman warrior’
being valorized through invoking masculine traits and the female kin of enforced disappearances
being viewed foremost in the roles of ‘mothers’ and ‘wives’ to the role of the feminist activist
(Coomaraswamy 1996; De Mel 1996; De Alwis 2002, 2009). A dominant paradigm of ‘masculinity’
reproduces elements of criminality and violence, in the context of war recruitment campaigns
and political violence (Ismail 1992; Jeganathan 2000; Coomaraswamy 2005). Other sites of
how violence are gendered as a result of the protracted ethnic conflict are the women-headed
household and war-affected women, including those with disabilities (Tambiah 2004; Ruwanpura
2006; Samararatne, Soldaic and Perera 2018; Hoglund 2019). These dynamics have prevailed in a
context of continued militarization of former conflict areas in the post-war years (Bandarage 2010;
Satkunanathan 2018).

Authoritarian Politics and Capitalist Development

During British dominion, authoritarian rule was legitimized through the promise of development,
modernity, and progress. Colonial policies on labour, race, and gender continue to have relevance,
as they directly feature in post-independence politics, in response to struggles over rights by
marginalized ethnic, gender, and class groups (Rogers 1987). These agitations are often responded
to by the state in a heavy-handed authoritarian manner. These legacies are indicative of the
global links of dependency that former colonies maintain even after ‘independence’, due to their
immersion in a global capitalist system whose rules were established by former Western colonial
powers (Ponnambalam 1981).

Early colonial policies tied to a model of capitalist development had gendered outcomes. For
example, marriage laws established under British rule were considered as “a necessary prerequisite
for a successful transition to the private initiative and ownership envisaged by the British”
(Risseeuw 1992: WS52). The impact of these laws on land scarcity and gendered forms of labour
are noted: women frequently occupied the lowest-paid sectors of paid labour and trade. Kumari
Jayawardena analyses how the advent of colonial capitalism and attendant social reforms that were
pursued by the state, in keeping with liberal ideas, were however class deterministic (Jayawardena
1986). While these reforms may have increased social mobility and education, among other things,
the ‘new woman’ was observed to be subjected to continued and new patterns of subordination.

Many critical development studies attribute conditions of poverty and inequality to the process
of development, during colonial times and in the post-1980s, with the ascent of neoliberal capitalism
as the dominant development paradigm (Brow 1996; Korf 2006; Venugopal 2018). These studies
link the discourse of official development to authoritarian politics and the maintenance and
reproduction of racialized, gendered, and unequal outcomes, which include ethnic conflict. For
those writing on economic liberalization since the late-1970s, material inequalities are shown to
be managed by the ruling elite by doubling down on rural development discourse and policies in
ways closely associated with Sinhala Buddhist nationalism (Tennekoon 1988; Woost 1993). The
state also relied extensively on its repressive apparatus to manage resistance to the heightened
inequalities of capitalist development. This involved the centralization of power and undermined
power devolution and decentralization to rural areas, especially in the North and East (Matthews
1982). These developments contributed significantly to the official start of the ethnic conflict
between the state and Tamil secessionists.
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Analysts have commented on how contradictions of neoliberal economic reforms in the
1980s institutionalized authoritarian politics; or that neoliberal capitalist development required
authoritarian political rule (Obeyesekere 1984; Peebles 1990; Tambiah 1996; Gunasinghe 2004;
Winslow and Woost 2004). These contradictions spilled over, as the state coercive apparatus took
on two fronts of armed resistance — militant Tamil separatists from the North and East led by the
LTTE and the second communist insurgency (1987—1989) primarily from the rural South (but this
time with a support base in urban and quasi-urban areas too) led by the JVP (Manor 1984; Moore
1993; Richardson 2005).

Here, it is important to note how ‘national” economic growth accelerated during the war years,
especially in the 1990s following market reforms and export-driven industrialization since the
previous decade. The war economy provided employment for rural youth from the Sinhala South
and formed a distinct political economy in itself (Perera 2016; Venugopal 2018). Some others,
however, argue that neoliberal development did not require authoritarian politics, although the
upshot has been ethnic polarization and loosening of the democratic fabric (Stokke 1997; Dunham
and Jayasuriya 2001).

The gendered impact of this economic growth has been well documented. Feminist and
development scholars have pointed out how joining the military for men and women becoming
garment factory workers was a reflection of the ways in which the projects of nationalization
aligned with the quest for greater integration in the global economy (Lynch 1999; Gunawardana
2013). These reveal how conflict generates new patterns of mobility and meanings of place, even
as they contain many pre-existing forms of gender hierarchies and role-playing. Women workers,
faced with the dual pressures of supporting the state’s militarized nation-building and neoliberal
development trajectory, were observed to negotiate multiple identities in response to cultural
critiques and capitalist demands, in rural and urban spaces (Hewamanne 2009; Lokuge 2017;
Ruwanpura 2017, 2022), in the plantations sector with mainly up-country Tamil women’s labour
(Kurian and Jayawardena 2014; Jegathesan 2019), and in foreign countries where many lower-
middle class and working class women migrated to as domestic workers (De Alwis 2002). In the
aftermath of the 2022 debt crisis, the gendered impact of widening social inequality such as in
microfinance, and climate change, amidst hightened contestations over state power, have also been
analysed (Wedagedara 2023; Attanayake 2024).

The war years meant increasing militarization and in the post-war context, the militarized landscape
within which apparel sector emerged has also been brought under scrutiny for the unholy alliances
between capital-state-military, which chapters by Lingham and Wickramasinghe outline further
in this volume (Ruwanpura 2017, 2022). In the post-war context, issues of national significance,
such as development, were ‘securitised’ by the leadership, thereby providing the military with the
authority to lead the ‘war’ against poverty and underdevelopment (Keerawella 2013; Spencer 2016;
Ruwanpura 2017, 2022). This witnessed the increasing role of the military in governance and in land
occupation, especially but not limited to former conflict areas and in the context of the COVID-19
pandemic (Fonseka, Ganeshathasan and Welikala 2021). Conversely, power sharing and resolution
of the ‘national question’ were framed in relation to overcoming poverty and ‘under-development’
(Byrne and Klem 2015). These actions were legitimized through populist discourse, which drew on
a rural-centric, exclusionary Sinhala Buddhist nationalism, and was nostalgic for a pre-industrial
society but which at the same time promised the best of capitalist development (Venugopal 2018).

Sri Lanka’s authoritarian politics in the context of development has also been looked at from
the perspective of international political economy and geopolitics. Given the 2007-2008 global
financial crisis and Western political conditionalities linked to financial aid, especially in the
context of geopolitics between the West (and its regional allies, India and Japan) and China for
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example, the adverse implications of a large military, international sovereign bond and foreign
debt-funded mega-development projects on short-term regime consolidation have been raised
(Bastian 2007; Athukorala and Jayasuriya 2012; Kadirgamar 2013). Along similar lines, others
have documented the limits of such economic policies to contain public discontent over uneven
dividends of economic growth (Goodhand 2013).

Conclusion

The prevalence of political patronage and military fiscalism and its connection to be the socio-
economic base of the Rajapaksa regime have become the central themes of recent scholarship
on Sri Lankan politics and development (Hensman 2010; Goodhand 2013; De Votta 2014; Byrne
and Klem 2015). They all emphasize the role of dynastic/family politics in regime consolidation,
but underline how this makes a regime vulnerable to resistance from those excluded from narrow
networks of nepotism — as we have seen being played out in Sri Lanka during 2022.

The perspectives discussed in this chapter therefore have immediate resonance against the
backdrop of Sri Lanka’s current crisis, where authoritarianism and populist-nationalism of the
Gotabaya Rajapaksa regime in power since 2019 were insufficient to maintain their power against
large-scale public anger at economic mismanagement and corruption. Consequently, mass protests
forced the Rajapaksa leadership to resign from political office. Nevertheless, authoritarian politics
continue to intensify and require close and continued analysis alongside evolving attempts at
emancipatory politics and politics of solidarity from the people.
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3

NATIONALISM, CONFLICT,
AND POWER-SHARING

Bart Klem

Introduction

Sri Lankan nationalism features predominantly as an absent presence in the scholarship on identity
politics and conflict in Sri Lanka. Arguably, the island’s modern history has not yielded an all-Sri
Lankan sense of nation. To the degree that a “national” or “civic” nationalism has taken root in Sri
Lanka, it has always remained a feeble contender to ethnic or ethno-religious manifestations of
nationalism. What is sometimes presented as Sri Lankan nationalism is by and large an articulation
of Sinhala nationalism or — more particular yet — Sinhala-Buddhist nationalism. This political
orientation is then rivalled by ethnic minority stances, most obviously Tamil nationalism, but
also Muslim ethnic chauvinism. In addition, these ethnic orientations become embroiled with
Leftist ideologies as well as different forms of Buddhist, Islamic, Hindu, and Christian revivalism.
The lines between nation, race, ethnicity, religious group, language community, and other social
identity categories, such as caste and class, can be quite blurry and there tends to be some slippage
between the different labels.

Given the difficulty of establishing clear boundaries around ethnonationalism and conflict —
and the formidable tradition of scholarship on these issues — this chapter is at risk of embarking
on an elusive pursuit of crafting a comprehensive overview, thus sacrificing a coherent analytical
narrative. I have sought to grapple with this by condensing the vast established literature on the
civil war and its prior history into the first section. The subsequent sections then discuss literature
that has emerged after the 2009 end of the war. In short, I will review: new retrospective analyses
of the war; recent scholarship on the Sri Lankan constitution and democratic backsliding; the
writing on post-war ethnic subjectivity and contested memorial practices; religious revivalism and
the ascendence of extremist political Buddhism; and reflections on the influence of the COVID-19
pandemic on these dynamics.!

Nationalism, Conflict, and Constitutional Order

The contested and contingent delineations of ethnicity and ethnonationalism match well with the
constructivist perspective that prevails in the academic literature. To be Sinhala, Tamil, Muslim,
or part of another group, so the reasoning goes, is not about having a set of essential characteristics
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but being part of a lived reality of producing and reproducing collective identities (Abeysekere
and Gunasinghe 1987; Rogers 1994; Wickramasinghe 2006; Rasaratnam 2016). Ethnicity is the
central element for the two main competing ideologies in Sri Lanka — Sinhala nationalism and
Tamil nationalism — but ethnicity it is itself heavily shaped by political contestation (Spencer 2008;
Uyangoda 2011). It has become entangled with conflict, both with the Leftist uprisings of the
Janatha Vimukthi Peramuna (JVP) of the 1970s and 1980s and with the Tamil separatist conflict
(Chandraprema 1991; Moore 1993; Wickramasinghe 2006; Uyangoda 2011). Ethnic identity, in
short, features as both cause and consequence of conflict. And ethnicized accounts of history are
as much the result of the present conflict as the other way around (Hellmann-Rajanayagam 1994a;
Wickramasinghe 2013; Harris 2018).

The dominant academic diagnosis of Sri Lanka’s ethnopolitical conflict centres on the problem of
state formation combined with the throes of ethnic majoritarianism in a democratic arena (Spencer
2007; Uyangoda 2011; Venugopal 2018). Unlike most of its neighbours, Sri Lanka transitioned
out of the colonial era through a sequence of deliberative constitutional reforms, which yielded
a unitary democratic state and a Sinhala majority community that sought to redress the perceived
privileges of the Tamil minority and the anglicized elite (De Silva 2005; Wickramasinghe 2006).
The subsequent electoral dynamic of “ethnic outbidding” to vie for Sinhalese votes resulted in
majoritarian state measures: redrafting of the constitution, pro-Sinhala language policy, affirmative
action in education and state employment, land allocation programmes for the Sinhala peasantry,
and a range of symbolically charged measures protecting Sri Lanka’s supposed cultural character —a
purportedly Sinhala-Buddhist island imperilled by a region and a world dominated by Christianity,
Islam, and Hinduism (Rogers 1994; Wilson 2000; De Votta 2004; De Silva 2005; Schonthal 2016a).

In the mid-19th century Tamil identity had been premised on caste (the land-owning Vellalas),
religion (Saivism), and language (Tamil), not (yet) on being part of an ethnic group or a nation
(Arasaratnam 1994; Cheran 2009). In the dynamic of post-Independence ethnic politics, Tamil
identity coalesced around Tamil ethnonationalism. Yet, when a political campaign for the
advancement of Tamil rights and aspirations gathered pace in late colonial and early postcolonial
times, the precise demarcation of the Tamil collective remained contentious (Wickramasinghe
2006; Cheran 2009; Vaitheespara 2009). At its narrowest, it effectively catered to the Vellala
elite in Jaffna and Colombo; at its broadest it encompassed not only the category now known as
Sri Lankan Tamils but all Tamil-speaking populations, thus including the Muslims (historically
considered “Islamic Tamils”) and Tamils of recent Indian origin (often referred to as “Indian”,
“Plantation”, or “Upcountry” Tamils).

The ethno-political conflict then escalated in the 1970s. The Tamil parliamentarian leadership
adopted an explicitly separatist position and a welter of armed youth militias sprung up (Wilson
2000). Prompted by the anti-Tamil pogroms of 1983, political violence intensified in the 1980s
(Tambiah 1996; Bremner 2004; Spencer 2007). In this decade, the Liberation Tigers of Tamil
Eelam (LTTE) coercively positioned itself as the dominant Tamil movement (Hellmann-
Rajanayagam 1994b, 1994c; Wilson 2000; Thiranagama 2011). A sequence of peace attempts and
military re-escalations finally resulted in the comprehensive military defeat of the LTTE, and the
Tamil nationalist movement more widely, in 2009.

Matching the diagnosis of the ethno-political conflict as a problem of a majoritarian state, the
focus of Sri Lanka’s conflict resolution literature has long rested on constitutional reform, regional
autonomy, and democratic power-sharing (Bastian 1994; Thiruchelvam 2000; Coomaraswamy
2003; Welikala 2012; Wickramaratne 2014: 137-250). The central keyword in this debate is:
devolution, a term signalling a shift of state power from the national to the sub-national level
to accommodate divergent ethnic aspirations. Scholars have grappled with the parameters of
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devolution — the unit (the whole northeast or smaller entities), the degree (regional self-government
or merely decentralizing public service provision), and the question of symmetry (a uniform
island-wide system or a special arrangement for the northeast) — as well as the legal status of
a power-sharing arrangement (an interim arrangement, an act of parliament, or a constitutional
settlement), which affects its credibility and robustness.

Sri Lanka has had a turbulent constitutional history. The 1931 Donoughmore constitution, a
British imposition based on limited consultation, steered clear of regional or ethnic power-sharing
(Edirisinha et al 2008: 54-97). The 1947 Soulbury that enshrined independence bolstered the
unitary character of the state, though it encoded of minority protection in a clause known as Section
29 (Edirisinha et al 2008: 128-204; Welikala 2012). Subsequent bargaining between Sinhala and
Tamil elites yielded compromise solutions that remained unimplemented (Wilson 2000; Edirisinha
et al 2008). The 1972 Republican constitution, which was established despite explicit protest from
the Tamil leadership, expanded executive prerogatives at the centre and corroborated Sinhala
nationalist aspirations by affording a “foremost place” to Buddhism. The second Republican
constitution (1978) endowed Sri Lanka with an exceptionally powerful executive presidency and
a change-resistant electoral system.

The 1987 Indo-Lankan Accord comprises the historical counter-cadence to this gradual
centralization of power. India’s military intervention, legitimized with a self-assigned role as
regional hegemon and guardian of Sri Lanka’s Tamil minority, coerced a constitutional amendment
that implanted quasi-autonomous provincial governance into an otherwise unitary constitution
with an enormous central concentration of executive power. However, this 13th Amendment
constrained and fudged key issues, and the ability of the provincial council system to enact a
meaningful form of self-government was thwarted by subsequent administrative concoctions,
and legal hoodwinking (Shastri 1990; Coomaraswamy 1994; Thiruchelvam 2000). As a result,
Sri Lanka has emerged from the war with a system of devolved government that none of the
belligerents want, but that it cannot get rid of without incurring India’s wrath and unleashing a
constitutional quandary over subsequent reforms.

Revisiting the Historiography of Ethno-Political Conflict

Some of the most insightful work on the armed conflict has appeared after the end of the war.
Complementing the prior scholarship, recent works have shed unprecedented light on lived
realities during the war. This includes the publication of diaries and authors revisiting their old
field notes to produce ethnographically informed historical work (Bavinck 2011; Harris 2018,
2019). This has also yielded new conceptual interpretations of the Tamil militancy, most saliently
Thiranagama’s (2011) In My Mother’s House. She offers a retrospective study of Tamil and
Muslim subjectivity through the experience of conflict and war, thus problematizing the canonical
tendencies in the existing historiography of the Tamil separatist conflict. Thiranagama unsettles
the categories, phases, and key actors of the established analytical framework. She highlights
how the experience of being Tamil or Muslim has transformed through the war years and how
ethno-political narratives became entangled with a welter of social contentions around generation,
caste, class, locality, and ideology. “War” Thiranagama posits (2011), “grounds life even as it
takes it away — producing new people, new possibilities of voice, forms of heroism” (2011: 12).
This becomes especially clear in relation to young Tamils who joined one of the militant groups.
Alongside their separatist fervour, she highlights the sociological significance of escaping the
confines of caste, gender, and gerontocracy of Tamil family life. The militancy, she argues, offered
an alternative “horizontal form of kinship” (2011: 198).
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A related body of work has ventured to study the LTTE state-making experiment of the 1990s
and 2000s, a known phenomenon that had not previously received detailed empirical or theoretical
attention (Mampilly 2011; Terpstra and Frerks 2017). Klem and Maunaguru (2017, 2018) posit
that the creation of a de facto Tamil Eelam with a demarcated territory, population, an expanding
array of LTTE departments and the co-optation of existing institutions as well as legal frameworks
must be understood as a form of “sovereign mimicry”. In pursuit of its separatist aspirations,
the movement started crafting an institutional landscape that people could recognize as state-
like, but these institutions always remained capricious. The god-like cult around the LTTE leader
and his ability to change the rules or unleash sublime violence never let off, and the movement
adulated the violent sacrifice of martyrs, and suicide cadres (see also Schonthal 2018). These
commemorative practices, cemeteries, and transcendental depiction stood in sharp contrast to the
movement’s attempt to emulate secular state conduct with bureaucratic finesse but simultaneously
compounded its enigma (Klem and Maunaguru 2017).

The religious dimensions of nationalist conflict in Sri Lanka have long been recognized,
particularly in relation to the complex interface between Buddhism and Sinhala nationalism
(Senivaratne 2000). The role of religious institutions and leaders in the multifarious landscape
of the war received much less attention, but this aspect has received closer scrutiny in recent
years (Klem 2011; Spencer et al 2015; Maunaguru 2018; Johnson and Korf 2021). The religious
sphere, these authors point out, may afford a measure of insulation from politics and thus some
form, however minimal, of protection against political violence. Churches become spaces of
refuge, Hindu oracles offer transcendental forms of solace, mosque societies become humanitarian
advocates, and inter-religious bodies reach out across ethnic and military fault lines. It also
becomes clear that there are vast differences between religions and their many sub-dominations in
terms of their institutional set-up and the kinds of leadership they spawn.

Taking issue with the simplified interpretation of the war as a bipolar conflict between
Sinhala-dominated government and a Tamil insurgency, there has also been renewed interest for
protagonists that eschew such categories. This includes ground-breaking work on the figure of the
so-called traitor. Thiranagama (2011) highlights the discursive significance of traitors to ethno-
nationalist repertoires of legitimating violence. She points out that traitors, unlike enemies, are
defined by intimacy. It is their personal relationships and their intimate knowledge that makes
them both dangerous and hard to identify, and it is this familiarity that warrants exceptional kinds
of violence (Thiranagama 2010). The relentless and profoundly disturbing consequences to the
lives of these outcasts and their family — in Sri Lanka and in exile, at the moment of rupture
and for decades after — reverberate in the public consciousness, not least through literary writing
that grapples with the “unnarratable” lived impact of these social fissures (Satkunanathan 2016;
Kailasam 2021).

Dissenting voices do not only challenge the seam-sealed narratives of dominant political
protagonists. They also bring into purview the historical contingencies and the messy chain of events
that occurred before retrospective interpretations tidied up dominant historical narratives. They
remind us how things could have been different, how one master cleavage prevailed over another,
how one set of injustices gave birth to the next, and how heroes and saviours may transform into
villains or henchmen. As part of a volume on dissidents, recent contributions reflected on the life
stories of Joe Senivaratne (Amarasuriya and Spencer 2021), “Ranjan” and “Murali”— remarkable
Sri Lankans who defy straightforward categorization, precisely because they resisted the rubrics
that have come to be central to the established conflict script (Maunaguru 2021). And as such,
they caution us to revisit the contingent origins of ethnonationalism and political violence and
engage with the interstitial space between ethnic communities, the peculiar morphing of Leftist
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revolutionary energy into two disparate ethnonational uprisings and the complex symbiosis of
violence and justice.

Scuttled Constitutionalism and Illiberal Democracy

For readers interested in Sri Lanka’s long history of demanding and debating different constitutional
and political models to mitigate ethnonationalist conflict, the volume by Edirisinha et al (2008)
offers an unrivalled repository. It encompasses a meticulous archive of all major manifestos,
proposals, and pacts since the 1920s (some of which have become difficult to trace) and curates
these with commentaries to attend the reader to the finer nuances, revisions, and omissions placed
within the political context of the time.

Constitutional scholarship, though less established in Sri Lanka than elsewhere in South
Asia, has burgeoned in recent years. Combining insights from legal theory, the troubled interface
between constitutional law and ethno-nationalist politics, and the everyday realities of legal and
administrative practices, this literature has reached a degree of consensus about the key strengths,
weaknesses, and unresolved dilemmas in Sri Lanka’s constitutional order. The Sri Lankan Republic
at 40 comprises a comprehensive anthology of Sri Lanka’s constitutional antecedents since the
first Republican Constitution of 1972 (Welikala 2012). Apart from enlisting problematic issues,
the volume offers insider accounts of the promulgation of different constitutional texts as well
as theoretical engagement with the tensions and paradoxes around a constitutional architecture
for plural democratic politics, the safeguarding of fundamental rights, the interface between law
and religion, and the legal codification of shared sovereignty in a pluri-national society. It also
highlights the peculiar rifts between constitutional design and empirical realities, which often
diverge from the intended outcomes. For example, the constitutional clauses aimed at protecting
Buddhism have arguably precipitated new forms of conflict within the Buddhist community about
the correct interpretation and delineation of Buddhism and exposed new tensions in the uneasy
relationship between Buddhism and politics (Schonthal 2016c¢).

Complementing these constitutional reflections, a joint effort by the Institute for Constitutional
Studies provides a more focused analysis of the 13th Amendment and the resulting experiment
of power-sharing through devolved government (Amarasinghe et al. 2019). The volume reviews
the evolution of the one power-sharing arrangement that was implemented in Sri Lanka: the
provincial council system, created under Indian duress in the late 1980s. The authors suggest
that this system is reminiscent of a “white elephant”: an impractical gift that one cannot refuse,
which then leaves the recipient with a string of hazards and disfunctions. With focused essays on
oft-ignored aspects, such as the compromised legislative and fiscal prerogatives of the provinces,
the authors reveal the many ironies manifest in Sri Lanka’s experience with devolved government.
The system was created for the northeast but mostly worked in the rest of country because the
North-Eastern Provincial Council was placed on hold for most of its history. Also, what was
created as an explicitly political platform to assuage demands for self-government degenerated
into an administrative layer within a centralized pyramid of government resource distribution.

While the contributions to the above volumes zoom in on meticulous details, a growing body of
comparative work zooms out to establish overall patterns. Several initiatives scrutinized broader
Asian (or global) trends to glean comparative lessons about constitutional design, power-sharing
and federalism, electoral systems, or post-war settlements (Shah 2017; Breen 2018; O’Driscoll,
Costantini and Al 2020). Rather adding new empirical insight about Sri Lanka, these volumes draw
on contrasting experiences elsewhere to generate questions about the island’s legal and political
history and possible alternative trajectories.
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The increased centralization of executive power under the Rajapaksa government after the 2009
defeat of the LTTE has received ample scholarly attention. The prevalent interpretation centres on the
notion of victor’s peace, which yielded an illiberal democratic settlement, where an initially high degree
of electoral support was coupled with an increasingly authoritarian form of government (Ruwanpura
2016; Keethaponcalan 2019; Lewis 2020). In effect, De Votta (2021) argues, Sri Lanka has become
an “ethnocracy”: a system where resilient democratic institutions coexist with Sinhala-Buddhist
majoritarianism. The further strengthening of presidential power through the 18th Amendment, the
erosion of the independent judiciary, the shrinking space for media scrutiny, the militarized approach
to post-war reconstruction and urban planning and the problems around patronage politics and
corruption have all been well publicized (Satkunanathan 2016; Spencer 2016; Klem 2018).

The “good governance” government under President Sirisena was an interlude to these
dynamics. The spectacular rise of this rainbow coalition in 2015 was followed by an even more
spectacular collapse in 2018, through what has been coined “auto-coup”, which then precipitated a
constitutional crisis with an absurd constellation of two parallel claimants to the position of Prime
Minister (Welikala 2020). Though the coup was curbed, the government never recovered from its
sundering impact. Official consultations about a new constitutional settlement, which had raised
high hopes in the early days of Sirisena’s government, were side-tracked, but they gave impetus
to the continued academic debate about fundamental constitutional issues in Sri Lanka. These are
perhaps best captured in a special issue in the Round Table, with reflections on the abolishment of
the executive presidency, the constitutional classification of the state itself, the creation of a Bill
of Rights, and the implementation of the Right to Information Act (Jayasinghe 2019; Rajasingham
2019; Samararatne 2019; Senaratne 2019; Welikala 2019).

Post-War Transition and Rearticulated Subjectivity

The May 2009 defeat of the LTTE in the northern scrublands of Mullivaikal marks a pivotal turning
point in Sri Lanka’s modern history, arguably even surpassing independence. It fundamentally
reshaped Sri Lanka’s ethno-national conflict, it recalibrated the state and the political arena,
and it had enduring impact on Sri Lankan society and the global expanse of its diaspora. Tamil
nationalism lost its recourse to coercive authority, and the humanitarian massacre in the final
months of the war left indelible scars in the social and political fabric of Tamil society. While there
is no credible doubt about the large numbers of civilians who were trapped, targeted, and killed,
as a result of blatant violations of humanitarian law by both sides, controversies remain over the
exact sequence of events and their interpretation (University Teachers for Human Rights (Jaffna)
2009; Weiss 2011; Harrison 2012). Demands for further investigation and retribution — typically
referred to with the euphemistic term accountability — have not let off.

Post-war memorial practices and politics also have received ample scholarly attention. In the
Tamil community, not least in its diaspora networks, Mullivaikal has become a central reference
point for Tamil subjectivity. The experience of defeat and victimhood, widely referred to as
genocide among Tamil nationalists, now defines what it means to be part of the Tamil nation
and share its disabled aspirations (Amarasingam 2015; McCargo and Senaratne 2020; Orjuela
2021; Thurairajah 2021). This is manifest in struggles over war memorials and the ceremonial
commemoration of victims, heroes, and martyrs (Satkunanathan 2016; Seoighe 2017). It is also
evident in Tamil political manifestos and in the repertoires of Tamil activism to vie for international
attention and redress, such as in the UN Human Rights Council (Thurairajah 2020).

Post-war transition comprises a disorienting process of societal recalibration, where boundaries
are redrawn, new connections are made and intensified circulation and exposure create both
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opportunities and anxieties (Klem 2014, 2018; Ruwanpura et al 2020). Arguably, the heightened
moral stakes of defining the Tamil community and the demise of the LTTE as the despotic self-
asserted custodian of the Tamil struggle have instigated renewed animosity over intra-Tamil
divisions. This includes struggles over gender norms, adequate youth conduct and gerontocratic
hierarchies, but it is perhaps most palatable in the renewed vigour of disputes over caste hierarchies.
Following suit with other Tamil militant groups, the LTTE had embraced a modern revolutionary
outlook that rejected caste but the group simultaneously harnessed Tamil cultural tradition and
never persisted in eradicating the caste system. After their defeat, caste-based discrimination and
associated rivalry over land claims, water use, temple boards, and social hierarchies came back
out in the open, in both old and new ways (Thanges 2008; Silva, Sivapragasam and Thanges 2009;
Bremner 2013; Kuganathan 2014; Thiranagama 2018; Silva 2020).

The Ascendence of Political Buddhism and Anti-Muslim Violence

The end of the war gave renewed impetus to religious revival movements in all the island’s
communities. Space opened for Pentecostal churches to intensify their proselytization; Sufi sects
and moderate Islamic movements like Tableegh Jamaath lost ground to more radical groups,
like Tawheed Jamaath; and the Hindu community experienced increased exposure to extremist
influences and right-wing groups from India (Woods 2013; Mahadev 2015; Spencer et al 2015;
Bastian 2016). Among these revivals, the ascendence Buddhist extremist was most pronounced
because it conjoined with the radical Sinhala nationalist outlook of the Rajapaksa government. The
phenomenon of political Buddhism, long spurned as inherently transgressive, transformed into a
formidable electoral force, both within Jathika Hela Urumaya (JHU), a party of Buddhist monks,
and among acolytes of the Rajapaksa government (Deegalle 2004; Holt 2016a; Lehr 2019). These
trends contributed to a significant rearticulation of Sri Lanka’s landscape of communal conflict:
to some degree the ethno-national conflict morphed into an inter-religious conflict, and in the
process the Muslim community replaced the Tamils as the primary antagonist for Sinhala-Buddhist
majoritarianism (Haniffa 2015; Spencer et al 2015; Holt 2016b; Silva 2016; Mahadev 2019).

The delineation of the Muslim community as an ethnic group reflects the convolutions of
national, linguistic, ethnic, and religious identities in Sri Lanka. Historically, they were a religious
group that largely overlapped with the Tamil community in terms of language and cultural custom,
but after the soaring of Sinhala and Tamil ethnonationalism (with the LTTE violence against
Muslims and the 1990 Muslim “eviction” from the north as the definitive breakpoint) the Islamic
community increasingly defined itself as a distinct ethnic group (McGilvray and Raheem 2007;
Mihlar 2019). This resulted in the emergence of a distinct ethno-nationalist outlook and concurrent
political parties, but these groups have invariably served as kingmakers in the national government
to secure a measure of influence and access to patronage (Klem 2011; Spencer et al 2015). With
the rise of Buddhist extremism in recent years, however, the widely felt anxieties among Muslims
have put this pragmatic positioning under increased strain (Mihlar 2019).

Sinhala-Buddhist extremism has been spearheaded by the rise of Bodu Bala Sena (BBS), a
militant group that vilifies Sri Lanka’s minorities and the Muslim community in particular. Several
authors have pointed to the similarities with anti-Muslim Buddhist movements in Myanmar (Holt
2016a; Lehr 2019; Orjuela 2020). BBS uses hate speech and rumours on social media, it advocates
a boycott of Muslim shops, and it agitates against Halal certification, Islamic veiling, slaughter
practices, and the status of customary Islamic law (Silva 2016). The group is known for its ability to
instigate violence and deploy vigilante style thuggery. It incited attacks on Muslims in a sequence of
skirmishes that reminded of Sri Lanka’s pre-war riots and pogroms, including in Aluthgama in 2014
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and Digana in 2018 (Haniffa 2016; Fowsar, Rameez and Rameez 2020). In both cases, the
government and police stood accused of idling and condoning these escalations. Among many
smaller disputes over places of worship, the azan (call for prayer), land claims and newly erected
Buddha statues, Buddhist extremism precipitated heated tensions around the Daftar Jailani shrine
(a Sufi pilgrimage site), the Dambulla mosque, a string of Buddhist sites along the east coast, as
well as a complete military take-over and Buddhification of Kantadorai, a multi-religious but
historically predominantly Tamil site in Jaffna (Heslop 2014; Spencer et al 2015; McGilvray 2016;
McGilvray 2016; Schonthal 2016b; Harris 2019).

Several authors have explored the gendered nature of religious revivalism, purification agendas,
and inter-religious conflict (Haniffa 2008, 2020; Malji 2021). Religious narratives have become
entangled with notions of male virility, female chastity, and the policing of gendered dress,
conduct, and piety. Protagonists on all sides have depicted women as custodians of tradition who
are in special need of protection, spawning agitation around marriage-related conversion, fertility,
and concurrent apprehension over forthcoming demographic shifts. This has added a patriarchal,
arguably even misogynist, tinge to religious dispute, and plausibly it has also given rise to a more
wide-ranging conservative impact on Sri Lanka’s historically egalitarian gender disposition.

The dynamics of Islamophobia, religious conflict, post-war militarization, economic downturn,
and constitutional crisis converged in the dramatic tragedy of the Easter Sunday suicide bomb
attacks in 2019. This coordinated attack by an extremist Muslim outfit on churches and hotels
killed over 250 people and sparked international alert. A previously little-known group National
Tawheed Jamaath claimed responsibility for the bombings. Islamic State, facing defeat in
the Middle East, vied to take credit with the unsubstantiated assertion that the bombers were
operating in their name and with their support (Amarasingam 2019; Imtiyaz 2020). The crisis was
aggravated by the ineptitude of the government to act on available prior intelligence, which was
in turn caused by the fracturing within Sirisena’s government after his auto-coup several months
earlier (Welikala 2019). As a result of these dramatic events, the Tawheed movement, which had
hitherto been a marginal subject of study (Spencer et al 2015; Mihlar 2019), suddenly stood in the
spotlights for a raft of blog authors, pundits, terrorist experts, and other scholars. Though readily
interpreted in transnational terms, as a new terrorist juncture conjoining Sri Lanka’s conflict
pathology with a globalized Islamist discourse (Amarasingam 2019; Imtiyaz 2020; Mahoharan,
Chatterjee and Ashok 2021), the Easter attacks thus far appear to be a historical outlier. No
escalating dynamic of asymmetrical violence occurred, but the securitized political blowback of
the event has had severe adverse effects for the Muslim community and arguably for Sri Lanka
at large (Haniffa 2020).

The Political Dynamics of the Covid-19 Pandemic

In loose reminiscence to the social and political turmoil after the 2004 tsunami (McGilvray and
Gamburd 2010), the pandemic has become a lightning rod for pre-existing societal anxieties,
tensions, and trends. Many of the above-described dynamics around ethno-nationalism, post-
war conflict, and state conduct have become rearticulated through the coronavirus emergency,
thus adding new meaning and significance to otherwise familiar dynamics. There are religious
dimensions to the pandemic, including new spiritual conduct under social distancing regulation,
transcendental interpretations of the pandemic, coping mechanisms, and ritual forms of salvation
(Schonthal and Jayatilake 2021). The pandemic offers new discursive ammunition to depict
another group’s cultural practices as harmful or irresponsible, which has fortified anti-Muslim
sentiments among Sinhala extremists.
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The government response to the pandemic has aggravated concerns about democratic
backsliding, constitutional erosion, and the routinized deployment of emergency powers (Fonseka,
Ganeshathasan and Welikala 2021; Peiris 2021; Klem and Samararatne 2022). As in other countries,
government-imposed restrictions, curfews, travel bans, and full lockdowns promulgated societal
opposition. In Sri Lanka, concerns over “executive aggrandisement have an especially deep-seated
character, though, considering the prior erosion of the rule of law and democratic norms and the
authoritarian inclinations of the Rajapaksa government” (Fonseka et al 2021: 362). Alarm has been
raised about the bypassing of government departments, the abolishment of checks and balances,
the curtailment of rights and freedoms, the continued expansion of special authorities under the
presidency, the routine dissolution of parliament, and the further expansion of military routines and
personnel into public office (see Peiris 2021). On the one hand, Sri Lanka’s past teaches us that these
trends do not bode well: the expansion of executive has often proven difficult to roll back. On the
other, it reminds us that every centripetal force ultimately creates its own counterforces and that no
government or political dynasty, however formidable its political muscle, ultimately manages to last.

Note

1 I wrote this chapter in the first weeks of 2022 and I have used that date as a cut-off point. The crisis,
protest, and turmoil around the “aragalaya” (struggle) of 2022 and beyond are thus not discussed in this
chapter.
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4
CENTRING CONFLICT

Contemporary Sri Lanka in Perspective

Shamara Wettimuny'

Introduction

Violent internal conflict has pervaded Sri Lanka for much of the last century, where complex
and multi-dimensional facets have factored in. Identity, ideology, and narratives of victimisation,
however, appear to emerge as common themes. This chapter offers a chronological account of Sri
Lanka’s history of conflict during the latter part of its colonial experience and throughout the post-
independence period. It explores several types of conflict, including ethno-religious conflict in the
early 20th century, ethno-linguistic conflict in the mid-20th century to the early 21st century, recent
class conflict in the 1970s and 1980s, and a recurrence of ethno-religious conflict in contemporary
times.? This chronological account is not meant to be an exhaustive telling of Sri Lanka’s history
of conflict. Instead, it aims to centre contemporary conflict in Sri Lanka by exploring causation
and highlighting some of the shared drivers of violence that have recurred throughout this period.

Unequal access to resources due to class, gender and ethnicised lines of political patronage,
and elite interests that exploit identity, ideology, and victim narratives for personal gain have all
played pivotal roles in creating conditions for conflict. This chapter focuses on how these and
other factors intersect and overlap with identity, ideology, and victim narratives in both driving and
mobilising conflict and how this affects contemporary Sri Lanka.

Ethno-religious Conflict in the Early 20th Century

The year 1915 marked the first major episode of ethno-religious violence in colonial Sri Lanka.
Although minor episodes of inter- and intra-religious violence had previously taken place
throughout the 19th century, the scale and intensity of the anti-Moor pogrom of 1915 were entirely
unprecedented (Somaratna 1991). The violence can only be fully understood considering various
strands of identity formation that took place in the preceding decades.

Until the mid-19th century, ethno-religious identity in Sri Lanka was relatively fluid. Various
aspects of identity, such as caste or region — for example, belonging to the Low-Country or the
Kandyan regions — gained salience at different points in history (Guneratne 2002: 22). Importantly,
Arjun Guneratne (2002: 26) observes that ‘groups we identify today as Sinhala, Tamil or Muslim’
crystallised from the ‘successive movements of people from India’ over centuries, suggesting a
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broadly common stock or origin. He accordingly argues that the idea of a ‘pure’ Sinhalese or
Tamil race (or culture) is mere fiction. Nevertheless, conceptions of a distinct ‘Sinhalese’ identity
expressed through language and religion can be traced as far back as to the 10th century (Strathern
2017: 221-223). As contact with European colonialism increased and ‘new forms of control’ —
detailed below — were arbitrarily imposed on the island’s populations, ethnic and religious identities
also shifted (Sivasundaram 2013: 156).

Taxonomical initiatives by the British colonial administration included the categorisation of
populations into more fixed categories through censuses and political representation. The British
were preoccupied with classification primarily based on ‘race’ (Rogers 2004). The preoccupation
with ‘race” and ethnicity in Sri Lanka/Ceylon can be contrasted with the British prioritisation of
religion as the key organising principle in India. Between 1833 and 1889, indigenous groups were
represented by one of three Members in the Ceylon Legislative Council: a Sinhalese Member, a
Tamil Member, and a Burgher Member in Council. Smaller groups, such as Muslims, were often
collapsed into the ethno-linguistic category of ‘Tamil’ and thus were assumed to be represented by the
Tamil Member in Council. However, from 1889, the Muslim community increasingly distinguished
themselves as a distinct ethno-religious group (primarily comprising Moors who belonged to the
Islamic faith) and resisted being classified as ‘Tamil’. Such classifications contributed towards
heightened local identity consciousness along racial lines both in terms of strengthening identities
within groups and emphasising ethnic difference across groups (ibid). As Nira Wickramasinghe
(2014) observes, some ‘colonised peoples’ realised that ‘by claiming to belong to one or another
group recognised by the colonial rulers one could obtain certain entitlements’ (2014: 47). The attempt
in the late 1880s by the then Tamil Member in Legislative Council, Ponnambalam Ramanathan, to
claim that Moors were Tamil converts to Islam, and therefore adequately represented by the Tamil
Member, is an example of deploying ethnic and cultural identities to maintain power. By contrast,
Muslim elites attempted to highlight their Arab origins (and thus their distinction from Tamils) to
‘safeguard [their] economic and other interests’ (Ismail 1995: 58).

It is worth recognising that while religion became the organising identity marker for Muslim
political representation vis-a-vis other communities in the Legislative Council, geographical
and occupational identities were the crucial markers of power and influence within the Muslim
community. Qadri Ismail, in his essay on ‘Unmooring Identity’ (ibid), argues that Southern, male,
bourgeois, Moor traders tended to dominate the ‘“Muslim social formation’, a claim that is reflected
in the figures appointed by the British to the role of the Mohammedan Member in Legislative
Council from 1889 onwards.

The 19th century was also a period of intensifying religious revival in Sri Lanka, as members
of the Buddhist, Hindu, and Muslim communities became more conscious and assertive of their
religious identities, largely as a confrontation with Christian missionaries. Anne Blackburn (2001)
traces the Buddhist revival back to the 18th century but the revival reached a high point in the final
third of the 19th century. This high point was signified by events such as the Panadura Debate of
1873 in which Ven. Migetuwatte Gunananda, a fiery orator from Balapitiya, successfully challenged
Christian priests in front of an audience of many thousands (Malalgoda 1976; Amunugama 2019).
The Hindu revival was driven by Saivite revivalists, such as Arumuga Navalar from the 1840s
onwards in Jaffna, and aimed to counteract aggressive Christian proselytisation and publications
that carried insults to Hindu beliefs (Hudson 1992; Wilson 2000). The Islamic revival heightened
from around the 1880s as a response to local religious revivals and to global Islamic revivals in
South Asia and beyond and focused on education for the Muslim community (Samaraweera 1997).

Within this overarching context of increased consciousness around ‘race’ and ‘religion’,
fault lines between Muslim Moors (the majority ethnic group within the Muslim population)
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and other ethno-religious groups emerged. Perception that Moors controlled economic markets,
particularly in the petty retail sector, and gained unfair advantage over traders and consumers of
other communities was one divisive factor (Ali 1987). Contestation over religious space increased
during this period, exacerbated by perceptions that the colonial administration sympathised
with Moorish demands for the regulation of Buddhist ‘noise worship’ (Roberts 1994). In May
1915, these perceptions caused violence to erupt in Kandy, in the central province of Sri Lanka,
against Moors gathered at a local mosque during a Buddhist procession that was observing Vesak
Poya. Violence quickly spread to five out of the nine provinces and assailants included Sinhalese
Christians as well as Tamils (Roberts 1994).

Importantly, the instigation and participation in the violence — mainly by Sinhala-Buddhists,
but also by other communities, including Sinhalese Christians, and Tamils — were predicated on a
narrative of victimisation whereby the Moor was framed as a competitor, usurper, and aggressor
(Ismail 1995: 82; see also Wettimuny 2019). For example, Moors were viewed as competitors
of Sinhalese traders in the desire to supply growing consumer demands in retail markets and
were portrayed as aggressive moneylenders and debt collectors who exploited peasants and poor
labourers (Dharmapala and Guruge 1965: 207). This victim narrative was further amplified when
the colonial state eventually responded to the violence in the harshest of terms. Between June 1915
and August 1915, the British colonial state imposed martial law across several provinces in the
island and arrested, imprisoned, and even executed several innocent Sinhalese who were assumed
to have participated in the pogrom (De Souza 1919). The state’s response was so brutal that it
prompted Sinhalese and Tamils to shift towards campaigning for greater self-government.

Ethno-Linguistic Conflict in the Post-independence Period

Partially in response to the colonial state’s ruthless repression of the 1915 pogrom, multi-ethnic
nationalist organisations, such as the Ceylon Reform League (founded in 1917) and the Ceylon
National Congress (founded in 1919), emerged. These organisations negotiated with the state to
introduce changes to the electoral system in Sri Lanka. Thus, in the 1920s, a different form of
identity politics took centre stage and relegated (physical) ethno-religious conflict to the background.
However, this process of constitutional reform and devolution of power for greater self-governance
in Sri Lanka eventually created concerns for the Tamil minority, which saw its electoral position
weakening vis-a-vis the numerically dominant Sinhalese (Wickramasinghe 1991). Furthermore,
ethnic and religious minorities viewed provisions contained within the 1947 Soulbury Constitution
(Sri Lanka’s first post-independence constitution) on legal protections for minorities in Parliament
as inadequate (Schonthal 2012: 177). Nevertheless, and despite growing fears about insufficient
minority representation, this period of negotiation and compromise was not marked by violent
conflict. It was only in the post-independence period that Tamil political aspirations — particularly
in terms of the use of the Tamil language — were blatantly suppressed by the government of the day.
Within this overarching context, violent conflict in Sri Lanka emerged along ethno-linguistic lines.

In 1956, S.W.R.D. Bandaranaike swept to power as prime minister following a chauvinistic
campaign that hinged on replacing English with Sinhala as the island’s official language. Sinhalese
nationalists believed the majority community had been disadvantaged during the period of British
rule and were disproportionately (under)represented in employment within the civil service.
In this context, a ‘Sinhala Only’ language policy was proposed to reverse the prioritisation of
English that marginalised Sinhala speakers and prioritised English speakers, mainly Burghers and
certain Tamils, that contributed to the feelings of victimisation by the Sinhalese — ‘the “authentic”
inhabitants of the island’ (Rambukwella 2018: 78).
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In the post-colonial period, the Sinhala Only campaign was supported by various groups in the
rural and urban Sinhalese heartlands of Sri Lanka, including by Buddhist monks (Vittachi 1958:
19). The Official Language Act, which was passed in Parliament in 1956, was an ethno-linguistic
policy that received support from the Sinhalese majority in the country. The Act was vehemently
opposed by Tamil (and other non-Tamil) members of the public. Tamils of all classes were
affected by the Act, as were English-speaking groups including the Burghers. Such opposition and
‘counter-opposition’ from Sinhalese groups triggered the first major ‘ethnic riot’ targeting Tamils
in Sri Lanka in June 1956 (Rambukwella 2018: 78).

Considering the violent backlash caused by the Official Language Act, Bandaranaike attempted
to diffuse the situation by devolving greater power to Tamil-majority areas in a negotiated
compromise with the leader of the Tamil Federal Party, S.J.V. Chelvanayagam. The 1957
Bandaranaike-Chelvanayagam Pact, as it was known, also promised to introduce Tamil as the
administrative language in the Northern and Eastern Provinces of Sri Lanka in a partial reversal
of ‘Sinhala Only’. However, the ‘ethnicization’ of Bandaranaike’s electorate prevented lasting
reform (Wilson 1993: 154). The Pact came under protest by many Sinhalese (including powerful
Buddhist monks), who succeeded in disrupting the Pact. Bandaranaike, in his attempts to appease
his core constituency, also proscribed the Federal Party (Manor 1989: 286-289). He was then
assassinated in 1959. The conspirators allegedly involved in the assassination plot were known to
have opposed the Bandaranaike-Chelvanayagam Pact.

S.W.R.D. Bandaranaike was replaced as prime minister by his widow, Sirimavo Bandaranaike —
the world’s first woman head of state. In Mrs. Bandaranaike’s first term of power, she had to contend
with escalating socio-economic grievances and failed to address the growing ethnic conflict
(Weerakoon 2004: 106). The moderate cooperation and consensus that had existed between
Sinhalese and Tamil political elites from the pre-independence period frayed during the 1960s and
had virtually broken down completely by 1970 (Wilson 1993: 155).

Tamil nationalism thus emerged during this period and drew heavily from narratives of historical
indigeneity and legitimate entitlement of Tamils on the island (Vaitheespara 2009). It was also
influenced, to some extent, by Tamil nationalism in south India (Hellmann-Rajanayagam 1990:
118) Yet it also emerged as a reaction to the discriminatory policies of a post-colonial state that was
preoccupied with appeasing Sinhala-Buddhist nationalist demands. A spate of anti-Tamil pogroms
during the 1950s and 1960s enlarged the cleavages between Sinhalese and Tamils and introduced
violence as a feature of the ethno-linguistic conflict (Tambiah 1992). These egregious episodes
reinforced the victimhood of the Tamils, shaping a victim narrative of the post-independence Tamil
struggle for greater autonomy, and eventually fed into the birth of Tamil militancy in the 1970s.

Class-Based Conflict

During the late colonial period, class-based conflict manifested through limited protests, such as
boycotts and the Tramway Strike of 1929 (Jayawardena 1972; Roberts 1994: 128—134). However,
such protests never threatened the stability or security of the state in the way post-independence
class-based conflict did. The 1970s marked yet another turning point in Sri Lanka’s conflict
landscape. During this period, class politics that were submerged by the ethno-nationalist conflict
would recurrently reappear.

In April 1971, a youth insurrection led by the Janatha Vimukthi Peramuna (JVP) rocked certain
rural parts of the South, during which insurgents secured control of ‘territory and populations
for a few days or weeks’ (Moore 1993: 600). The JVP were a group of individuals from the
Sinhalese community, inspired by Marxist ideology and, ultimately, committed to the idea of
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revolution. Despite the centrality of its political ideology across the movement, the JVP were
united by other identity markers. Mick Moore observes that this youth movement was ‘almost
exclusively Sinhalese Buddhist” (Moore 1993: 608). As Rajesh Venugopal (2010: 593) observes,
the JVP represented ‘a corporeal fusion of Marxism and Sinhala nationalism that exhibits both
characteristics in seamless combination’. When the insurrection was launched, several police
stations across the island were targeted for simultaneous attack. The JVP failed, however, to
achieve much of their military objectives, including the capture of Colombo and the abduction of
the prime minister and senior government figures.

The government of the day violently put down the uprising in 1971. The death toll of JVP
cadres ranged between 2,000 and 3,000 (Moore 1993: 493). The insurrection was the first episode
of violent class-based youth conflict, but it was not the last. Between 1987 and 1989, a second JVP
insurrection took place. Like in 1971, the state’s armed forces, as well as para-military groups,
bloodily suppressed the uprising in 1989, leaving ‘tens of thousands’ of JVP cadres dead or
missing (Venugopal 2010: 568).

Both insurrections featured identity, ideology, and victim narratives as the underlying mobilisers
of violence. In the first insurrection, the JVP used class-based identity and Marxist ideology to
appeal to Sinhalese youth who felt largely marginalised and disenfranchised by state policy on
education and employment. Youth discontent was reflected in the participation of those who had
‘relatively advanced educational qualifications, who felt excluded from the (state) employment
rewards that they believed themselves to merit’ (Moore 1993: 608). The parallels between the
underlying causes in the call for a Language Act in 1956 and the motivation behind the JVP
uprising suggest that socio-economic grievances connected to state education/employment were
not adequately addressed in the intervening decade and a half. Significantly, such grievances were
also shared by Tamil youth. Nira Wickramasinghe (2012) observes that the ‘failure of the state to
guarantee social mobility through education and the unequal distribution of education entitlements
were central issues in the Southern ... and the Tamil insurrection in the North and East in the
1970s’ (2012: 93). However, these shared grievances failed to translate into solidarities across the
island as ethnic identities and religio-cultural ideologies became more charged and divisive in the
1980s (Abeysekara 2002).

The second JVP insurrection also featured identity and ideology as motivating forces. Resentment
for caste-based oppression following the Sirimavo Bandaranaike/Sri Lanka Freedom Party (SLFP)
government’s ‘slaughter’ of suspected JVP insurgents in areas where the oppressed Vahumpura and
Batgam castes inhabited during the 1971 insurrection lingered throughout the 1980s (Moore 1993:
609). The continued sense of ‘alienation and exclusion by the Vahumpura, Batgam and other minority
“low” castes’ thus fed into support for the JVP’s second insurrection (ibid: 626). Furthermore,
Moore notes that Sinhala-Buddhist nationalism was a ‘centrepiece’ in the JVP’s programme (ibid:
618). At the time, India had intervened in the ethno-linguistic conflict that prevailed in the North and
East of the country. The intervention led to the Indo-Lanka Accord of July 1987, the promulgation
of constitutional amendments to enable limited power sharing arrangements with the Tamils, and
the deployment of the Indian Peacekeeping Force (IPKF) to enforce the terms of the Accord in
October 1987 (Hoole et al 1992). The JVP used this context as a platform to oppose international
intervention and devolution of power and to ‘pose as the only truly patriotic force willing to combat
a formidable coalition of enemies of Sinhalese Buddhism’ (Moore 1993: 618).

Meanwhile, the second JVP insurrection contained class-based inequities that resulted in
exclusion, both perceived and real, resulting from the advent of open economic policies. Between
1955 and 1977, Sri Lanka maintained a ‘state-regulated economic system’, during which the
public sector drastically expanded, and political patronage determined who would be uplifted
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through education and employment (Gunasinghe 1996: 184—185). Following the landslide victory
of the United National Party at the 1977 parliamentary election, the government decided to open
Sri Lanka’s economy to the world. Open economic policies dismantled state regulation, ended
the system of quotas and permits that were distributed through Sinhalese networks of patronage,
and de-nationalised ownership and management of enterprise (Gunasinghe 1996: 186). Various
special concessions to Sinhalese were abolished. Significantly, youth aspirations in the rural
South for instance were likely raised following liberalisation, in part due to access to information
on ‘alternative lifestyles’ through advertisements for example (De Silva 2005: 534). However,
these aspirations were not met, leading to a “‘marked increase in social despair and rising political
tensions’ (Dunham and Jayasuriya 2000: 98-99).

In this context, the 1987—1989 insurrection resembled the 1971 insurgence in terms of ‘educated
unemployment’ being one of the major victim narratives that drove the violence (Moore 1993:
616). Interestingly, the narrative resonated with both men and women. Between the 1940s and
1960s, women’s enrolment in higher education in Sri Lanka had increased proportionate to men’s
enrolment from around 10% in 1942 to 42.5% in 1965 (Gunawardena 2003: 439). In this context,
both men and women were frustrated by the lack of employment opportunities available to them
after university. Thus, notably, both men and women participated in armed combat against the state
(in both JVP insurrections), including in street battles and in the jungles, marking an irrevocable
shift in gender relations in the sphere of conflict (De Mel 2001: 211).

Unlike the state’s response to Tamil demands, the state demonstrated some sympathy towards
Sinhalese grievances. In 1972, the second Sirimavo Bandaranaike government passed an Act that
offered a ‘standardisation’ of university admissions that sought to address regional inequalities in
access to education. In practice, this Act created an ethno-linguistic quota system designed to offer
a larger number of university places to Sinhalese men and women (Perera 2001: 11). Following the
1987-1989 insurrection, the state launched a Youth Commission to inquire into the root causes of
the conflict and to recommend structural changes to ensure non-recurrence (Sri Lanka Presidential
Commission on Youth 1990). The Commission critiqued the district quota system of student
recruitment to universities and found that the poor quality of university-level teaching and the equally
weak performance of students —underscoring the under resourcing of public institutions — were major
causes of youth discontent at universities (ibid). It meanwhile recommended the implementation
of ‘youth quotas’ to improve youth representation in local authorities. This recommendation was
premised on the Commission’s conviction that the youth were ‘substantially united in the belief that
the [electoral] system does not give them the opportunity to represent and act upon the views’ of the
youth (ibid: 14). The eventual withdrawal of the IPKF from Sri Lanka in 1990, the establishment
of disappearances commissions to investigate the disappearance of thousands of youth during this
period, and the re-entry of the JVP into mainstream politics in 1994 marked the end of class-based
violence on the scale of the two insurrections (Venugopal 2010: 596).

The Continuation of Ethno-Linguistic Conflict

By the late 1970s, Tamil militant groups constituted numerous social forces, classes, and
ideologies, including but by no means restricted to the Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam (LTTE)
(Vaitheespara 2009). At the same time, anti-Tamil attacks and pogroms were taking place more
regularly. Like earlier anti-Tamil attacks in 1956, 1958, and 1965, Tamils were attacked in 1977
and 1981 (Wilson 1993: 145). Women were targeted in the violence, and widespread reports of
abduction and rape emerged (Leary 1983; Pavey 2008). The 1983 anti-Tamil pogrom marked the
worst of these excesses.

73



Shamara Wettimuny

This new phase of the ethno-linguistic conflict contained strong identity-based and ideological
elements. The LTTE emerged as the primary Tamil militant force by the 1980s and promoted a clear
separatist ideology. The fact that it enjoyed de-facto control over territories previously occupied
by the IPKF enabled it to administer a de-facto government in certain areas of the North and East
(Hoole et al 1992). Interestingly, religion was not central to the LTTE’s struggle — although caste and
politics were — and thus the LTTE consisted of both Hindus and Christians (Hoole and Ratnajeevan
1996: 125; Frydenlund 2018). Due to this diversity, the LTTE appeared to deprioritise the influence
of Hinduism in its separatist struggle.

Narratives of victimhood remained crucial to the continuation of armed conflict between the state
and Tamil militants. These groups saw themselves as legitimate victims deliberately marginalised
in instances, which arguably deepened inter-communal mistrust, fear, and political intransigence.
Tamil narratives drew on state-sponsored repression and human rights abuses throughout
this period to highlight their victimhood, such as the Trincomalee massacres, the 1995 Navaly
Church bombing, the 1999 shelling of the Shrine of Our Lady of Madhu, and the destructions
of Hindu temples between 1977 and 2009 (Fernando 2020; Sangam n.d.). The Sinhala-Buddhist
victim narrative meanwhile focused on LTTE atrocities against civilian targets in the South, and
sacred symbols of Sinhala-Buddhist culture, including the 1985 Sri Maha Bodhi Shrine massacre
in Anuradhapura, the 1987 Aranthalawa massacre, and the 1998 bombing of the Temple of the
Tooth in Kandy (Coningham and Lewer 1999). Other identity groups, including Muslims, were
also victimised. A particularly egregious period of anti-Muslim persecution took place in the early
1990s when the entire Muslim community in the Northern Province was forcibly evicted by the
LTTE (Commission on the Expulsion of Muslims, 2012) and in the Eastern Province, worshippers
at mosques were gunned down. However, these experiences were often subordinated to Tamil and
Sinhalese victim narratives within a ‘hierarchisation of victimhood’ (Haniffa 2015). Regardless, the
continuation of ethno-linguistic conflict has depended greatly on perpetuation of victim narratives —
both real and imagined — alongside identity-based politics and powerful nationalist ideologies.

The Re-emergence of Ethno-Religious Conflict

Despite the end of the armed conflict in 2009, insecurities and existential fears with respect to
the ‘agendas’ of minorities have persisted among the Sinhala-Buddhist population (Saleem 2016:
173—-174; Gunatilleke 2018). These include suspicion about minority control over the economic
marketplace, and the dilution of Sinhala-Buddhist culture due to ‘foreign’ practices including the
adoption of certain dress codes by the Muslim community. In this context, ethno-religious violence,
particularly targeting Muslims, has re-emerged. Muslims have increasingly been targeted by hate
campaigns (including conspiracy theories of unethical sterilisations of the Sinhalese in favour of
Muslim procreation), discrimination (such as forced cremations during COVID-19), and physical
violence against places of business and worship (Haniffa 2016). Often, militant Buddhist monks and
organisations, such as the Bodu Bala Sena, were at the forefront of these campaigns. The participation
of such militant monks fit into a longer history of rhetoric (and action) about the ‘role and place of
the monks who safeguarded the religious and national values of the country’ that dated back to at
least the 1980s (Abeysekara 2002: 207). In a speech that incited anti-Muslim mob violence in Darga
Town and Aluthgama in June 2014, the monk Galgodaaththe Gnanasara Thero claimed ‘Hereafter, if
a Moorman or a person of another race even touches a Sinhalese or a yellow robe, that would be the
end of this village ... It is not enough to keep standing behind the temple gate to protect Buddhism.
The Sinhalese are the ones who protect Buddhism ... Your duty is to provide protection for the
Sinhalese from all crises’ (Speech made by Galagodaatte Gnanasara Thero in Aluthgama).
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It is possible to see parallels in the discourses of grievance articulated by Sinhala-Buddhists
against Muslims in post-war Sri Lanka, and the anti-Moor rhetoric that pre-dated the 1915 pogrom
a century ago. In some sense, Sri Lanka appears to have come full circle, where ethno-religious
conflict has once again been foregrounded in Sri Lanka’s conflict landscape. The anti-Muslim
rhetoric on social media in the 2020s echoes the propaganda in Sinhala newspapers of the early
20th century: that Muslims are threatening the economic and physical spaces of Sinhalese (Roberts
1994; Ismail 1995; Samaraweera 1997; Wettimuny 2020; Hattotuwa 2021). In this context, like in
1915, violence targeting Muslims has ensued, and such violence has drawn from the identity-based
entitlement of Sinhala-Buddhists, and narratives of Sinhala-Buddhist victimisation (Gunatilleke
2018). Violent episodes against Muslims have taken place throughout the country in places such
as Aluthgama and Darga Town in 2014, Gintota in 2017, Ampara in 2018, Digana and Teldeniya
in 2018, and Gampaha and Kurunegala in 2019.

The targeting of Muslims has also revolved around ideological pre-occupations surrounding
Islam. The process of Islamic revival that began in the 19th century went through several more
waves in the 1970s and more recently in the post-war period. Followers of contemporary Islamic
piety movements have asserted their identity through orthodox forms of attire and religious
observance in a bid to signal religiosity and purity (Haniffa 2008). Moreover, funding from
Middle Eastern sources have also incentivised this ideological shift towards ultra-conservatism
(Faslan and Vanniasinkam 2015: 22). While the discussion on piety and attire is a complex one, the
adherence to orthodox Islamic practices has raised concerns that certain segments of the Muslim
community, particularly in the Eastern Province, have become ‘radicalised’ (McGilvray 2011).
Within this overarching context, a violent and intolerant teaching of Islam has also emerged as an
outlier within the broader Muslim polity. This outlier came to the fore on Easter Sunday, 21 April
2019, when a local group known as the National Thowheed Jamath (NTJ) perpetrated one of the
most heinous terrorist attacks to have taken place on Sri Lankan soil. On Easter Sunday, the group
launched coordinated suicide attacks on several churches and hotels, killing over 260 civilians.
The anti-Muslim violence that predated these attacks are widely understood as having contributed
to a victim narrative that propelled young Muslims to join militant Islamist groups such as NTJ
and perpetrate violence against ‘the other’ (Imtiyaz 2020: 7).

Assertions of identity, ideology, and victim narratives have brought Muslims and other
communities into the present day ethno-religious conflict in Sri Lanka (Saleem 2020). At its core
lie identities galvanised by and fixated on authenticity, entitlement, and purity. Such identities
appear to be further entrenched through ideologies and narratives of victimhood. Whichever
identity group one considers, the same themes appear, thereby highlighting both the commonalities
and the intransigence in their positions and struggles.

Importantly, the violence targeting Muslims in the post-war period was at a relatively smaller
scale compared to the JVP insurrections. Meanwhile, class-based struggles including protests
staged by farmers, workers, and students have continued to take place (Jayawardena and Kurian
2015). However, at the time of writing, Sri Lanka’s conflict landscape has not witnessed major
class-based violence on the scale seen in the 1970s and 1980s. Nevertheless, the widespread 2022
‘Aragalaya’ (struggle) against the Sri Lanka Podujana Peramuna-led government and the severe
state repression of anti-government protestors contained elements of class-based violence that
escalated in a deteriorating economic context. Vindhya Buthpitiya (2022) compares the state
violence unleashed against anti-government protestors in July 2022 with the repression of ‘anti-
state subversion’ in the 1980s. While the state resorts to familiar tactics to suppress youth and left-
wing protestors, identity, ideology, and victim narratives may once again feed into future cycles
of violence in Sri Lanka.
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Conclusion

Centring conflict in Sri Lanka requires a close reading of the deep-rooted and multidimensional
factors that drive its various forms. This chapter has offered an account of three forms of conflict
and has teased out some of the major themes that appear to recur in each of them. First, identity
has played a major part in the history of conflict in establishing fault lines, and in creating and
maintaining the ‘other’. Ethnic, religious, linguistic, and class-based identities have pervaded
several conflicts in Sri Lanka over the past century. Second, ideology, by giving structure to
discontent, has proved to be a powerful force in crystalising issues and in recruiting supporters for
struggles. Such ideologies have included nationalism, religious dogmatism, and political thought,
including Marxism. Finally, all conflicts have featured multiple victim narratives that have lent
distinct identity-based and ideological struggles their moral legitimacy.

For Sinhala-Buddhist nationalists, their victim narrative is founded on historical grievances under
colonial rule, and the existential threats that are constantly posed by minorities in the form of religious
conversion, terrorism, and market dominance. For the historically marginalised class of Sinhalese
youth, their narrative of victimhood was centred primarily around exclusion from education and
employment, and caste-based oppression. For Tamils, their persecution by the Sri Lankan majoritarian
state has shaped a powerful victim narrative that has propelled the call for autonomy and self-rule.
For Muslims, the prevalence of hate speech, violence, and discrimination, particularly in the post-war
period, underlies a compelling victim narrative. While Sinhala-Buddhists have looked to the state, and
to some extent, militant nationalist groups, to promote their interests, some segments of disenchanted
minorities have gravitated towards militancy as a means of furthering their interests. Meanwhile, the
youth have repeatedly found themselves in violent conflict with the state’s security apparatus. Such
militancy on all sides has enabled a cycle of conflict that appears to recur in Sri Lanka.

What is true of conflict in Sri Lanka is perhaps true of all conflicts around the world and should
not be treated as somehow special to the Sri Lankan case. However, these recurring themes need
to be acknowledged and grappled with by both scholars and policymakers looking to understand
conflict in Sri Lanka and to work towards its non-recurrence.

Notes

1 Iam grateful to the editors of the Handbook and the anonymous reviewer of a draft of this chapter for their
insightful comments and suggestions. Any mistakes contained in this chapter are my own.

2 Class conflict did not emerge in the 20th century and has a long history that can be traced back to the final
years of Dutch colonial rule. For instance, Kumari Jayawardena (1972, 2010) examines peasant rebellions
against the state and other landowners in the late 18th and early 19th centuries and explores the earliest
origins of trade union action in the late 19th century.
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DEFINING SRI LANKA’S
IDENTITY

Reflections on Key Constitutional
and the Legal Moments

Bhavani Fonseka and Luwie Niranjan Ganeshathasan

Introduction

The Sri Lankan State’s political identity has been forged by contestation; repeated cycles of
violence have confronted the nature and structure of the State. Armed insurrection predominantly
mobilized by youth, the States’ brutal response to these insurrections, including fortifying and
entrenching security laws, and the search for justice and accountability by victims of this violence
recur in Sri Lanka’s post-independence history.

In 2023 Sri Lanka marked 75 years of independence from colonial rule. This was amidst
daunting economic, governance, and political challenges. Decades of impunity, centralized
decision-making, and systemic corruption characterized by politicized and ad-hoc processes and
institutions have resulted in an unprecedented economic crisis that has contributed to shortages
of essential items, long power cuts, high inflation, rising cost of living, and inequalities. In 2022,
this economic crisis caused massive country-wide protests that called for “systemic changes” with
people demanding for political and governance reforms. Despite the months-long protests and the
departure of the incumbent president, meaningful reforms are yet to materialize. This is amidst a
highly centralized and militarized governance model that has entrenched corruption, cronyism,
and impunity with significant implications for governance, fundamental freedoms, and democracy.

Any reflection on Sri Lanka’s post-independence period must entail an examination of events
and developments that have defined the Sri Lankan State: identity politics, the rule of law, and socio-
economic conditions. Sri Lanka’s rich history of activism and debate has shaped these moments
though questions about their process and implications loom large. On the constitutional front — the
focus of this chapter — the 1978 Constitution witnessed the passage of 21 amendments whose
core architecture remains unchanged despite attempts to retrofit horizontal and vertical systems
of accountability with limited success. Laws and its implementation have also compounded an
executive-heavy governance model, with implications for democracy and reconciliation in Sri
Lanka.

Our chapter discusses contemporary moments in Sri Lanka’s constitutional and legal landscape
that have shaped the identity of the Sri Lankan State. We will discuss several key constitutional
and legal amendments in Sri Lanka’s post-independence period, examining how political debates
and developments have influenced and shaped the law. The issues are salient in the context of
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an unprecedented economic and governance crisis, linked to several factors inclusive of the
pandemic, global financial crisis, unsustainable debt, and unresolved cycles of violence. The first
part examines debates and political contestations that have informed constitutional reform in Sri
Lanka. We then proceed to discuss recent developments around the legacy of Sri Lanka’s civil war,
including demands by victim communities and others for accountability and reconciliation, and
on legislative and structural reforms introduced in the post-war years. The chapter concludes by
examining security laws, attempts at reforms, and setbacks.

Many of the key legal and constitutional changes have been focused on the contestation of the
nature of the Sri Lankan State between the Sinhala and Tamil peoples. This could be misconstrued
as framing the contestations regarding the identity and nature of the Sri Lankan State as a binary
problem. As such it has to be remembered that this chapter is not an exhaustive exposition of
all important constitutional and legal moments in Sri Lanka’s post-independence period. Space
constraints do not allow us to deal with several important legal and constitutional amendments,
such as those that rendered much of the Up-country Tamil population stateless and subsequent
changes which restored their citizenship or the complexities associated with the role of the Muslims
in Sri Lanka’s ethnic conflict (McGilvray and Raheem 2007; Vijayapalan 2014).

The Constitutional Dimensions of a Contested Sri Lankan Identity

Contestations about the identity, nature, and structure of the State pre-date its independence from
colonial rule in 1948. From the disintegration of the Ceylon National Congress to undermining the
“communally mixed Board of Ministers”, complex ethnopolitical relations were a common theme
in Ceylon’s journey towards independence (Jennings and Tambiah 1952).

In 1926, S.W.R.D. Bandaranaike put forward the first serious political articulation of a federal
Ceylon, with his articulation signalling complex relations between different constituent elements
of the “Sinhalese” community (Edrisinha et al 2008). These federal ideas, however, did not
see fruition, and Bandaranaike himself would later champion the controversial “Sinhala only”
language policy, which established Sinhalese as the only official language of Sri Lankan in 1956.
The language policy is widely considered a trigger point for the ethnic conflict between Sinhala
and Tamil-speaking peoples initially, which also ended reverberating for Muslims too (Loganathan
1996; Thiranagama 2013).

In the lead up to independence Tamil nationalist leaders were not convinced about the idea of
a federal State and instead, starting from 1926, preferred advocating for political power-sharing
mechanisms in the central government. The “50:50” claim by Tamil political leaders, such as G.G.
Ponnambalam, was the most prominent demand before the Soulbury Commission appointed by the
British colonial government, to draft Ceylon’s independent constitution. The claim was to share
the representation in Parliament in such a way that Sinhalese would obtain 50% of the seats and
all other minorities would obtain the balance 50% of the seats. This was however not acceptable
to the Sinhala leaders and importantly to the Soulbury Commission as well, and the demands
by G.G. Ponnambalam and others did not materialize in Ceylon’s independence Constitution
(Kumarasingham 2015). While the Soulbury Commission recognized the fear of minorities of
majoritarian rule, they adopted other mechanisms which they claimed as more “effective and
fairer” in conceptualizing a constitutional framework.

Despite claims for 50:50 and strong objections to political power sharing not being included
in the independence constitution, G.G. Ponnambalam joined the first post-independence
government (Edrisinha et al 2008). The Independence Constitution established a unitary form
of government modelled on the United Kingdom, although an explicit provision proclaiming
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Ceylon to be an “Unitary State” was absent. One of the first acts of this government was to enact
the “Citizenship Act of 1948”. This legislation effectively rendered stateless a large part of the
Tamil population living and working mainly in plantation areas (Vijayapalan 2014). Ideological
differences with Ponnambalam relating to the Citizenship Act of 1948 were cited as one of the
reasons for a group of Tamil politicians to break away from Ponnambalam’s political party,
the All Ceylon Tamil Congress, in order to form the Federal Party of Sri Lanka in 1949.' The
Federal Party claimed as its founding ideal the goal of establishing a Federal/Ceylon Sri Lanka
(Edrisinha et al 2008).

The first mainstream political demand for secession was articulated by two prominent Tamil
politicians — C. Suntharalingam and V. Navaratnam — during the late 1960s. These demands arose in
the aftermath of the “Sinhala Only Act” and were primarily a response to the failure of agreements
between Sinhala and Tamil leaders to address the inequality created by the operationalizing of the
Act (Welikala2013). These demands for secession were resisted by the Federal Party, which argued
that “division of the country” would not benefit the country or the Tamil-speaking people. This
was made explicitly clear in the Federal Party’s election manifesto in the 1970 election, wherein
they called for a new constitution based on a federal structure of government and requested the
people to vote against all candidates who campaigned for secession (Welikala 2013). The Federal
Party won 13 of the 16 seats contested in the Northern and Eastern Provinces and established itself
as the dominant political party among the Sri Lankan Tamil community (Loganathan 1996).

The drafting of Sri Lanka’s first Republican Constitution between 1970 and 1972 was another
key flash point in the country’s history, which saw the unitary nature the Sri Lankan State contested
and ended up dominating the constitutional reform debate. The Federal Party submitted the “Model
Federal Constitution” to the Constituent Assembly. This proposal was defeated by an overwhelming
majority of the Constituent Assembly and the Federal Party discontinued its engagement with the
process shortly thereafter (Edrisinha et al 2008). The First Republican Constitution and article
seven in particular further entrenched the “Sinhala Only” policy by introducing cosmetic measures
recognizing the “reasonable use of the Tamil Language in the Northern and Eastern Provinces”.
Much to the consternation of the Federal Party, the First Republican Constitution also gave
Buddhism “the foremost place” in the new Republic and placed a duty on the State to “protect
and foster” Buddhism while assuring the right of thought conscience and religion to all citizens.?

In response to the passage of the First Republican Constitution, the Federal Party joined with the
All-Ceylon Tamil Congress and the Ceylon Workers Congress to form the Tamil United Liberation
Front (TULF). The Federal Party and subsequent political formations led by the Federal Party have
continued to deny the legitimacy of the First Republican Constitution (Loganathan 1996). Their
objections were primarily based on the explicit entrenchment of the unitary state in the Constitution,
the continued discrimination of the Tamil-speaking people of Sri Lanka based on constitutional
recognition of the “Sinhala Only” policy, and the foremost place granted to Buddhism.

During the first national convention of the TULF in 1976, delegates adopted a resolution calling
for the creation of a “Free, Sovereign, Secular and Socialist state of Tamil Eelam” within the
territory of Sri Lanka (Edrisinha et al 2008). This was the first instance in which secession became
a central focus of the political platform of a major political party. The resolution, which came to be
known as the Vaddukoddai Resolution, went beyond a mere aspirational statement and called on
the TULF to establish a political plan to achieve secession (Edrisinha et al 2008). It also called on
Tamil youth to “fully throw themselves to the struggle of establishing the separate state of Tamil
Eelam” (Edrisinha et al 2008: 254).

The aftermath of the Vaddukoddai Resolution saw a wave of non-violent protests by the TULF
and other Tamil youth organizations. These protests were repressed by the government through
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various means, including the introduction of an emergency regulations that made it an offence to
advocate for a separate State (Edrisinha et al 2008). The repression of these protests saw the rise
of several Tamil youth-led militant organizations in the late 1970s and the early 1980s. Concurrent
to fighting the Sri Lankan State, these militant groups subsequently engaged in a bloody and brutal
contest to claim dominance over each other (Hoole et al 1992; Loganathan 1996). The widespread
and systematic racial pogrom against Tamils in July 1983 saw increased support for these militant
organizations from among the Tamil community, particularly towards the Liberation Tigers of
Tamil Eelam (LTTE), who operated quickly to brutally crush other militant organizations and
absorb their cadres.

The First Republican Constitution was replaced in 1978 by the Second Republican Constitution,
which created significant changes to the Sri Lankan constitutional system. The most notable
change was the transition from the Westminster model of a Parliamentary executive towards an
elected Executive President. This Constitution continues to operate to date and has been amended
21 times. In its original form, the Executive President had broad ranging powers including control
over Parliament and the judiciary, and immunity from legal suit for all official and private acts.

Soon after the July 1983 racial pogrom, the government introduced the sixth amendment to the
Second Republican Constitution, with article 157A prohibiting citizens from advocating for the
creation of a separate State within the territorial limits of Sri Lanka. It also prohibited any political
party or association from having as its aims and objectives the establishment of a separate State
within Sri Lanka’s territory. These were made criminal offences triable directly by the Court of
Appeal and the Supreme Court, and upon conviction, a person could be deprived of civic rights
for seven years and be liable to forfeiture of property (ibid). The new amendment also mandated
all public officials and persons holding office under the Constitution to subscribe to an oath that
they will not, “directly or indirectly, in or outside Sri Lanka, support, espouse, promote, finance,
encourage or advocate the establishment of a separate State within the territory of Sri Lanka”.?

In addition to the prohibition on advocating for secession, the constitutional recognition of
Sri Lanka as a “Unitary State” has also been touted by many Sinhala nationalists as a protection
against secession thereby ensuring the territorial integrity of the State.* The term “Unitary State”
first appeared in the First Republican Constitution, though the reason for its inclusion remains
contested and unclear, as neither of the two Republican Constitutions defined the meaning of the
term “Unitary State” (Jayawickrama 2013). However, over a period of time the significance of this
term has grown as both a normative principle of Sri Lankan Constitutional law and as a political
symbol (Welikala 2016).

Understandings of the term, however, are divided and mixed. The Public Representations
Committee on Constitutional Reform, which was appointed in 2015 to gather opinions from the
citizens of Sri Lanka on constitutional reform, identified a significant divergence of opinions
expressed by citizens on the meaning of “Unitary State” (PRCCR 2016). A survey conducted
in 2015/2016 (at the beginning of the constitutional reform process) found that 49.3% of the
total respondents and 58% of Sinhala respondents understood the term to mean “one united
and indivisible country” (Social Indicator 2016). This is indicative of the strong belief among
the Sinhala community that the “Unitary State” label acts as a deterrent against secession. This
political understanding of the term has been further complicated by the conflation of the terms
“federalism” with “separatism” by those who oppose the devolution of power (Rajapaksa 2019).
The basis of their argument is that when the unitary character of the State is not recognized by
the constitution, it will automatically amount to a federal constitution and thus lead to secession.

This understanding of the unitary state as a sine qua non of protecting the territorial integrity
of the Sri Lankan State has led to several complications in constitutional reform debates in
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Sri Lanka. Firstly, it prevents a debate and discussion over the extent to which power can and
should be devolved to subnational territorial entities to fulfil the aspirations of the Sri Lankan
Tamil community and other minorities. Leaders of both main political parties have repeatedly
pledged to allow maximum possible devolution in the country but have never explained what this
means. Unfortunately, any debate on this issue seems to begin with the “unitary state” label and,
therefore, does not move towards any meaningful deliberation or resolution.

Secondly, Tamil nationalists strictly resist the unitary label of the State, as they perceive it to be
ameans by which even the limited power that has been devolved can be taken back through judicial
interpretation. This is primarily due to the legal interpretation of the term “unitary state” adopted
by the Sri Lankan Supreme Court, when deciding the constitutional validity of the Thirteenth
Amendment to the Constitution in 1987.%¢ This interpretation by the Court resulted in entrenching
a hierarchical relationship between the subnational entity to which power had been devolved to
and the institutions of the central government. It also created limitations on any further devolution
of power to subnational entities (Welikala 2016).

This intractable position between the Tamil nationalists and Sinhala nationalists on the unitary
label has led to a stalemate in negotiations on the form and structure of the Sri Lankan State in a
future constitutional order. It has also been a stumbling block for several subsequent constitutional
reform efforts and a central reason for the failure of repeated attempts to negotiate a political
settlement on the question of the nature of the Sri Lankan State (Edrisinha et al 2008).

Transitional Justice and Reforms

Sri Lanka’s past cycles of violence have resulted in persistent demands by victims for reckoning,
accountability, and redress with debates ranging on the merits of transitional justice and the
different modalities encompassing restorative and retributive justice and whether its national and
international (Bala 2017; Fonseka 2017; Medewatte 2017). Victims who have experienced violence
at the hands of the State and non-State actors over the decades have continued their demands
for truth and justice by way of mobilization, court challenges, vigils, and campaigns that has
kept the issues alive (Samuel 2006; Kodikara 2022). This has resulted in successive governments
promising domestic mechanisms for redress and accountability, with limited tangible results in
obtaining truth and justice (Jayawardena and Pinto-Jayawardena 2016; Medewatte et al 2022).
Amidst countless failures at seeking truth and justice in Sri Lanka, demands for international
action grew among some sections of the victim communities, civil society, and the diaspora. This
resulted in tensions and other dynamics within these groups as to whether truth and justice should
be domestic, hybrid, or international (Bala 2017; Cronin-Furman 2020). This was in a post-war
context of increasing ethno-nationalism and triumphalism that impacted debates about Sri Lanka’s
future, within the country and outside it (Wickramasinghe 2009).

Despite the pushback from various sections on truth and justice, there is increasing recognition
that genuine reckoning for violence over the decades has been elusive but imperative. In a survey
conducted by Social Indicator in 2019, a majority of Sri Lankans (72.4%) believe that it is
important to know the truth about alleged crimes against humanity committed by all parties during
the three-decade-long conflict (CPA/SI12019c¢: 27). This view was largely attributed to the minority
community with 75.4% of the Tamil community and 68.1% of the Muslim community indicating
that it was “very important” to know the truth about alleged crimes against humanity committed
by all parties, during the three-decade-long civil conflict in Sri Lanka. Among those who felt
it was “not important”, 21.2% were from the Sinhala and 15% from the Muslim community.
On questions of redress for victims affected by civil unrest in the past, 49.3% of Sri Lankans
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believe that it was “extremely necessary”, while 22.5% believe that it was “somewhat necessary”
to investigate and hold those accountable before the law. It is notable that 76.5% of youth felt that
investigating and holding those accountable before the law was “important”.

Sri Lanka’s post-war period witnessed several legislative reforms introduced because of
commitments internationally as discussed below. In adherence to the commitments made with
the United Nations Human Rights Council Resolution 30/1 in 2015, the then government of Sri
Lanka established two of the four mechanisms promised via the enactment of law. In 2016, the
Government of Sri Lanka enacted the Office on Missing Persons (OMP) Act, which provided
the legal framework to establish the first independent and permanent office to investigate into
the thousands of cases of enforced disappearances and missing persons in Sri Lanka (Fonseka
2017). Despite repeated calls by victims and civil society to independently investigate enforced
disappearances, successive governments over the decades have taken the easy route by establishing
countless commissions of inquiry or committees with limited to no progress made, with victims
being unable to find out the whereabouts of their missing loved ones or being able to get closure
(Kodikara 2021).

The Government of Sri Lanka’s co-sponsoring of Resolution 30/1 itself was a significant
step in the government’s own recognition of Sri Lanka’s legacy of past abuses and the need for
structural reforms, with a wide range of commitment made from institutional and legislative
reforms, to addressing ongoing violations and intimidation. It was also the first time in the post-
war context, when the Government of Sri Lanka (GOSL) recognized the need for wide-ranging
reforms, in an international forum (Bala 2017; Fonseka 2017). Despite the ambitious promises, the
implementation faced numerous setbacks, from a lack of political will to take key reforms forward
amidst mounting opposition from nationalist groups within Sri Lanka, to a lack of a comprehensive
plan, and practical issues of the lack of capacity and expertise.

The enactment of the OMP Act faced robust push back from the then opposition and sections of
victim groups, the former opposing any moves to investigate past abuses that could be attributed
to those linked to the former regime, and the latter claiming that the OMP would shut the door
to justice. For example, the debate on the OMP Act in 2016 witnessed heated exchanges and
disruptions by the opposition that led to the subsequent delay in operationalizing the OMP, which
only commenced in 2018. Despite the OMP now being in place for several years, the office
continues to face setbacks, with the present regime seemingly inclined to speed through claims
and offer compensation rather than pursue genuine truth and accountability (Kodikara 2021).

Another mechanism established as part of Resolution 30/1 was the Office for Reparations in
2018, which provided for a permanent office for the provision of reparations. Addressing one of
the pillars of transitional justice, this office built on the work done by Rehabilitation of Persons,
Properties and Industries Authority (REPPIA) with the objective of introducing a reparations policy
and addressing grievances of the community. The opposition to the legislation was witnessed
when it was challenged by some citizens in the Supreme Court, which resulted in weakening some
proposed provisions. Concerns were also raised that the reliance on the Cabinet and Parliament
to approve reparations would dilute the independence of the Office resulting in a politicization of
the process.

Sri Lanka’s large case load of enforced disappearances has resulted in decades of activism and
mobilization of victims and civil society who have called for truth, accountability, and justice
but with limited success. Despite the appointment of several commissions of inquiry on the
issue and publicly available reports indicating the significant cases of enforced disappearances,
the law to recognize the enforced disappearances as a crime and administrative steps to assist
victims were long overdue. The first step to address the practical difficulties faced by victims of
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enforced disappearances was taken in 2016 when the then government introduced the concept of
“Certificates of Absences”, a temporary administrative measure, to assist victims who refused to
proceed with obtaining death certificates via the Registration of Deaths (Temporary Provisions)
(Amendment) Act No 16 of 2016. Certificates of Absence were like measures introduced in Nepal
and other comparative contexts. Yet, some victims rejected the offer of death certificates as some
perceived it as closing the door in their quest for justice. The attention on enforced disappearances
also resulted in the enactment of legislation in 2018 titled the “International Convention for the
Protection of all Persons from Enforced Disappearances Act No 5 of 2018”, which criminalized
enforced disappearances and provided procedural safeguards in preventing them.

Despite these few moves, much of what was promised in terms of transitional justice reforms
have yet to materialize or have been extremely slow in implementation. This includes the widely
debated hybrid justice model and the Truth and Reconciliation Commission both promised in
Resolution 30/1. The brief period of 2015-2019 that witnessed some movement with transitional
justice initiatives including legislative and institutional reforms was short-lived due to internal
tensions within the Yahapalanaya government including a constitutional crisis in 2018, the deadly
Easter Sunday attacks, and an effective campaign by the then opposition that de-legitimized
transitional justice and other reforms. Narratives that portrayed transitional justice being pushed
by “western NGOs” and that it threatened Sri Lanka’s sovereignty, among others, found fertile
ground among nationalist sections of society (Fonseka and Ganeshathasan 2016).

These narratives and conspiracy theories must be considered in a context when many were
disillusioned with a government who had failed to deliver on its campaign promises. This was
compounded by rising levels of fear and suspicion created in the wake of the Easter Sunday attacks
in 2019 that exposed a complete breakdown of governance and security. The Easter Sunday attacks
not only shut down any hope of progressive reforms including in the area of transitional justice
but also witnessed increased ethnonationalist rhetoric and violence, with violence and intimidation
especially against the Muslim community intensifying (Saroor 2021).

Security Laws

Sri Lanka’s use of security laws continued unabated during the post-war years with the continued
reliance on the Public Security Ordinance (PSO) and the Prevention of Terrorism Act (PTA). The
PSO has been used on several occasions, including declaring a state of emergency and the use of
Section 12 to call out the troops. While this section is not an exhaustive examination of security
laws in post-war Sri Lanka, it is imperative to examine recent developments and the continued
reliance on security laws during the period in focus. The section first examines the PTA and related
issues and then examines the continuing use of emergency regulations.

Wide-ranging calls for the repeal and reform of the PTA resulted in the introduction of a
Counter Terror Act in 2018 to repeal the PTA and bring in a new law. This move saw diverse
groups including political parties, trade unions, civil society, and others mobilize to critique and
challenge a draft law that many perceived as not addressing the fundamental problems entrenched
in the PTA (HRW 2018; CPA 2019a). As with several other instances, the drafting of the Bill was
shrouded in secrecy with most stakeholders left out of discussions. A leaked draft of the Bill raised
serious concerns on the implications to fundamental rights and the rule of law. A subsequently
released new draft saw some changes to the proposed Bill but continued to face opposition from
various actors. Diverse calls opposing the Bill included some parties opposing the existence of
any anti-terror laws and urging authorities to rely on existing criminal laws to address security
challenges. Other local and international groups called for a more nuanced approach of improving
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the draft law to meet international standards and having adequate safeguards including judiciary
and parliament oversight on its implementation.

After several months of discussions with two committees in Parliament deliberating on its
contents, an improved version of the Bill that reflected contemporary international standards
was produced in Parliament in 2019. This process, despite its delays, provided a Bill that was
to replace the draconian PTA, removed some of its most problematic provisions, such as the
admissibility of confessions and provided safeguards. Despite this, debates around national
security and terrorism witnessed a major shift post Easter Sunday attack, with proponents for
a stronger security law using the opportunity to call for stronger laws and measures even at the
cost of due process safeguards and checks and balances. More recently, the Government of Sri
Lanka has attempted to introduce the proposed Anti-Terrorism Act which is presently before the
Parliament of Sri Lanka.

These discussions resurfaced yet again in 2021-2022, amidst international attention on Sri
Lanka via the UNHRC sessions and EU GSP+ trade preference, which culminated in the adoption
of the Prevention of Terrorism (Amendment) 2022 in March 2022. This, like the 2018-2019
Counter Terror Bill, witnessed diverse debates ranging from support for the need for strong
security laws to sections calling for the complete repeal of the PTA, once again reinforcing the
centrality of national security in contemporary politics and the reliance of security laws by state
actors for different purposes. Amidst the massive public protests (widely known as the Aragalaya)
in 2022 and the use of the PTA to detain three protesters, there was an increased awareness across
sections of society about the legacy of the PTA to target dissent, resulting in increasing demands
for its repeal. This is at a time when the government gazetted the proposed Anti-Terrorism Act
in March 2023 which has witnessed many of the debates surrounding the Counter Terror Bill in
2018-2019 and the amendment to the PTA in 2022 resurface.

Notably, while the debate to repeal or reform the PTA continued with some in government
promising to bring in new laws in adherence to international standards, the government also
introduced regulations under the current PTA with significant implications to rights and the rule
of law. At the time of writing, the regulations are being challenged in the Supreme Court with
the outcome of the cases defining whether the regulations will be in force or struck down (The
Morning 2022). This is in a context when some in government were engaging on reforming the
PTA seemingly to meet international standards and due process safeguards, while others were
drafting regulations that if implemented could be used to target individuals and communities,
thereby undermining the limited due process safeguards available.

Declaration of emergency and regulations: After the Easter Sunday attacks in 2019, the
government swiftly introduced emergency regulations, defending it as necessary in the face of
unknown security threats (CPA 2019b). Some provisions were challenged in the Supreme Court
with the government giving an undertaking in court for not proceeding with certain provisions,
such as the disposing of dead bodies. Emergency was imposed again in 2021 on the pretext of
addressing essential supplies and services in the wake of the COVID-19 pandemic (CPA 2021).
This was met with vigorous opposition as to the validity of the need for emergency at a time when
regular laws provided for the provision of essential services and supplies and for perpetuating
militarization by appointing a retired military official as the competent authority.

Amidst increasing protests across Sri Lanka in 2022, then President Gotabaya Rajapaksa
declared a state of emergency on 1 April, which saw the imposition of curfew across Sri Lanka for
36 hours seemingly to prevent a nation-wide anti-government protest from taking place (Jayasinghe
2022). Despite the curfew, thousands took to the streets to peacefully protest the government,
the largest civil disobedience seen in recent years in Sri Lanka. Due to public and political pressure,
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the state of emergency was revoked within a few days. The same year saw two more instances
when the executive president issued proclamations declaring a state of emergency, seemingly in
response to the protests in May and July. The legality of all three instances is presently being
challenged in the Supreme Court (Sooriyagoda 2022).

These recent incidents vividly demonstrate the willingness by some in government and state
institutions, to naturally revert to a state of emergency as a panacea in the face of challenges ranging
from national security to the maintenance of essential services and supplies, to preventing citizens
using their democratic right to protest. Despite over 14 years having passed since the end of the war,
the continued use of the PTA, the resorting to emergency regulations and push back on progressive
reforms demonstrate the multiple challenges facing Sri Lanka. The entrenched nature of security
laws and the natural reliance of them by different stakeholders, despite evidence of abuse, is telling
as it illustrates how many continue to perceive national security as a key defining concept.

Conclusion

The chapter captures key moments that has defined Sri Lanka’s constitutional and legal
amendments, examining how political debates and developments influenced and shaped the law.
The chapter notes that constitutional and legal frameworks cannot be examined in a vacuum and
must be understood in context of the social and other factors that informed these legal proposals.

We demonstrate that identity politics, security considerations, socio-economic conditions and
other issues define and condition narratives and with it influence the law and its implementation.
Thus, future attempts at constitutional and legal reforms must take into consideration the various
issues that have had an impact on the law-making process, the law, and implementation. Failure to
identify and address these underlying political and social considerations has undermined reform
efforts and further entrenched the centralized and militarized State, which has proven its inability
to deliver on its promises of stability and economic prosperity.

Notes

1 The Tamil name of this party is “/llankai Tamil Arasu Kachchi” which translates into “Tamil State Party

of Sri Lanka.”

Article 6 read with Article 18(1)(d) of the First Republican Constitution.

Seventh Schedule of the Second Republican Constitution (as amended by the Sixth Amendment).

Article 2 of the First Republican Constitution and Article 2 of the Second Republican Constitution.

In Re the Thirteenth Amendment to the Constitution and the Provincial Councils Bill (1987) 2 SLR 312 at

page 319.

6 The 13th Amendment was enacted in 1987, pursuant to the Indo-Sri Lanka accord. It created a second
tier of governance known as Provincial Councils and devolved executive and legislative power to them.
The 13th amendment is textually similar to the provisions on devolution found in the Indian Constitution;
however in practice they operate very differently. One reason for this is the interpretation adopted by the
Supreme Court, but more importantly mostly all the governments that have been in power since 1987 have
actively tried to undermine the provisions of this amendment.
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IMAGINING THE NATION

A Critical Overview of Sinhala Nationalism
and Its Cultural Coordinates

Harshana Rambukwella

Introduction

In the novella Inimage Ihalata (Up the Ladder 1992) by Gunadasa Amarasekara — a prominent
20th-century Sri Lankan Sinhala-language writer — the main character Piyadasa engages in a literal
and symbolic journey of nationalist self-discovery. As Piyadasa travels from the southern town
of Galle further into the ‘deep south’ of the country he experiences an epiphany. In the town
of Tissamaharama in the southeast corner of the island, Piyadasa sees manifest in the physical
landscape the weva, dagoba and ketha (the irrigation lake, Buddhist stupa and paddy field) — the
symbolic triad of Sinhala Buddhist nationalism that captured the imagination in the 1950s and
maintained a hegemonic grip well into the 1980s (Spencer 1990b; Tambiah 1992). This symbolic
triad signifies a vision of a grand pre-colonial past fashioned in the encounter between orientalist
knowledge production and its appropriation by local intelligentsia. Amarasekara is considered
an iconic Sinhala writer and a prominent nationalist ideologue. He is also part of a long line of
20th-century Sinhala creative artists who saw their role as a historical mission to craft a national
cultural form.

In stark contrast, writing several decades after Amarasekara, Liyanage Amarakeerthi, a
prolific and award-winning contemporary Sinhala novelist, presents a very different vision. In
kurulu hadawatha (The Bird's Heart 2013), Amarakeerthi ironically deconstructs the narrative
of nationalist authenticity nurtured by writers like Amarasekara. In kurulu hadawatha he reduces
the vision of pastoral nationalist authenticity to fiction — a giant simulacrum sustained by an
insidious nexus between expedient nationalist politics, neo-liberal capital and the marketing and
media industries; marking what I call the ‘death of authenticity’ (Rambukwella 2018). His satiric
treatment of authenticity underscores how the cultural coordinates of post-independence Sinhala
nationalism go into crisis, with the welfare state withering in the late 1980s. However, while
it marks the death of one kind of ‘authenticity’, arguably, culture remains a key site of Sinhala
ideological reproduction.

I begin by referencing the cultural-aesthetic dimension of Sinhala nationalist discursive
reproduction for several reasons. At one level it points to the central role culture and cultural
reproduction plays in generating and disseminating a nationalist imaginary. At another it points to
the dynamic nature of nationalist discourse, underlining that it is neither homogenous nor static.
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Imagining the Nation

For many decades ‘liberal” scholarship on Sri Lanka has taken nationalism in general, and Sinhala
nationalism, as its primary ‘other’. In doing so critical scholarship has ‘flattened’ a multi-layered
discourse into a singularly named phenomenon and framed nationalism in Sri Lanka as a “bi-
polar’ Sinhala-Tamil conflict, at the expense of other political-identity formations, such as Muslim
identity (Rajasingham-Senanayake 1999; Ismail 2005; Wickramasinghe 2006). Politically, Sinhala
nationalism is ascribed an ahistorical ontology. This standpoint also prevents us from seeing how
Sinhala nationalism must be read against Tamil and Muslim nationalisms that form its ideological
others (see also Klem, Gamage, this volume). From a conceptual and methodological perspective,
it results in the ‘naturalization’ of nationalism, where it becomes a framework within which
sociological and humanities research is entrapped (Brubaker 1996).

I also want to argue for a methodological approach where nationalism is an ontological
fallacy, which is nevertheless important as a category of social practice and a category of analysis
(Wimmer and Schiller 2003). While we conceptually deconstruct the nation, we must be critically
cognizant of the ways in which it impinges upon social life. I start with some methodological
and conceptual clarifications regarding nationalism and its normalization. Thereafter, I discuss a
body of scholarship that implicitly and explicitly placed culture as a site from which to explore
nationalism, without critical self-reflexivity and thus creating a narrative that normalizes and
legitimizes Sinhala nationalism. Next, I discuss responses in the aftermath of the 1983 anti-Tamil
pogrom, where the cultural formation of Sinhala nationalism was seen as a significant obstacle to
‘peace’. Finally, the recent scholarship that coincided with the conclusion of the military conflict
in 2009 — that self-consciously sought to break with the nation-centred approaches — is discussed.

Methodological Nationalism and the Early Period

The nation functions as a common-sense epistemic receptacle in social sciences and humanities
everywhere, where the nation is taken as a given and ‘natural’ analytical category. Wimmer and
Schiller (2003) call this methodological nationalism. Resisting methodological nationalism is
remarkably difficult due to the deep-seated normativity the nation has acquired. In the Sri Lankan
context this tendency is particularly marked in pre-1980s scholarship which was implicitly and
explicitly shaped by a national agenda, informed by the euphoria of decolonization and political
independence. For historians, for instance, the natural protagonist of history became the nation
and followed a tradition of history writing ‘inherited’ from colonial historiography. As John
Rogers (1990) has observed colonial historians crafted a history for Sri Lanka where they mapped
a three-stage model of European historiography to the Sri Lankan context. According to this
historical template, Sri Lanka had a classical golden age which then declined with the end of
the Anuradhapura and Polonnaruwa kingdoms. A middle period like the European middle ages
follows, and the arrival of European colonialism marks the third stage and a kind of economic and
national renaissance. Some local intelligentsia, such as Anagarika Dharmapala, appropriated this
narrative and interrupted its colonial teleology by proposing a hybrid third stage in which Western
scientific rationality is combined with local cultural values (Rambukwella 2018: 48—72).

This national cultural form is evident when one looks at historiographies by Knighton (1845)
and Tennent (1860[1977]), where these texts serve a ‘colonial purpose’ in how they compile and
summarize knowledge to make the island ‘knowable’ for colonial governance. However, they
also treat the island as a ‘nation’ and project this national imagination onto Sri Lanka’s past as
well. In doing so they implicitly normalize a national frame where the country becomes ‘islanded’
(Sivasundaram 2013; see also Jazeel, this volume). This kind of national framing contributes
to methodological nationalism by generating a territorially bounded imagination delimited by
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Sri Lanka’s natural island borders congruent with scholarly analysis. One impact of this approach
is that it has tended to downplay how the nationalist imagination is dialogic. This is manifested in
Anagarika Dharmapala, who is identified as a one-dimensional nationalist both in anti-nationalist
‘liberal’ scholarship as well as nationalist scholarship (Rambukwella 2018: 48—72). Yet others
have argued that the world Dharmapala inhabited was ‘cosmopolitan’ and his religious, social, and
political entanglements extended well beyond Sri Lanka (Kemper 2015). What is also significant
is that by using categories like ‘nation’ and ‘nationalism’ for the late 19th and early 20th centuries,
one can inadvertently project today’s relatively more hardened sense of nationalism onto a period
in which these categories were still negotiated and debated. Therefore, terms, such as Sinhala
Buddhist nationalism or Tamil nationalism, need to be used with caution to describe political
mobilization in the late 19th and early 20th centuries because it risks historical anachronism.

This approach has bearing on how national cultural identity becomes defined after independence.
Throughout the first half of the 20th century, a range of ‘revivalist’ movements emerged in Sri
Lankan society, with the ‘Buddhist revival’ being the most influential (Malalgoda 1976; Gombrich
and Obeyesekere 1988). In Tamil society, a slightly earlier ‘Hindu revival’ was led by Arumugar
Navalar (Hudson 1992). The Buddhist revivalist movement is seen to have played a significant
role in enabling a middle-level village-based intelligentsia — comprising Buddhist sangha, school
teachers, and Ayurveda physicians — who played a critical role in the 1956 Sinhala nationalist
electoral victory of the Mahajana Eksath Peramuna (MEP) (Rambukwella 2017; Dewasiri 2020).
However, what such a reading occludes is that the revivalist activity in the early 20th century was
not necessarily segregated along ethnic or religious lines. For instance, in the early 1900s, the
Ceylon Reform Society initiated a programme to ‘revive’ indigenous medicine, with local elites
from all communities contributing to this initiative (Abeyrathne 2015).

Emergence of a Sinhala National Cultural Form

The post-independence period and the period immediately leading up to and following the MEP
victory of 1956 were the periods in which the Sinhala cultural national form begins to take concrete
form and establish itself as a structure of feeling (Williams 1985). The political economy of this
historical ‘moment’ is complex. Historians such as G.C. Mendis saw the 1956 MEP victory as a
‘sudden’ eruption of populist forces (Mendis 1963 [1957]) and a reversal of a historical trajectory
set in motion by the colonial encounter in which Sri Lanka’s future lay in the ‘modernization’ of
the polity and a loosening of people’s filial bonds to their ethnic, religious, and cultural identities.
However, later historical assessments, particularly by historians such as K.M. de Silva (1981),
saw it as the ‘natural’ outcome of representative democratic politics and the numerical superiority
of the Sinhala community — an ideologically loaded assessment that rationalizes the narrative of
Sinhala dominance in post-independence Sri Lanka as the inevitable outcome of representative
democracy (Scott 1999; Ismail 2005). There is ideological convergence between the latter scholarly
assessment of 1956 and Sinhala nationalist views about this historical ‘moment’. For instance,
Martin Wickramasinghe, Gunadasa Amarasekara’s literary precursor, writing about the 1956
victory dubs it as ‘bamunu kulaye bindawetima’ or the ‘fall of the comprador class’ (1961). Many
Sinhala intellectuals of the period saw it as a popular democratic revolution in which the ‘common
man’ signified by the so-called five great forces or pancha maha balawegaya comprising sanga,
weda, guru, govi, kamkaru or Buddhist priests, ayurvedic doctors, teachers, farmers and workers
displaced an anglophile elite political culture. Another dominant theme that emerges in this period
within Sinhala nationalist discourse is a sense of beleaguerment. Sinhala nationalists begin to see
themselves as a beleaguered community and become what scholars have called a ‘majority with
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a minority consciousness’ (De Votta 2004: 62). Sinhalese begin to consider themselves the prime
victims of colonialism and see minorities, particularly the Tamil minority, as those who enjoyed a
privileged position under colonialism — a position that is also subtly upheld by historians like K.M.
de Silva (1981), who rationalize the collective fears of the Sinhala community.

However, this narrative of the democratic promise of 1956 is informed by several ideological
and political tensions. At one level the promise of decolonization failed to materialize in economic
terms and with Bandaranaike’s assassination in 1959 it faced a crisis of legitimacy. At the same
time implementing Sinhala as the sole official language alienated the Tamil community resulting
in inter-ethnic clashes — a short-sighted policy driven by insecurities of Sinhala beleaguerment
(Bandaranaike 1963: 394-395). Bandaranaike’s later attempt to undo the damage caused through
political devolution via the Bandaranaike-Chelvanayagam pact alienated him from nationalist
forces and led to the anti-Tamil pogrom of 1958 (Vittachi 1958). Social justice reforms by coalition
partners of the MEP, such as the 1957 Paddy Lands Act promoted by leftist Philip Gunawardena,
met with stiff resistance from the more ‘middle-class’ elements of the pancha maha balawegaya,
such as Ayurveda doctors and teachers, because it threatened their land ownership privileges
by transferring lands to tenant farmers. While the pancha maha balawgaya is invoked as a
romanticized decolonizing social force, there were competing class interests within this seemingly
homogenous nationalist political lobby.

In political-economic terms, the immediate historical context surrounding 1956 is characterized
by competing class and ideological interests, but within the Sinhala cultural imagination, this
period continues to have an ideological resonance. The significant Sinhala cultural output in
diverse genres, such as literature, theatre, and film, is ascribed to approximately the decades
of the 1940s and 1950s. In literature, the Sinhala novel begins to take a distinct postcolonial
form, particularly with the publication of Martin Wickramasinghe’s (1981 [1941]) Gamperaliya
(Uprooted) an iconic realist novel about the ‘modernization’ of the Sinhala polity. This novel and
its sequels Kaliyugaya (Age of Kali 1957) and Yuganthaya (End of an Era 1965), atrilogy exploring
the rural to urban transformation of Sinhala identity, can be read as a rendering of an imagined
community (Anderson 1983). The same kind of cultural imaginary was being replicated in other
artistic domains as well. In theatre, the work of Ediriweera Sarachchandra with its invocation of
the mythic past of the Sinhala people or the cinema of Lester James Pieris with its exploration of
Sinhala village life was also shaped by this desire for a national cultural form.

This national cultural form and its implications also extend to the political economy of the
country. Mick Moore (1985) has argued Sri Lanka’s heavy post-independence investment in paddy
cultivation — at the expense of more commercially oriented agriculture — can be attributed to the
grand vision of a pre-colonial hydraulic civilization. R.L. Brohier, a member of the board of the
Gal Opya irrigation development scheme initiated by D.S. Senanayake, independent Sri Lanka’s
first Prime Minister, expressed this vision succinctly.

Ceylon has always mainly been an agricultural country. Hence, the parent earth was, and
ever will be, the heart of Ceylon life. Truly the original decree that sent man forth a “tiller of
the ground”, is perhaps even truer in its natural than its metaphysical sense, when reviewed
in the comprehensive landscape of agriculture in Ceylon from the early years of Aryan
settlement 2500 years ago, through 23-centuries of Sinhalese kingship.

(Brohier 1953-56. 68)

Post-independence Sri Lanka’s political elite saw themselves as continuing the ‘work of kings’
and had a custodial relationship with the peasantry, where they projected themselves as moral and
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cultural guardians (Seneviratne 1999). This developmental vision, shaped by a Sinhala nationalist
vision of pre-colonial authenticity, extended well beyond the 1950s into the 1980s. Even President
J.R. Jayawardena, who instituted radical neo-liberal economic reforms in the 1980s, imagined
himself within this pre-colonial legacy and styled himself like an ancient king (Kemper 1991;
Krishna 1999).

The 1983 Anti-Tamil Riots and Sinhala Nationalism

In the aftermath of the 1983 riots progressive scholars from a range of ideological persuasions
began to interrogate Sinhala nationalism and particularly its cultural dynamics intensely. An early
expression of this line of scholarship was the volume Sri Lanka, the ethnic conflict: Myths, realities
and perspectives (Committee for Rational Development 1984). This followed close on the heels
of Newton Gunasinghe (1996 [1984]), considered an important leftist political economist, arguing
in that ‘ethnicity’ will supersede ‘class’ as the most important factor in understanding Sri Lankan
society. Following 1983, therefore, one sees a distinct ‘identarian’ and ‘culturalist’ turn in the
scholarship on nationalism in Sri Lanka as scholars begin to interrogate history and culture as sites
from which to understand Sri Lanka’s troubled polity.

One outcome in scholarly activity is that Sinhala cultural identity and its relationship to
nationalism become a dominant concern. The 1983 anti-Tamil violence generates a situation where
the critical scrutiny of Sinhala nationalism becomes an ethical imperative, resulting in at least two
unintended consequences. One is that identity politics and culture assumes a disproportionate
significance in the study of nationalism in Sri Lanka. The other is that the scholarly inquiry
becomes fixated on the nation-state and nationalism. While producing a rich and varied body of
scholarship, this results in nationalism becoming an ‘over-determining’ category in the study of
Sri Lanka.

History and the Roots of Conflict (Spencer 1990a) and Unmaking the Nation (Jeganathan and
Ismail 1995) illustrate this focus. The first volume gathered a range of scholars from different
disciplines to probe different aspects of nationalist myth-making and attempted to document multi-
cultural alternatives to polarizing nationalist visions of history and community (Spencer 1990a).
Similar in intent, though methodologically different, was the second volume, which noted ‘we are
not enamoured by the possibilities of the nation and nationalism, rather we are deeply suspicious
of'its claims and consequences. Not simply because the nation has failed — a viable claim in the Sri
Lankan context; ... it [is] untenable as an idea and as a form of social organization’ (Jeganathan
and Ismail 1995: 2). One commonality in both collections was a deep suspicion of nationalist
ontologies. While Tamil nationalism was also critically interrogated much of the scholarship
contained in these two volumes concentrated on Sinhala nationalism because of its dominance.

There was also a Sinhala nationalist ideological reaction to this scholarship, which was both
scholarly and populist. The ‘people of the lion’ debate, between historian R.A.L.H. Gunawardana
and literature scholar K.N.O. Dharmadasa, was a significant instance of this reaction. Gunawaradana
argued that the term ‘Sinhala’ as a signifier of collective identity can only be traced to the 12th
century and that ethnic identity formation was shaped by racial thinking introduced by Orientalist
scholars, such as Max Muller. Dharmadasa refuted this revisionist thesis and argued that Sinhala
collective identity could be traced at least to the Sth-century A.D. (Rogers 1994: 12).

The political stakes of this argument are evident when one looks at the timing of the rebuttal;
as Dharmadasa’s rebuttal appeared in 1989, ten years after the initial publication. In the mid-
1980s the historical provenance of Sinhala identity became a matter of public intellectual debate.
Following 1983 Sinhala nationalists attempted to rationalize violence as a product of a hoary
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historical enmity between the two groups. The post-1983 period also witnessed a sense of
existential insecurity about Sinhala identity and culture, as international sympathy for the Tamil
cause gathered force (Tennekoon 1990: 205). Debates on Sinhala identity often spilled over into
public spaces, such as newspapers, where amateur ‘historians’ jostled with those with academic
authority. The debates were battlegrounds on which nationalist scores were to be settled. They
were also polarizing discussions where voices critical of standard wisdom about Sinhala cultural
and linguistic antiquity were painted as “unpatriotic’.

While Sinhala nationalism arguably remained the primary focus of liberal scholarship in the
aftermath of 1983, Tamil nationalism also came under critical scrutiny. As the Liberation Tigers
of Tamil Elam (LTTE) became more repressive and violent in its agenda, questions about their
representativeness of the Tamil people were raised. The Broken Palmyra was an early example
of such scholarship (Hoole, Somasundaram and Thiranagama 1990). Thereafter, critics, such as
Qadri Ismail, have argued that Tamil nationalism failed to build an ethical alternative to Sinhala
nationalism and reproduced the same kind of majoritarian logic on which Sinhala nationalism was
based on (Ismail 2005). Other scholars, such as Rajasingham-Senanayake (1999), have argued
that this led to a discourse of ‘bi-polar’ nationalism with scholarship and political discourse being
framed by a Sinhala versus Tamil dichotomy, obscuring other fault-lines and social realities in Sri
Lankan society (see also Klem, Gamage, this volume).

The ideological implications of this ‘moment’ in Sri Lankan scholarship still resonate, with
the jathika chintanaya (JC: loosely translating as national thought) movement proving influential.
Emerging in the late 1970s and associated with the writer Gunadasa Amarasekara and physicist
Nalin de Silva (Dewasiri 2020), JC is based on fashioning an ‘alternative’ epistemology that sees
‘western’ thought as incompatible with Sinhala/Sri Lankan reality. JC’s influence is wide-ranging
and Amarasekara and de Silva’s ideas attracted a significant following, which has popularized these
ideas in different domains (Goonewardena 2020). For instance, indigenous cures for COVID-19,
such as a purportedly divine-inspired syrup, which was promoted in Sri Lanka during the height
of the pandemic, were backed by medical professionals whose worldview is shaped by jathika
chintanaya ideology (Rambukwella 2020). These groups have also been able to influence state
policymaking and even the disastrous overnight switch to organic farming that took place in 2021
can be traced back partially to how professionals and politicians who were fellow-travellers of
Jathika chinatnaya were able to successfully mainstream a view that pesticide-derived arsenic
in soil was the main cause in Chronic Kidney Disease of Unknown Etiology (CKDU) — a theory
that has been hotly contested by the scientific mainstream in the country (Paranagama, Bhuiyan
and Jayasuriya 2018). Nalin de Silva played a key role in 2012 in popularizing this view with a
controversial research study in which he claimed that the ‘god Natha’ (part of the Sinhala-Buddhist
pantheon of deities) directed him to look for arsenic in the soil. However, as scholars like Nari
Senanayake (2020) point out the impact of the high profile vasa visa nethi ratak (a country rid of
toxins) campaign, which was at least partially shaped by JC influence, has been ambiguous because
it was poorly attuned to the consumption patterns, local economies and embodied practices of the
rural farming communities most impacted by CKDU and was instead more focused on gentrified
health food discourses.

Post-war Sri Lanka

The next temporal marker is what can be considered a ‘post-nationalist’ turn in scholarship on Sri
Lanka in general, which coincides with the end of the war in 2009. A global shift in scholarship
towards analytical frameworks that extend beyond the nation and place the study of cultures and
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societies in broader regional and international frames contributed to reorientation in scholarly
works. Another factor was that the conclusion of the war created an ‘ideological breathing
space’, which lessened the ethical compulsions to address nationalist excesses explicitly. This
‘post-nationalist’ scholarship about Sri Lanka was important because it allowed a different set of
questions to be asked about society and culture and reassess received wisdom. An early outcome
was a conference held at Cambridge University in 2011 with a primary focus on history and
historiography but also included scholars from other disciplines. Sri Lanka at the Cross-roads
of History was the outcome, which was explicitly framed in terms of addressing questions about
how the study of Sri Lanka can benefit from a perspective that is not necessarily delimited by the
boundaries of the nation-state (Biedermann and Strathern 2017).

Following on were several publications that share a similar critical spirit. Sujit Sivasundaram’s
Islanded (2013) critically interrogates how an ‘island imaginary’ emerged in Sri Lanka through
the British colonial project and its experimentation in governance and knowledge production.
Nira Wickramasinghe’s Metallic Modern (2014)’s furthers this angle when she revisits late 19th-
and early 20th-century Sri Lankan history for a ‘history from below’ and explores how everyday
objects of consumption, such as the Singer sewing machine, embody peoples aspirations and
worldviews. Her analysis demonstrates that ‘ordinary’ people participated in global material
culture and thought and felt beyond a national frame.

Steven Kemper’s (2015) reassessment of Anagarika Dharmapala also follows this ‘post-
nationalist’ trajectory by reading Dharmapala’s life and career outside the frames of reference
imposed by the nation-state. The scholarship on Anagarika Dharmapala is a clear instance of how
the complexity of a historical figure and a historical period is reduced by the imposition of a
national or ‘nationalist’ imaginary. The multi-dimensionality of this man, who spent much of this
adult life outside Sri Lanka and whose dying wish was to be reborn in India, is reduced to a singular
national dimension bounded by the contours of the nation-state (Rambukwella 2018: 67-71). He
is either seen as an intolerant chauvinist nationalist or an ardent national hero. A similar attempt at
re-reading the scholar monk Hikkaduwe Sri Sumangala is evident in Anne Blackburn’s Locations
of Buddhism (2010). Not only does the book reassess Sri Sumangala as a complex figure whose
identity was shaped by caste debates, Buddhist scholarship, struggles over the control of Buddhist
property and monastic politics but also as a figure whose worldview was shaped by a ‘Buddhist
cosmopolis’ that extended to parts of contemporary Southeast Asia. Another study that contributes
to this general trend is Colors of the Robe by Ananda Abeysekara (2002) which traces the fraught
political battles over ‘ownership’ of Buddhism in the 1980s and argues for an optic that does not
frame Buddhism as a singular, ahistorical and unchanging category.

This body of post-war scholarship marks an important shift from that which preceded it.
However at least implicitly this scholarship is also responding to nationalism and particularly to
the claims of Sinhala nationalism. While it is not explicitly revisionist, as in the scholarship on
Sinhala nationalism that dominated the 1990s and 2000s, it provides a subtle critique of nationalist
assumptions about Sri Lanka’s past. This body of knowledge, however, invites us to rethink and
reimagine Sri Lanka as a cultural, physical, and political space.

Contemporary Life of Sinhala Cultural Nationalism

The war concluded in 2009. While a decade has passed, despite the ‘post-nationalist’ turn, Sinhala
nationalism and its cultural articulation remain influential. The war ending was a significant
turning-point in the postcolonial history of the country but its meaning, both symbolic and political,
is sharply divergent for the Sinhala community and minority communities. Mahinda Rajapaksa,
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the former President, declared on May 19, 2009 in an address to parliament that the term ‘minority’
is removed from the national vocabulary. Instead, he proposed there are those who ‘love’ the
country and those who do not, which is a politically expeditious definition of patriotism allowing
the political elite to create a self-serving discourse (Jazeel and Ruwanpura 2009; Wickramasinghe
2009). It is also a darkly ironic statement, given that the conclusion of the war was marked by a
distinct sense of Sinhala nationalist triumphalism, both societally and symbolically for the state.
Popularly the war-victory was a second independence, with explicit references to the 2nd-century
BCE Sinhala king Dutugemunu who defeated the Tamil/Chola king Elara (Wickramasinghe
2009). This is a narrative that has animated Sinhala nationalist thinking during postcolonial period.
However, for many Tamils, the war victory was a moment of somber reflection. The human cost
was felt keenly in the Tamil community and thousands were incarcerated in camps for Internally
Displaced People in the north, although some Tamils also welcomed the defeat of the LTTE.
While the military conflict ended and the perception in society at large was that ‘peace’ had been
achieved, it was essentially a ‘victor’s peace’ within which there was a little space for a meaningful
discourse of reconciliation (Hoglund and Orjuela 2011).

In cultural terms the end of the war saw a sharp increase in popular narratives about the Sinhala
past. A glut of post-war films celebrated the martial history of the Sinhala community and critics
coined the term ‘yuda vindana’ or ‘war-derived pleasure’ cinema to describe this trend (Kannangara
2011). Many post-war films revisit the Sinhala past to reconstruct heroic narratives of Sinhala
kings and princes celebrating their achievement in battle and can be read as an obvious expression
of the ‘pride’ within Sinhala-nationalism about the military victory over the LTTE (Karunanayake
2014). These artistic expressions of triumphalism were also complemented by a popular trend in
large numbers of Sinhala tourists visiting the north of the country (De Alwis 2021). Some went to
see physical remains of structures, such as bunkers, left behind by the ‘vanquished” LTTE while
others performed pilgrimages by visiting Buddhist sites in the north — long inaccessible due to the
war. However, these pilgrimages also had a more insidious dimension, with an underlying strain
of establishing Sinhala claims over territory that Tamil nationalist groups had long claimed as
their ‘territorial homelands’ (Dewasiri 2013; Hyndman and Amarasingam 2014). There were also
more institutionally sanctioned initiatives that fed the post-war narrative of Sinhala nationalism.
For instance, while limiting the space for memorializing Tamil victims, each year an ostentatious
state-sponsored ceremony was held to celebrate the conclusion of the war. At the same time
military officials, monks and some intellectuals with a Sinhala nationalist proclivity engaged in an
aggressive attempt to reclaim religious sites with a multi-religious history as exclusively Buddhist
sites — such as the disputed Kuragala site where a Muslim mosque was forced to relocate (Tamil
Guardian 2015). The post-war period has also seen an intense upsurge in islamophobia in the
country as the Muslim community has come to represent the internal-other of Sinhala nationalism
following the ‘defeat’ of Tamil nationalism. Various narratives about Muslim expansionism and an
Islamic threat to Sinhala existence have circulated widely within Sinhala society (Haniffa 2015).
These discourses also came to a head in 2019 with the ‘Easter Sunday Bombings’ and led to a mass
consolidation of an existential threat to Sinhala identity that translated into a political triumph for
Gotabhaya Rajapaksa who recorded an unprecedented electoral win in the presidential election of
2019.

However, while there was a sudden sharp rise in Sinhala nationalist sentiment and activism in
the post-war period, the cultural content that informed this nationalist narrative also underwent
some significant changes. To reiterate, the cultural coordinates of post-independence Sinhala
nationalism were based on a pastoral cultural aesthetic symbolized in the weva, dagoba, yaya
(irrigation tank, Buddhist stupa and paddy field) symbolic triad, which in turn derived its inspiration
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from the belief in a grand pre-colonial hydraulic civilization. However, in post-2009 Sri Lanka
rather than this narrative a different narrative about the demon-King Ravana became popular
and received institutional sanction, with the Civil Aviation Authority of Sri Lanka appointing a
‘scientific committee’ to study the physics of Ravana’s flight. The Ravana story also de-links
Sinhala history from that of India because the dominant Sinhala nationalist narrative holds that
Sinhala identity has allochthonous Indian origins. However, as Witharana (2018) speculates, in
post-war Sri Lanka there appears to be a necessity for a ‘better story” or one that upholds the
Sinhalese as an exceptional people with endemic origins. The resurrection of the Ravana narrative,
which had limited popularity in the work of the hela havula (the collective of the Aelas or locals) in
the 1920s (Coperahewa 2011), provides a pre-existing cultural trope to articulate a ‘superior story’.
The Ravana myth can be seen as serving several different purposes in post-war Sri Lanka. At one
level it provides a historical narrative about a technologically advanced Sinhala past with a martial
mythic hero — which aligns well with how the ‘Sinhala nation’ militarily vanquished the LTTE,
a feat that many ‘experts’ believed impossible. At the same time Ravana allows Sinhala identity
to be disconnected from that of the Indian subcontinent — which could be seen as ideologically
desirable because of Indian sympathy for the Tamil nationalist cause and a history of providing
material and other aid to the LTTE.

Conclusion

The cultural politics of Sinhala nationalism have undergone significant changes in post-war Sri
Lanka. However, one could argue that these changes are more to do with the ‘content’, rather
than the ‘form’ of Sinhala nationalism. Arguably the cultural history that sustained the Sinhala
nationalist imagination has begun to shift from a pastoral aesthetic to a more technocratic and even
urban one — and the Ravana myth complements this shift. At the same time the ethnic ‘other’ that
defined Sinhala nationalist consciousness has also shifted from perceiving the Tamil community as
an existential threat to the Muslim community. However, both these changes are shifts in ‘content’.

The form of Sinhala nationalism which has derived its inspiration from a romantic notion of
a pre-colonial past and a desire to resurrect selected elements of this past in the present and the
perception that Sinhala identity is beleaguered and remains under constant threat remain. These
concluding thoughts on the current form of Sinhala nationalism are, however, offered largely as
provocations for further research. The moment we inhabit now is a fluid moment in the social,
cultural, economic and political history of the nation-state. Indeed, the nation-state itself is under
severe stress and the allure of the nation-state as a space that can fulfill the aspirations of its
people is fast-eroding as the mass public protests during April-July 2022 revealed. It is, therefore,
difficult to map or speculate with any certainty what form or shape Sinhala nationalism or its
cultural imaginary will take in the near future.
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EASTERN MUSLIMS OF
SRI LANKA

Developing an Identity Consciousness

Aboobacker Rameez and Mohamed Anifa Mohamed Fowsar

Introduction

The narrative of Islam in Sri Lanka is one of cultural, economic, and geographical diversity, which
has contributed to developing a heterogeneous Muslim community with diverse interests and political
aspirations at local levels (McGilvray and Raheem 2007). Numerically, Muslims are the second largest
religious ethnic minority on the island, accounting for more than 9% of Sri Lanka’s total population
(Mihlar 2019). The other main minorities are Tamils, Burghers, and Malays (Mohan 1987). The Muslim
community is scattered throughout the country, and no district has Muslims constituting more than 50%
of its total population. Due to this fact and their historical claims to a different identity, the ethnic identity
of the community has evolved in opposition to the Sinhalese nor Tamil identity formation, leading to an
‘anomalous position in Sri Lankan ethno-nationalist identity politics’ (McGilvray and Raheem 2007: 1).
This is even though the vast majority of the Muslim community speak Tamil but reject their linguistic
identity in favour of religious identity of Islam as their ethnic marker (Nuhman 2007).

Although there has been much debate about the origins of Sri Lankan Muslims, most of them
view themselves as descendants of Arabs or Moors (Asad 1993).! Due to the fact Islam came to
Sri Lanka, through Arab merchants, the concepts of faith and ethnicity have become fused over
time, ascribing a racial homogeneity to a community perceived as the ‘Sri Lankan Muslim’. This
perception, however, is not reflective of other ethnic communities within the Muslim community.
For example, Malays were brought to Sri Lanka from Java by the Dutch. Additionally, a fair
amount of Indian Muslims migrated from Tamil Nadu, India and settled in Sri Lanka for trade
purposes, alongside small communities of the Memon and Bohra Ismailis, all of whom have
contributed to the heterogeneity of the Muslim community (McGilvray 2008, 2011a).? Thus, Sri
Lankan Muslims are a distinctive socio-cultural ethnic community.

Although there has been much published on Sri Lankan Muslims, we expand their contents and in-
depth focus from a new perspective, in particular highlighting the critical division between Southern
Muslims and Eastern Muslims (Azeez 1956; Phadnis 1979; de Silva 1986; Ali 1997; Knoerzer 1998;
McGilvray 1998; Nuhman 2007; Imtiyaz and Hoole 2011; McGilvray 2011a; Imtiyaz 2012; Saleem
2019, 2020a; Imtiyaz and Saleem 2022). We contend that existing literature on Sri Lankan Muslims
has avoided focusing on the two distinctive groups, Southern Muslims and Eastern Muslims, in
favour of the broader category of ‘Sri Lankan Muslims’. In effect, the Muslim community has been
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treated as a homogeneous entity, which does a disservice to understanding the lived experience
of the communities living across the country (Saleem 2019). Much more focus has been aligned
with the socio-political interests of Sri Lankan Muslims within Sinhala nationalism, which has also
contributed to such avoidance of intra-group identity consciousness among Sri Lankan Muslims.

Ismail (1995) argues that the division and scattered residence of Sri Lankan Muslims into the
South and East disturbs the unity of Sri Lankan Muslims in general and the construction of Sri
Lankan Muslims nationhood in particular. Consequently, scholars have made little effort to focus
on these divisions and separations among Sri Lankan Muslims. Even the few studies that have
appeared on Eastern Muslims have attempted to bring out some of their distinctive features, but
failed to highlight the distinctiveness between Southern and Eastern Muslims and have ignored
the consciousness of Eastern Muslim identity (McGilvray 2003, 2008; Ismail, Abdullah and Fazil
2005; Imtiyaz 2009; Hussein 2011; Klem 2011).

However, Qadri Ismail’s (1995) interventions have laid a foundation to extensively study this
neglected area within Sri Lankan Muslim scholarship. As he argues, Muslim social formation
consisted of two distinct groups, Southern and Eastern Muslims. Southern Muslims refer to Muslims
living in other Provinces of Sri Lanka except for the Eastern Province, and Eastern Muslims refer
to Muslims living in the Eastern Province. Thus it is not only a geographical differentiation, but
socio-cultural and political reasons also contribute to such differences. Southern Muslim political
elites and middle and upper-class men expressed Muslim social formation in their own way. They
tended to identify themselves as a peaceful trading community descended from the Arabs, opposed
the Tamil link to the Muslims dating back to medieval times, and traditionally maintained cordial
relations with the Sinhalese. Eastern Muslims have tended to maintain good relations with Tamils
too. Representations of Muslims were also gendered and classed (Ismail 1995; Haniffa 2016).
They tended to exclude other segments of the society, including Eastern Muslims, who did not see
themselves as traders in the Sri Lankan Muslim identity formation (Ismail 1995).

Thus, the intra-groups dimension of Sri Lankan Muslim identity is a crucial aspect to be studied to
better understand their identity formation. This paper explores how Eastern Muslims’ socio-cultural
and political life differs from Southern Muslims. By living with Tamil communities, Tamil cultural
traits have been infused into the life of Eastern Muslims. For example, they distinguish themselves
from other Muslims in the country by adopting matrilineal practices inherited from the Tamil
community (McGilvray 1989; Ruwanpura 2006; Imtiyaz and Hoole 2011). With the intensification
of ethnic conflict in the 1980s and 1990s, they have also become more attentive to their separate
identity (McGilvray and Raheem 2007). In more recent times, the emergence of religious and
cultural revivals among Eastern Muslims has also affected the identity consciousness of the wider Sri
Lankan Muslim identity and those outside of the community. For example, the targeting, vilification,
and stigmatization of Muslims which become widespread, especially after the 2019 Easter Sunday
Attacks, has often been attributed as a reaction against the conservatism and religious orthodoxy of
Eastern Muslims (Saleem 2019). Hence, we highlight the importance of re-visiting Eastern Muslims’
socio-cultural and political dynamics, but we also argue that understanding Sri Lankan Muslim
identity cannot be done without an in-depth study of Eastern Muslims.

The History of the Sri Lankan Muslim Identity

Genesis of Identity

The Portuguese were the first to call the Sri Lankan Muslims, ‘Moors’, to denote Arab descent as
well as refer to the religious identity of Sri Lankan Muslims (Imtiyaz 2009; McGilvray 2011b).
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However, it would be under British colonial rule that a separate Muslim identity was established as
the Muslim elites of that time recognized an opportunity to gain political representation as a distinct
ethnic group in the legislature based on their religious convictions. In the early 20th century, as
the British proposed a system of communal representation, the elite sought to distinguish the
Sri Lankan Muslim identity along political lines (Ismail 1995; Imtiyaz and Saleem 2022). In
1889, when the Tamil representatives at the legislature, including Sir Ponnambalam Ramanathan,
sought to include the Muslims within the identity of ‘Tamil-speaking’ people, there was immediate
pushback from Muslim representatives. Ramanathan argued that the Sri Lankan Muslims were
not a separate identity group from the Tamils but were ethnically and linguistically Tamil who
believed in another religion (Ramanathan 1888; Ali 1997). Consequently, he believed a separate
representation of Sri Lankan Muslims in the legislature was unnecessary. However, a Muslim
scholar, .LL.M. Abdul Azeez, disagreed with Sir Ponnambalam Ramanathan’s suppositions,
rejected giving the Tamil identity to Tamil-speaking Muslims and instead argued that the Muslims
had a different faith and culture and spoke a dialectic of Tamil (Azeez 1956; Saleem 2020a). The
British rulers granted the first Sri Lankan Muslim representation in the legislature, significantly
weakening Sir Ponnambalam Ramanathan’s attempt to give a Tamil identity to Sri Lankan
Muslims.

A separate representation of Sri Lankan Muslims in the legislature was also tantamount
to recognizing the religious identity of Sri Lankan Muslims. As Azeez (1956) argues, the
distinctiveness of the Muslims’ identity as separate from the Tamils was also due to the religious
distinctiveness of Islam. Thus, the Islamic religious faith played an essential role in the struggle
for Sri Lankan Muslim political representation (Imtiyaz and Saleem 2022). With the shaping of
the Sri Lankan Muslim identity from this time, political leaders were involved in initiating several
legislations that incorporated Muslim religious traditions, including the marriage and divorce act,
and education reforms.

Language, Religion, and Culture

Like ethnicity, language was also a crucial factor that contributed to the identity formation of an
ethnic community (Nuhman 2016). In the Sri Lankan context, the language difference between
Sinhalese and Tamils significantly influenced their distinct identity formation. However, in the
case of Sri Lankan Muslims, religion also took precedence over the language factor (Ali 2004).
Although Sri Lankan Muslims are native speakers of Tamil, most Sri Lankan Muslims living
outside the Northern-Eastern Provinces also use the Sinhala language extensively. Additionally,
Muslim elites in the metropolitan areas, including Colombo, use English daily — partly denoting
class cleavages that cut across all ethnic communities in the country. In that sense, linguistic-based
identity has not traditionally been applied to the Sri Lankan Muslim community (Nuhman 2007).
Thus, instead of a linguistic platform, Sri Lankan Muslim elites were more concerned with religious
and cultural elements to define their identity (Imtiyaz and Hoole 2011). As the Ramanathan-
Azeez debates of 1889 show, the Muslim political elites of that time were committed to forming
a separate Sri Lankan Muslim identity based on their Islamic religious and cultural values above
their linguistic affiliations with Tamils (Hussein 2011).Moreover, the debates highlighted that
Muslim political elites emphasized the linguistic differences caused in pronunciation as a way of
further distinguishing itself from Tamils (Nuhman 2007).

As Klem (2011) pointed out, the cultural values associated with religion were and remain a
significant drive for developing a unique identity among Sri Lankan Muslims. However, some
cultural identity trends have also emerged among Sri Lankan Muslims, due to mixed marriages.
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According to Imtiyaz and Hoole (2011), Sri Lankan Muslim men have married Tamil women as
well as Sinhalese women and vice versa, thus indicating a meshing of cultural values over time.

Furthermore, the Madrasa education system, which is used as an instrument to teach Islamic
religious values, Arabic language to the younger generation and produced a massive amount
of Islamic preachers, has also played a vital role in forming the Sri Lankan Muslim identity.
As Imtiyaz (2021) argues, during the British colonial rule, the Muslim elite used the Madrasa
education system as a tool to bring about a renaissance of Islamic knowledge in the community.
The intensified Madrasa education system has also dramatically affected the contemporary social
dynamics of Sri Lankan Muslims, especially as ‘Local Madrasas often target economically weaker
sections of Muslims, who are very proud of their Arab culture and the Middle Eastern background’
(Imtiyaz 2021: 9). Thus, a section of the Muslim community who have learnt their Islamic values
through Madrasa education try to follow it as their way of life. They show a deep commitment to
the values learnt, especially with regard to dress code and the distinctness between different Islamic
ideological thinking and the intra- and inter-group conflicts. In a way, the idea of distinguishing
Muslims from other religious and ethnic groups is a consequence of Madrasa education in Sri
Lanka (Imtiyaz 2021).

Nonetheless, distinctions between Eastern Muslims also persist. With the onset of the Iran
revolution and the oil crisis of the 1970s, there was a revival of global Islamic propagation
support from the Middle East. With a greater influence from the Middle East coming in the form
of migrant workers and financial support for mosques and Madrasas, this helped to boost the
Madrasa education system. This in turn contributed to the growth of many religious-based intra-
group divisions and the development of a more conservative identity (Imtiyaz 2021). Such intra-
religious groups include Tablighi Jamaat, Jamaat-e-Islami, Tawheed Jamaat, Sufis, etc.> Some of
these groups have promoted a more austere and conservative interpretation of Islamic religious
practices in terms of ritual practices, dress code, and relations with others. In some parts of the
East (and other parts of the country), these ideological differences have led to clashes between
different groups, especially those influenced by Saudi Arabia and those belonging to Sufi or more
‘traditional’ spiritual sects (Imtiyaz and Hoole 2011).

A Separate Political Identity

In the first four decades since Sri Lanka’s independence, the Muslim political elites succeeded
in forging pragmatic, self-interested, and flexible alliances with the two main Sinhalese majority
political parties, United National Party and Sri Lanka Freedom Party (Mohan 1987; Ameerdeen
2006; Imtiyaz 2012). They gained political benefits for the community by supporting the majority
government, even though some of this would be to the detriment of minorities. For example, in
1956, Sir Razik Fareed, a prominent Muslim political elite at that time, supported the Sinhala Only
Bill, which later was capitalized on by Muslim politicians to establish Muslim schools to promote
Muslim education and the appointment of Muslim teachers to teach Arabic and Islam, as a reward
for their support (Ameerdeen 2006). Thus, the political elite of that time fulfilled Sri Lankan
Muslims’ socio-economic and political interests to some extent in exchange for being a part of
the successive ruling governments. Although anti-Muslim incidents erupted in Tamil and Sinhala
majority areas throughout this period, these did not receive much broader community concerns
and were dismissed as localized community problems (Ameerdeen 2006).

With the outbreak of the civil war with the Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam (LTTE) in
the early 1980s, the Sri Lankan government tried to prevent Muslims’ support for the Tamil
nationalists’ agenda by focusing on the security of the community (McGilvray and Raheem 2011).
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During this period, conflicts between Tamils and Muslims had intensified in the Eastern region,
with Tamil militants targeting Muslims and their places of worship throughout the Eastern
Provinces, including the massacre of more than 1,000 Muslim civilians from Kattankudy, Eravur,
and other Muslim areas (Ameerdeen 2006; Hasbullah and Korf 2009). As a result, Muslim security
was highly uncertain, which led the government of the day to recruit Home Guards to work with
military forces to mitigate the violence that had flared up in Eastern Province. The frustrated
Muslim youths mostly joined Home Guards to ensure the safety and security of their community,
but the government tactically used Home Guards against the Tamils in response to the LTTE
brutalities. This led to a decline in trust between the Tamils and the Muslims reinforcing the cycle
of violence committed by the LTTE against the Muslims (Haniffa 2016).

As a result of this decline, Eastern Muslims actively sought out political efforts to establish
a Muslim political identity with the sole aim of preserving the security of the Muslims in the
East (Knoerzer 1998). Thus, a separate Muslim political party, the Sri Lanka Muslim Congress
(SLMC), was established with a broad popular support base in the East, marking a shift in Sri
Lankan Muslim identity discourses. It was in stark contrast to the political elites’ tendencies of the
South, who were members of national parties, contested elections under those symbols and were
not interested in forming a separate Muslim political party.

Placing Eastern Muslims: Socio-cultural Dimension and Political Dynamics

The Eastern Province is important for the country’s stability in terms of its geography, society,
culture, and natural resources. The Eastern Province, consisting of three districts, namely Ampara,
Batticaloa, and Trincomalee, occupies an important place in the political geography of the
Sri Lankan Muslim community. One-third of Sri Lanka’s total Muslim population lives in the
Eastern Province, and two-thirds of Muslims live outside the Eastern Province (Jameel 2011). In
the Eastern Province, Ampara and Trincomalee are Muslim majority districts, and a significant
number of Muslims also live in the Batticaloa district. In the Trincomalee district, Kinniya and
Muttur areas are mostly populated by Muslims. Trincomalee town also has a significant Muslim
population. In Batticaloa district, Kattankudy, Ottamavadi, Valaichenai, and Eravur are Muslim
majority areas. In the Ampara district, Muslims are concentrated in the coastal areas from
Maruthamunai to Pottuvil. It has an ethnically heterogeneous social structure where the three
main ethnicities of the country, namely Sinhalese, Tamil and Muslims, live as per the country’s
diversified nature (Jameel 2011). It includes large amounts of agricultural land and marine
resources, such as the natural harbour of Trincomalee and tourist sites. The East was also integral
to the Tamil nationalists’ claim for the so-called Tamil Ealam state, and it was a strategic part of
the final phase of Sri Lanka’s civil war where the government forces first defeated the LTTE in
2008 (Klem 2011).

The East has also been seen once as a symbol of the Tamil-Muslim socio-political combination
and later the Tamil-Muslim rift (Ismail et al 2005). Nonetheless Eastern Muslims through the
conflict years attempted to cordial relations with the Sinhala ethnocratic state and nationalist
forces, thereby safeguarding their economic interests and seeking protection for themselves
against threats from other dominant ethnic communities.

Eastern Muslims’ customs, traditions, culture, and politics are unique among the Sri Lankan
Muslim community as their way of life has been entangled with Tamils. Language is a significant
part of this intertwining for Eastern Muslims; in particular, Tamil is the common vernacular.
However, despite this, McGilvray and Raheem (2011) note that Eastern Muslims have not
assimilated themselves into the Tamil identity while still identifying themselves as Tamil-speaking
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people. Moreover, as they argue, both ethnic groups also have matrimonial and residential bonds
but share trading, agricultural activities, and working places (McGilvray 1989; Ruwanpura 2006).

Socio-cultural Dimension

McGilvray and Raheem (2011) point out that Southern Muslims were entrepreneurs and gem
traders, thereby giving the impression that trade has been identified as the main livelihood of Sri
Lankan Muslims. However, Muslims living in the East have a variety of trades, including rural
farmers, fishermen, and petty traders (Nuhman 2007).

Since Muslims are scattered throughout the country, their way of life has been influenced by
their non-Muslim neighbours. Hence, Tamil cultural influence was seen in the lifestyle of Eastern
Muslims, and Sinhalese Buddhist cultural influence was seen in the lifestyle of Southern Muslims
(Samaraweera 1986). Thus there is no commonality across the country regarding the way of life of
Muslims, and the community is divided based on class, lifestyle, and regional differences.

This fragmentation also meant that there was a vacuum of national leadership for all Muslims
in the early 20th century, which meant that this was dominated by a male, bourgeois, commercial
Muslim elite centred in the South (Ismail 1995). According to Nuhman (2004), it was not until the
1930s that Eastern Muslims became interested in seeking a strong ethnic identity, despite there
being no socio-political context in which they could pursue such aspirations. Due to the variety of
largely agricultural trade that they pursued, Eastern Muslims were not integrated into the modern
education system, and there was no educated ‘middle class’ among them at that time. Modern
educational revivalism emerged among the Southern Muslims at the end of the 19th century, and
thus Southern Muslim elites were seen as pioneers of the educational revival among Sri Lankan
Muslims. However, Eastern Muslims were not notably inducted into this new system of education.
No schools were established to bring about the revival of education among Eastern Muslims until
the 1950s (Samaraweera 1986).

For a variety of reasons, Islamic faith rituals and traditions have historically played an
important role in forming a sense of identity among Eastern Muslims forming the backbone of
the distinctiveness of Eastern Muslims and developing a set of unique cultural values associated
with Islamic beliefs. Despite the closeness of the Tamil cultural influence, Eastern Muslims have
refused to accept cultural notions that were seen to be contrary to Islamic principles. Moreover,
mosques and Islamic revival movements have consistently warned Eastern Muslims from the
dangers of such cultural assimilation (McGilvray 2008). This has resulted, for example, in the
areas of Kattankudy, Eravur, and Oddamavadi in the Batticaloa district in increasing the trend in
wearing long robes covering the whole body of Muslim women as opposed to the convention of
wearing the traditional sari of the Tamil community or the custom of veiling their heads as in the
past or among Muslim women in other areas of Eastern Province (Imtiyaz and Hoole 2011). While
the latter practice is much less common in other parts of the East, the principle is about developing
a Muslim identity by assimilating certain cultural practices of countries, including the Middle
East, as a way of showing distinctness (Imtiyaz and Saleem 2022). This distinctness of identity
was further exacerbated during the conflict, where a Muslim ‘religious’ identity was developed to
distinguish the Muslim Tamil speakers from the Tamil community, as a sense of security and safety
(Nuhman 2007).

The religious focus among Eastern Muslims became more intense with the emergence of Islamic
movements emerging from the late 1970s and supported in principle by a global upsurge of the
propagation of Islam from the Middle East (Saleem 2019). Thus, different Islamic ideologies have
influenced Eastern Muslims’ way of life. In particular, the activities of the group Tablighi Jamaat
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have dramatically increased in the East in order to enable Muslims to become fully involved in
Islamic theological activities. As such, the Tablighi Jamaat is still active in the Muslim-majority
regions in the Eastern Province (Klem 2011). In contrast, Sufi Muslims live in areas including
Akkaraipattu, Kalmunai, and Kattankudy (Faslan and Vanniasinkam 2015). Moreover, the Jamaat-
e-Islami and Tawheed Jamaat groups are also active in these areas (Faslan and Vanniasinkam
2015). The different ideological approaches professed by these movements have led to tensions
between those who profess Sufi/spiritual adherence which has been seen as one of the earliest
traditions of Islam in Sri Lanka and the more recent ones, influenced by places like Saudi Arabia,
which profess a more austere and hard-line adherence that is at odds with the Sufi practices.
This has led, in the most extreme cases, to violent clashes between members of different groups
(Faslan and Vanniasinkam 2015). In addition, since a lot of Eastern Muslims are also employed
in the Middle East, this has influenced the development of the religious and cultural identities of
communities (Imtiyaz and Saleem 2022).

Political Dynamics

In the post-independence period, Eastern Muslim political elites initially collaborated with
Tamil mainstream politics (Imtiyaz and Saleem 2022). In the first parliamentary election post-
independence, four representatives were elected on behalf of Eastern Muslims (Ameerdeen 2006).
The Southern Muslim political elites also contested elections in the Eastern Province. However,
during this time, concerns about Tamil nationalism and Sinhala language policy surfaced. When
the Sinhala Only Act was passed in 1956, Southern and Eastern Muslims held opposing views.
In the South, there was strong support for the Sinhala Only Act, but in the East, there was strong
antagonism towards the act. As a result, Eastern Muslims feared Southern Muslims would
abandon the Tamil language and claim a separate class from Eastern Muslims (McGilvray and
Raheem 2007). These tensions highlighted the linguistic differences between Southern Muslims
and Eastern Muslims. When Sinhala was made the official language, the Southern Muslims began
to accept Sinhala as the language of education, administration, and business. In contrast, Eastern
Muslims never gave up using the Tamil language in their entire mainstream activities, and they
continued to adhere to the Tamil language and tradition.

Despite this affinity, clashes between the Tamils and Muslims in the East gradually emerged
in terms of political representation, land, economy, administration, and political power in the
post-independence context (Nuhman 2007). The rivalry created suspicion between the two
communities in the Eastern Province, subsequently leading to the outbreak of violence between
Tamils and Muslims in the 1950s and 1960s, which exacerbated the polarization between the
two communities and created the impetus to pursue divergent political paths (Ismail et al 2005;
Nuhman 2007). As Imtiyaz and Saleem (2022) point out, Eastern Muslims were also hard hit by
the post-independence colonization schemes of the Sri Lankan government. The government’s
resettlement plans brought about changes in the demographic composition of Eastern Muslims and
marginalized them in the irrigation and distribution of agricultural land.

During the 1980s, with the uprising of Tamil militants, including the LTTE in the East, the
security of Eastern Muslims was also called into question by Tamil militants with their activities
against Muslims intensifying to weaken the socio-economic and political strength of Eastern
Muslims. Tamil militants killed Muslim home guards, civil servants, and parliamentarians,
while Muslims who lived in border villages were also under attack. Many Muslims who had
earlier joined the Tamil armed movements, including the LTTE, abandoned them due to their
actions against Eastern Muslims. Muslims were also compelled to flee their homes with the
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intensification of Tamil militants’ atrocities. There were bombings targeting Muslim areas, and
subsequent attacks were launched on the Eastern Muslims’ worship places. Even after the signing
of the Indo-Lanka Accord in 1987, Eastern Muslims had to face various catastrophes (Ameerdeen
2006).

After the Indo-Lanka Accord, the LTTE started the second phase of the Eelam struggle,
intensifying attacks against the Muslims in the Northern and Eastern Provinces. Consequently,
in 1989, 41 Muslim police officers were killed by Tamil militants, and several Muslims were
kidnapped and murdered. In the late 1990s, 75 Muslims from the East who returned to the country
after fulfilling their holy pilgrimage in Makkah were massacred by the LTTE in the Kurukal
Madam in the Batticaloa district (Ameerdeen 2006). Meanwhile, within two hours, more than
90,000 people from the North were forcibly evicted from their habitations by the LTTE. Around
123 Muslims were shot dead while offering prayers in mosques in Kattankudy in the East
(Ameerdeen 2006). A similar number of Muslims were massacred in Eravur. The LTTE also
carried out massacres of Muslims in Sainthamaruthu, Akkaraipattu, and other Muslim regions
throughout the East (Ameerdeen 2006).

The LTTE frequently targeted the Muslims’ economic establishments and cultural and
religious symbols. Extortion was taken from Muslim traders, and a large amount of Muslim
land was confiscated in the East. All these acts were designed to weaken the Muslims politically
and economically (Ameerdeen 2006). Neither the Sri Lankan government nor the Southern
Muslim political elite could ensure the security of Eastern Muslims. Consequently, the Eastern
Muslim political elite believed their concerns were being overlooked and felt the Southern Muslim
politicians did not give more attention to the grievances of Eastern Muslims (Imtiyaz and Saleem
2022).

As Haniffa (2016) argues that ‘Muslim minority politics in the country as a whole became
Eastern-centric with the escalation of the conflict. In the 1980s, the security concerns of the northern
and Eastern Muslims became more urgent; however, the political elite of the South was quite inept
at recognizing these concerns or addressing them’ (2016: 200). This renewed a sense of a separate
identity among Eastern Muslims who realized that a lack of a solid political foundation to articulate
their political identity was tremendous, and they saw the need for a determined political leadership
to advance their socio-economic and political interests. In this context, the idea of establishing
a separate political party was propagated to give a new political identity to Eastern Muslims,
and thus, the SLMC was born. The party’s founder, M.H.M. Ashraff, had initially been involved
with Tamil National Politics, but when he saw that such Tamil parties were not able to meet the
socio-economic, political, and security goals of Muslims, he founded the SLMC. He believed that
Eastern Muslims could secure their security and gain political advantage through his party. He also
saw it as a way of ensuring that Muslim youth would not join the LTTE and thereby risk breaking
up the county (Ameerdeen 2006). A considerable proportion of Eastern Muslims thus gave him
the popular mandate that was required to address this political identity issue. The party grew in
a short period to gain opposition status in the North-East Provincial Council established in 1988
(Knoerzer 1998). The party recognized the realities and heightened the sense of a national Muslim
ethnic identity to defeat the Muslim political leaders who had joined the national parties. The
party’s leader successfully used Islamic principles as party slogans, took a stand against LTTE,
and mobilized Muslim youth politically, using mosques as a base for his political efforts (Imtiyaz
2007). Thus, as Imtiyaz (2009) claims, the SLMC emerged as the most significant political force
in the Eastern Province. Its campaign appealed to many politically marginalized Eastern Muslims,
sowing the seeds of Muslim nationalism with anti-Tamil nationalism. By 1994, the SLMC had
joined the Sinhala governments.
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Post-war Complexities

After the war’s end in 2009, Sinhala-Buddhist nationalism resurfaced in the country, making anti-
Islamic rhetoric as the main agenda of Sinhala-Buddhist extremist forces. Activities that undermine
Muslims’ religious and cultural values were carried out by Sinhala-Buddhist extremist forces
(Farook 2009). There have also been attacks targeting Muslim places of worship and businesses.
It is notable that Muslim areas in the South (in 2014) and Central Provinces (in 2018) have been
largely attacked by Sinhala-Buddhist extremist forces causing casualties and economic loss to
Muslims (Fowsar, Rameez and Rameez 2020). The pretext of these attacks has been the questions
of Muslim cultural issues, including Muslim women’s clothing, slaughtering animals for food, and
halal recognition. In 2018, Anti-Muslim extremist forces also rioted in the urban area of Ampara in
the Eastern Province (Fowsar et al 2020). While this post-war trend has largely affected Muslims
living outside the North and East, the link is drawn with the conservative/extreme manifestations
of identity coming from places in the East, such as Kattankudy (Faslan and Vanniasinkam 2015).

The rise of anti-Muslim violence and the reticence of the state to act against perpetrators
have subsequently led to the development of extremist ideologies among some Muslim youth,
particularly in the East. With the rise in ISIS-related influences and past memories and trauma of
youth developed from the LTTE brutalities against Muslims in the late 1980s and at the beginning
of 1990s, young people on the whole have become more vulnerable to these issues trying to
mobilize themselves against these negative forces. It eventually resulted in the Easter Sunday
attacks in 2019 (Saleem 2019), where a young Muslim extremist preacher from Kattankudy led the
suicide group, and a few other suicide bombers were also from the East. The region hence is also
host to different Islamic ideologies and where variations are more prevalent.

Following the Easter Sunday attacks, Sri Lankan Muslims were viewed with suspicion, and
the government also imposed bans on Islamic religious and charity organizations and restricted
Muslims’ cultural and religious activities. Sinhala-Buddhist extremists also spread anti-Muslim
sentiment for political reasons, and many Muslim youths were imprisoned without solid evidence.
Thus, the Easter Sunday suicide attacks became a historical stain posing massive challenges to the
Sri Lankan Muslim identity (Saleem 2019). The attacks significantly affected Eastern Muslims
and negatively impacted their socio-political dynamics, as many of those who led the attacks and
those involved in the attack were from the East. After this catastrophic incident, there is a growing
concern to make reformations in various matters, including Islamic ideology, Madrasa education,
dress code, and curricula of Islamic textbooks.

During the Covid-19 lockdowns, the effect of anti-Muslim Politics was witnessed with regard
to the cremation of COVID-19 burials. Despite all medical and scientific evidence proving that
burial was permissible, the government refused to recognize Muslims’ (and Christians’) religious
and cultural rights. At one point, rumours were also spread that Muslims were responsible for the
spread of the Covid-19 virus (Saleem 2020a).

Conclusion

In this chapter, we have shown that any discussion on the Sri Lankan Muslim identity cannot
treat the community as homogeneous, with the need to be more focused on the intra-group/
intersectional ties of geographical perspectives. While there is a lot that has been discussed around
Southern Muslims, one cannot ignore the identity discussions of Eastern Muslims. As we outline,
the Muslims in the Eastern Province have played and will continue to play pivotal roles in not only
the development of the Sri Lankan Muslim identity but, in general, are key catalysts to ensuring
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that there is a link with the rest of the country. After all, if the Muslims had sided with the LTTE in
the 1980s, the conflict would have taken a different turn (Saleem 2020b).

We discuss that as far as Eastern Muslims are concerned, the unique socio-cultural traits and
political dynamics intertwined with Islamic religious beliefs play a critical role in developing a
consciousness of identity that has evolved to the wider community. The common socio-cultural-
political interests shared by Eastern Muslims have also given them solid political activism and
the ability to form separate political movements. Although Eastern Muslims are small compared
to the country’s total Muslim population, they have the platform to create an identity for the
Sri Lankan Muslim community through territorial-political enrichment. In the present context,
where religious and cultural violence against Muslims has intensified, there is a serious discussion
needed of the Muslim identity. The Eastern Muslims’ political leaders and civil society have a role
to play despite their impact being eroded in recent times. Against this academic discussion, future
studies need to unpack this influence in all aspects of Sri Lankan Muslim political life.

Notes

1 Moor is a derogatory term used by the Portuguese to refer to Arabs. They competed with the Portuguese
in faith and trade. However, this term was used based on religion (Imtiyaz and Hoole 2011).

2 Memons are Muslim entrepreneurs and humanitarians that originated in the region and settled in India in
the 19th century and later migrated to many countries, including Sri Lanka. Bohra’s main branch was in
Yemen and is known as the Dawood Bohra sect, which is a small but unique community influenced by
Yemeni, Egyptian, African, and Indian cultures (Saleem 2019).

3 These are various Islamic movements. Tablighi Jamaat movement originated in India in the mid-19th
century and strengthens the Islamic faith and engages Muslims in spiritual activities; while Jamaat-e-
Islami is based in Pakistan and seeks to establish Islamic political leadership and focuses on reformations
(Saleem 2019). In contrast, McGilvray and Raheem (2007) make the linkages to Tawheed Jamaat
and Sufis to religious threads: the former is an organization incorporating Wahhabi and Salafi thought
influenced by the Middle East, particularly in Saudi Arabia, while Sufis are a movement that represents a
more ‘traditional’ Islamic thought and practice supporting shrines worship and following the guidance of
Sufi teachers.
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TRANSITIONAL JUSTICE
State of Play in Sr1 Lanka

Farah Mihlar

Introduction

The United Nations defines transitional justice as a ‘full range of processes and mechanisms
associated with a society’s attempts to come to terms with a legacy of large-scale past abuses,
in order to ensure accountability, serve justice and achieve reconciliation’ (UN 2010: 2). This
could include truth commissions, judicial mechanisms, such as special courts, reparations, state
sector reforms, memorialisation, and commemorations. Originating from the Nuremberg trials,
transitional justice as we know it today gained strong momentum in the 1980s as several Latin
American states shifted from authoritarian to democratic models of governance. Following the
creation of international tribunals for the former Yugoslavia and Rwanda in the 1990s, transitional
justice began to gain global appeal as a process to seek justice and accountability to reconcile
authoritarian regimes after conflict and genocide.

In the last two decades, the field has expanded to now become the ‘globally dominant lens
through which to approach states addressing legacies of a violent past’ (Gready and Robins 2019:
31). Yet transitional justice is itself a contested field, which complicates any review of a particular
country context. Though now a global project, implemented on an industrial scale, transitional justice
nevertheless is facing a crisis of legitimacy (Nagy 2008; Nesiah 2017). It is heavily critiqued for
favouring top-down approaches, marginalising and excluding victims and privileging ‘western liberal’
perspectives over ‘local’ ideals of justice (Lundy and McGovern 2008; McEvoy and McGregor 2008;
Hazan et al 2010; Kent 2019). Despite being implemented in more than 85 countries, its successes are
limited, with few examples of genuine pursuits of accountability, justice, and reconciliation leading
to transformation (Loyle and Davenport 2016; Gready and Robins 2019).

Over the last 50 years, Sri Lanka has produced several different processes purportedly aimed
at seeking truth and at times aiming to deliver justice and accountability for its legacies of rights
violations. The latter include the state suppression of two youth insurgencies (in the 1970s and late
1980s) and the country’s armed conflict, against the Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam (LTTE) who
were fighting for a separate state for ethnic minority Tamils in the north and east. This chapter will
consider some of these processes and the country’s most recent and comprehensive commitment
to transitional justice made through a United Nations Human Rights Council (UN HRC) resolution
in 2015. In this resolution, Sri Lanka committed to ‘the full range of judicial and non-judicial

118 DOI: 10.4324/9781003300991-13
This chapter has been made available under a CC-BY-NC-ND 4.0 license.


https://doi.org/10.4324/9781003300991-13

Transitional Justice

measures’ towards truth-seeking, justice, accountability, reparations, and reconciliation (A/HRC/
RES/30/1). I argue that though conceptually far-reaching, this process was also affected by a
lack of political commitments and limitations within the field of transitional justice eventually
leaving victims feeling dejected. Hence, questions arise about the validity of the globally dominant
transitional justice model for a context like Sri Lanka.

This chapter is divided into three sections: the first provides a review of the main national
investigations responding to critical periods when gross violations of human rights took place in
Sri Lanka. The second section explores whether these investigations could indeed be considered as
transitional justice and the final section critically analyses the country’s most recent commitment
to transitional justice.

Commissions of Inquiries (1990 to Present)

The legacy of human rights violations in Sri Lanka’s post-independence history that demand a
process seeking justice, accountability, and redress broadly fits into three periods. Though the field of
transitional justice has begun to recognise focusing on such specific periods of violations undermines
the continuing structural violence and violations, which as in Sri Lanka remained at a “vast scale’ all
through the conflict and continues in the post-war context (Amnesty International 2009).

The first noteworthy period in Sri Lanka’s independent history was an uprising by the Marxist-
influenced Janatha Vimukthi Peramuna (JVP) in the early 1970s, which was crushed through a
forceful but short military operation, with an estimated 8,000—-10,000 people killed (Bush 2003).
There is dearth of documented information on the violations that took place during this period, yet
existing testimonies indicate several members of the party, including its senior leadership, were
arrested, detained, and reportedly tortured in prison (Bush 2003). The release of its leader in the 1980s
led to a slow revival of the group and a second uprising in the early 1990s, which was ended through
a ruthless military campaign involving a spate of atrocities. More than 40,000 people were believed
to have been killed during this period, with human rights groups claiming the number of disappeared
was at least three times the figure of 20,000 provided by government commissions (HRW 2008).

More than any other human rights violation enforced disappearances have had the biggest,
though still arguably meagre response, in terms of state justice initiatives. From 1990s, successive
governments have appointed at least nine ‘independent’ Commissions of Inquiry (Col) on this issue,
all of which were limited, flawed, and failed to produce adequate results (HRW 2008; Fonseka
2017b). There were also some investigations into other human rights violations, particularly extra-
judicial killings during the country’s 30-year armed conflict.

Sri Lanka’s armed conflict was violently ended in 2009 when the military eliminated the
entire leadership of the LTTE after months of intense fighting. In the last stages of the war reports
emerged of serious allegations of violations of international human rights and humanitarian law by
both parties. The claims were met with blanket denials on the part of the then government, headed
by Mahinda Rajapaksa and his brother and Defence Minister Gotabaya Rajapaksa (Klem 2018;
Price 2022). The end of the armed conflict had been presented by the Sri Lankan government as
a ‘humanitarian operation’ to save civilians ‘trapped’ in warfare by the LTTE and promoted as a
triumph against terrorism (Klem 2018; Price 2022).

Nevertheless, claims for truth, justice, and accountability for the violations of international
law in the last stages of the war remained among international and national human rights groups
and victim groups, leading to a UN Secretary General’s Panel of Experts (PoE) (United Nations,
2011) investigation, which found ‘credible evidence of violation of international human rights and
humanitarian laws.’ The panel itself was challenged by the Government of Sri Lanka (GoSL) on the
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grounds that the UN Secretary General did not have the mandate to conduct such an investigation
and its report was dismissed (Ratner 2012).

In response, the GoSL appointed a Lessons Learnt and Reconciliation Commission (LLRC) in 2010,
which too had a limited mandate, lacked independence and was procedurally problematic. Though
challenged on credibility for having whitewashed the country’s military in its final report, some other
aspects of its recommendations were seen as progressive and constituted the starting framework for
accountability within the subsequent international-level action taken on Sri Lanka (ICG 2011).

The latter came in the form of a series of UN HRC resolutions on Sri Lanka. Between 2012
and 2015 these resolutions, boosted by the PoE (United Nations, 2011) and a later Office of the
High Commissioner for Human Rights (OHCHR) investigation, were successively strengthened
to demand national-level investigations on wartime and other atrocities. In 2015, an unexpected
change in government in Sri Lanka and a shift in stance and approach on the larger issue of justice
and accountability led to a joint resolution committing to a detailed transitional justice process.
In the final section, I discuss the staggered implementation of this process, between the period of
2015-2019 when only two commitments were realised through the establishment of an Office to
investigate missing persons and an Office of Reparations (OR).

The return of the Rajapaksa family to government in 2019/20, this time with Gotabaya as
President and Mahinda as Prime Minister, closed the door to this transitional justice process
though pressure through UN HRC resolution remained. In 2021, the HRC effectively moved some
responsibility on transitional justice to the international level by mandating OHCHR, ‘to collect,
consolidate, analyse and preserve information and evidence, and to develop possible strategies
for future accountability processes for gross violations of human rights or serious violations of
international humanitarian law in Sri Lanka, to advocate for victims and survivors, and to support
relevant judicial and other proceedings’ (HRC 2021: 3).

However, in 2022 as Sri Lanka plunged into a humanitarian crisis, precipitated by economic
collapse, partly due to poor economic policies by the Rajapaksas’, the public in large numbers took
to the streets demanding justice and accountability in a manner the country had never seen before.
The mass uprising, or Aragalaya, consisting of large-scale demonstrations and a permanent sit
in protest in the capital city Colombo, was partly seeking a resolution to critical food, medicine
shortages, power outages, and a crippling unavailability of fuel but accountability from the ruling
elite for driving the country to such a predicament was also demanded.

In two tense months between May and July, the public uprising succeeded in forcing the
resignation of Mahinda Rajapaksa as Prime Minister, his brother Basil as Finance Minister and
finally Gotabaya Rajapaksa as President. The change was short-lived and Rajapaksa’s successor,
Ranil Wickremasinghe, a previous Prime Minister and an unelected member of parliament, was
elected by fellow MPs as President and went on to violently disband the entire protest movement
and arbitrarily arrest many of its leaders (Amnesty International 2022). At the time of writing, it is
too early to fully interlink these events and the transitional justice process in Sri Lanka. However,
there is little doubt that accountability for human rights violations, even if ethnically divided in
nature, remains a major demand of the Sri Lankan people and one that can only be met through
structural and systemic changes (Mihlar 2022).

Past Investigative Efforts — Justice Delayed and Denied

I trace some of the past justice initiatives and question their contribution towards transitional
justice in this section. Following the violent quelling of the second Marxist uprising, in 1991,
the UN Working Group on Enforced Disappearances stated it had received over 15,000 cases
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and communicated nearly 5,000 of these to the GoSL (HRW 2008). The same year, President
Ranasinghe Premadasa (1988-1993), under whose command the violations took place, appointed
a ‘Presidential Commission of Inquiry into the Involuntary Removal of Persons.’ This commission
was highly politicised, severely limited in mandate as it only inquired into recent cases ignoring
most complaints which had been made in the preceding years, conducted inquiries in secret, and
did not proceed to publish its report (Amnesty International 2009; Pinto-Jayawardena 2010).

Aiming to redress this, in the mid-1990s, President Chandrika Kumaratunga (1995-2005) set
up three interconnected investigations titled ‘Presidential Commission of Inquiry into Involuntary
Removal or Disappearance of Persons,” to investigate separate incidents that took place between
1988 and 1994. Comprising three members, each commission investigated crimes within a specific
geographical area in the island and after their mandates expired, an All Island Presidential Commission
on Disappearances,’ operating between 1998 and 2000, researched some 10,000 remaining complaints.
In total, these commissions received over 20,000 complaints of enforced disappearances. Due to
limitations in its mandate and time, the All-Island Commission referred 16,305 cases to the Human
Rights Commission of Sri Lanka, which in 1994 started processing these, but by 2006 chose not to
pursue investigating them unless directed by the Government (HRW 2008).

Facing strong accusations of serious violations of human rights in the conducting of the country’s
armed conflict, President Mahinda Rajapaksa (2005-2015) went on to appoint two further Cols. In
2006, having originally announced an international investigation, Rajapaksa went on to appoint a
Col to investigate 16 specific cases, including the killings of former Foreign Minister Lakshman
Kadirgamar, MPs Joseph Pararajasingham and Nadaraja Raviraj and other grave incidents, such as
the killing of 17 aid workers of Action Contra La Faim in Trincomalee in 2006. Both the LTTE and
GoSL had been held separately responsible for many of these incidents. An International Independent
Group of Eminent Persons (IIGEP) was appointed by Rajapaksa to ‘observe’ the work of the Col.
In 2008, the IIGEP resigned in protest citing the GoSL’s unwillingness to ‘investigate cases with
vigour, where the conduct of its own forces has been called into question,” and uncover ‘the systemic
failures and obstructions’ (IIGEP 2008). In its 2008 report Amnesty International framed the Col as
a measure by the GoSL to ‘buy time’ and ‘undermine the systems of accountability.’

In2013 Rajapaksaappointed the Paranagama Commissiontoinvestigate wartime disappearances,
which received 24,000 complaints relating to disappearances mostly in the country’s north and
east (Sri Lanka campaign 2016). The commission was insufficiently resourced with the Centre for
Policy Alternatives, one of the country’s leading national civil society organisations, estimating
that it would have taken the Commission 13 years to purely hear complaints, let alone investigate
them (Groundviews 2014).

Fonseka (2017b) suggests that in addition to their ‘structural flaws,” these commissions were
all often set up under ‘external pressure’ using tactics to delay genuine truth and justice. Pinto-
Jayawardena (2010) raises a host of issues with all these COIs and additional inquiries, including
limitations of mandate, independence, lack of cross-examination of perpetrators, and limited
public access. The stark gap in normative and legal framework and processes in keeping with
international standards have also been raised as a significant issue (Amnesty International 2009;
Pinto-Jayawardena 2010; Fonseka 2017a).

Though protracted, the country’s 30-year armed conflict was also marked by a portfolio of other
violations, including torture, abductions, arbitrary arrest and detention, rape, sexual violations,
child recruitment, land appropriation, and acquisition, committed by both parties to the conflict.
A few of these have also led to state investigations, which have occasionally delivered justice
but generally declined to even provide a clear factual account of what had occurred. Examples of
these inquiries include the rape and murder of a Jaffna school girl Krishanthi Coomaraswamy in
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1996; the discovery of mass graves of up to 400 persons in Chammani, in Mannar; and other mass
killings, such as in Kumarapuram, Trincomalee district, when 24 Tamil civilians were massacred
and in Thambalagamam, when 8 Tamils were killed, both by state security personal in retaliation
for previous LTTE attacks (Pinto-Jayawardena 2010).

Arguably, the most detailed investigation into violations and atrocity crimes during the armed
conflict was conducted by the LLRC. Unlike previous commissions it was deemed a farce from
its inception by international and national human rights groups on the grounds that it lacked
credibility, impartiality, and independence (Amnesty International 2011). Its investigation was also
not backed by a witness and victim protection bill, which limited its potential to gather evidence
putting those who provided testimonies to it under significant risk (De Mel 2013). Nevertheless,
the LLRC received some 5,000 testimonies, including a large number from women, many from
families of disappeared.

The International Crisis Group in an assessment of the LLRC’s final report argued that it ‘works
to exonerate the government and undermine its own limited calls for further inquiry — mostly
by accepting at face value the largely unexamined claims of the senior government and military
officials who planned and executed the war, and by rolling back well-established principles of
international law’ (ICG 2011, unpaginated). Despite these criticisms, also held by national and
community-based NGOs and groups, there were some positive recommendations from the LLRC
report, such as the devolution of political power in the north, return of civilian lands, support for
women-headed households and reconciliation between ethnic and religious groups (ICG 2011; De
Mel 2013).

Cols as Truth-Seeking Mechanisms

Though none were created as truth commissions and were grossly inadequate in meeting the
objectives of such a commission, including on ‘protecting, acknowledging and empowering’
victims and influencing change (Gonzalez and Varney 2013), in the face of abject denials of
violations and atrocity crimes, these Cols have contributed to revealing some facts.

Pinto-Jayawardena explains that of the three Cols appointed by Kumaratunga in the 1990s,
from a total of 27,526 complaints 16,800 cases were deemed as enforced disappearances. Statistics,
such as this provide forensic truth, which is one of the four typologies of truth amassed in a truth
commission (Chapman and Ball 2001: 10). The Cols also contributed to a narrative truth, on the
targeted nature of the crimes, the involvement of police and army in committing the crime and how
incidents were covered up (ibid: 10). More troublingly, the educational and socio-economic profile
of victim in the south of Sri Lanka, 63% were below the age of 30 (Pinto-Jayawardena 2010).

The Col focusing on the northern province offered a narrative on disputed facts, including
on the role of the security forces, which it found responsible for 90% of the disappearances
in this province. As these Cols were not conducted as truth commissions, widely publicised
with conversations taking place between victims, witnesses, and perpetrators, they made little
contribution to the other two typologies: social or dialogue truth and healing or restorative truth
(Chapman and Ball 2001: 10).

Considering that the LLRC was investigating crimes committed by a sitting government, their
report too offered important accounts that contributed towards truth-seeking. They referred to
the scale and extent of the civilian casualties in the last stages of the war, including the repeated
shelling by the government of ‘no-fire zones” which contained large civilian populations and
presented important detailed information about families of disappeared and war widows in the
north and east, including on their economic and social context (LLRC 2011).
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The poor treatment of victims and witnesses by these Commissions, particularly the LLRC to
which some 5,000 women provided testimonies, has come under much criticism in the literature,
highlighting a lack of understanding and sensitivity to the victim suffering and inflamed by their
negligent representation of experiences and miscarriages of justice. Recognising victims and
addressing their needs and rights are considered critical aims of truth commissions (Hayner 2011).
Some of these Cols did contribute towards formally acknowledging past abuses by starting to
discover and clarify such instances and providing, though minimal, some historical record. The
Kumaratunga-appointed Cols also played a marginal role in ‘outlining institutional and individual
responsibility’ (Hayner 2011). Pinto-Jayawardena (2010) states these commissions ‘explicitly
named the security officers repeatedly implicated in the enforced disappearances but cautioned (as
indeed, did the other Commissions) that it could not, on ex parte evidence alone, decide on their
guilt’ (Pinto-Jayawardena 2010: 81). All three reports implicated senior politicians, ministers of
Cabinet and so placing the onus on the government for its role and liability (Pinto-Jayawardena
2010).

According to Human Rights Watch (2008) of the many recommendations of the Cols only two
led to some judicial outcome. The first, in 1994, nine suspects were tried for the abduction, torture,
and killing of 50 students in an army camp in Embilipitiya, in the southeast of Sri Lanka in 1990.
Secondly, in 1999 five soldiers were convicted and sentenced to death for the abduction and rape
of Jaffna school girl Krishanthi Kumaraswamy, her mother, brother, and a friend (HRW 2008).
The lack of political will to prosecute and weaknesses in the country’s legal system are among the
factors attributed for the minimal judicial outcomes (Pinto-Jayawardena 2010).

The absence of integrity as a component of transitional justice was clear in all these Cols,
but a few such initiatives led to some form or reparations, though, again, grossly inadequate in
relation to the extent and nature of crimes committed in the island nation. In the 1990s under the
rule of President Chandrika Kumaratunga, the Registration of Deaths (Temporary Provisions) Act
No. 2 and No. 58 simplified the issuing of certification to families of persons, who are presumed
dead. Between 1995 and 1999, 15,000 death certificates were issued, which in turn eased access
to compensation (HRW 2008). By 2002, over 16,000 families had received compensation (HRW
2008). Fonseka (2017c) also refers to the Commission recognising the right to reparation and some
reparatory measures, including compensation for land acquisition, taken through government
circulars and programmes and the work of the Rehabilitation of Persons, Properties, and Industries
Authorities, though details of these are scant.

One major critique of transitional justice as a field is its state centricity in that the state holds the
primary responsibility for meting out justice and accountability. Increasingly, scholars are calling
for the recognition of local forms of justice, which are more bottom-up, cognisant of and responsive
to local context and victim needs (Hazan et al 2010; Lundy and McGovern 2008; McEvoy
and McGregor 2008; Kent 2019). In the absence of formal justice processes, Sri Lankan Non-
governmental organisations (NGOs) and community-based organisations (CBOs) have conducted
numerous projects premised on the concepts of truth-seeking, justice, and accountability for
victims of large-scale human rights violations. Two of these merit mention in this chapter because
they served a specific truth-seeking purpose, one about people living in the villages bordering
the conflict zone and the second on the forcible eviction of Muslims from the north of Sri Lanka
in 1990. Both were civil society-led initiatives, the first a fact-finding mission consisting of civil
society activists and academics affiliated with the Movement for Inter-Racial Justice and Equality,
while the second was formed from among the northern Muslim displaced community also to
investigate and uncover the factors behind the eviction of Muslims by the LTTE and the issues
faced by the community after their displacement. The border villages commission did not publish a

123



Farah Mihlar

final report but media coverage of their work revealed some findings particularly on the economic
and social difficulties and gender-based violence faced by this specific demography of Muslim,
Sinhala, Tamil, and indigenous populations that live on the border of the north and east (Fact
Finding Commission 1998). The citizens commission on the expulsion of the Muslims from the
northern province presented a landmark final report which for the first time provided documentary
evidence of the forcible eviction of this religious group (LST 2011). The findings could provide
the basis for a legal investigation on the crime of ethnic cleansing and/or forcible deportation and
its recommendations could be developed into specific claims of reparations by the community.

Post-2009 Transitional Justice Commitments

The events around the conclusion of Sri Lanka’s armed conflict signified a turning point, even
in a country which was known for its legacy of human rights violations. Between the extreme
positions of accusations of genocide and assertions of zero-human casualties (Saravanamuttu
2017), the blatant violation of international human rights and humanitarian laws in the last stages
of the war by both parties to the conflict was excessive (OHCHR 2015). The early UN HRC
resolutions seeking accountability for the end of the war failed to garner support from the GoSL
for the implementation of recommendations. The failure to do this confirmed the GoSL’s lack of
commitment and interest in pursuing justice and accountability for victims and led to stronger
resolutions by the Council.

However, by 2015, under a new Government, commitments were made by the GoSL in UN
HRC resolution 30/1 towards transitional justice which were far-reaching. In comparison to
previous attempts, this was broad-based, as it took into consideration all key aspects of transitional
justice initiative — truth, justice, accountability, and reconciliation. Sri Lanka’s commitments
provided for an Office of Missing Persons (OMP), OR, a truth and reconciliation commission,
a hybrid court with prosecuting powers and constitutional reform to deal with the causes of the
conflict and ensure non-repetition. The proposed process responded to historic criticisms of Sri
Lanka’s failures to combat impunity and provided for a judicial mechanism that in its hybrid
form would ensure that local limitations would be mitigated through an international presence.
No aspect of the transitional justice textbook had been left out apart from the early notable gap on
the lack of victim consultation. The GoSL addressed this problem by appointing a civil society-
led Consultation Task Force (CTF), which through an extraordinary method of zonal task forces
(ZTF) made up of community-level activists engaged in extensive and intense consultations across
the country. Though only aimed at consulting on the already proposed mechanisms, based on the
reputation of the quest for justice among those involved, the CTF enjoyed some credibility and
developed into a process of truth telling, with more than 7,300 submissions made by members of
the public. Its final report provided an account of victim experiences, and its recommendations
were detailed on the proposed mechanisms and beyond. In his final report on Sri Lanka, UN
Special Rapporteur on Transitional Justice, Pablo de Greiff (2020) states, ‘In an extraordinarily
short period, without pre-existing structures and sometimes with only limited government support,
the Task Force has established its presence broadly and deeply, including at the local level. This
is the most comprehensive effort to capture the views of victims and others on transitional justice
questions.’

One of the prominent critics of the process, Kumaravadivel Guruparan (2017), has distinguished
between three visions of transition: one shared by the ‘liberal sections of the southern polity’ for
democracy and good governance, the second by the Tamil polity for ‘deep democratisation — a
transition to a pluri-national Sri Lanka,” and a third by the majority Sinhala Buddhist community
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for ‘no transition.” Generalising on the standpoint of these groups and excluding other minorities,
such as Muslims, Guruparan goes on to present a valid case on the conflict between the Tamil and
Sinhala positions within an analytical framing, questioning the very context of transition in view of
the then President’s alignment with the extreme end of the majority Sinhala Buddhist positioning.
Guruparan (2017: 188) concludes that ‘the irreconcilable agendas at play’ made ‘the possibility
of a domestic transitional justice process highly unlikely.” In Fonseka’s seminal publication
on transitional justice in Sri Lanka, Guruparan’s co-authors identify several challenges of the
transitional justice process including, but not limited to, the ethnic and political contestations, the
history of justice failings and concerns regarding the new government’s commitments. Despite this
the voices represent a position of hope that this process more than any other offers the potential
for redress and change.

Nesiah (2017) urges caution from an external perspective through a critical analysis of the
field of transitional justice itself. Her concerns are broadly based on the privileging of ‘dominant
orthodoxy,” that among other factors is ‘technocratic,” negligent of ‘structural impunity and
systemic vulnerability’ and focuses on ‘western liberal peace’ agendas. Nesiah’s work contributes
to the growing body of scholarly writing on what Sharp (2019: 570) describes as the critical turn in
the field of transitional justice; the ‘emerging ‘fourth generation’ of transitional justice scholarship
characterised by a willingness to interrogate some of the foundational blind spots and limitations
of the field.” Transitional justice in Sri Lanka quite neatly aligns with this critique but prior to this
analysis, an assessment of the collapse of the process is necessary.

One of the earliest signs of the government’s disinterest in transitional justice came when, in
January of 2018, the then President and Prime Minister both refused to accept the final report of
their very own consultation task force. In the ensuing year, except for one government minister, all
others distanced themselves from the process. Structural issues also jeopardised it, among these
being Sri Lanka’s constitutional reform process which, though a part of transitional justice, ran
separate to it and gained far much more political interest and buy-in from all parties (Lassée 2019).
The implementation process was also split between two bodies, the Secretariat for Coordinating
Reconciliation Mechanisms (SCRM), which by name avoided referring to justice, and the Office
of National Unity and Reconciliation (ONUR), problematically suggesting that peacebuilding
and reconciliation were separate to transitional justice (ICG 2017). With continuing international
attention on implementation, the GoSL hurriedly rushed through parliament and set up the OMP
even before the CTF had completed consultations. The OMP only became operational in late 2018,
following which only one more mechanism, the Office of Reparations (OR) was appointed before
Sirisena lost his presidency in December 2019.

The year 2019 had seen a major turnaround of events, including a complete breakdown within
the coalition government leading to a collapse in relations with the President and Prime Minister.
This seriously affected the functioning of the state and compromised the country’s security.
Consequentially, the government and security apparatus did not act on numerous warnings of
an impending coordinated suicide attack by a group of ISIS-inspired militants, which took place
on Easter Sunday, killing more than 250 Christian worshippers across the island and guests
in Colombo hotels. The attacks, ten years after the end of the war, shook the country deeply
affecting inter-ethnic relations with fears of a new threat posed by the country’s minority Muslim
population. In the following months, Muslim neighbourhoods and places of religious worship
came under attack by Buddhist extremist groups in the worst incidents of religious violence
witnessed in post-independence history of the country (Mihlar 2021a,b). State complicity offered
little or no protection to Muslims bringing in harsh new laws to limit freedom of religion and belief
of the group (Mihlar 2021b). The events not only signalled the failure of transitional justice and
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reconciliation in Sri Lanka but the need for security among the larger population led to the return
of the Rajapaksas, with Gotabaya presenting himself as the strongman who having defeated Tamil
terrorists would deal with any threat from among Muslims (Mihlar 2022).

Though the Rajapaksas did not disband the OMP and OR, their opposition to the transitional
justice was well known, sealing the demise of the process that started in 2015. In 2021, the UN
HRC recognised this and, in a resolution, opposed by the GoSL, shifted the responsibility of
preserving evidence of crimes to the OHCHR (A/HRC/RES/46/1). There remains a dearth of
analysis of the collapse of this latest process of justice. The overwhelming reasoning provided in
academic and policy literature is the lack of political will or commitment on the part of the then
government.

Lassée (2019) identifies the government’s unwillingness to ‘fully endorse, promote and
implement’ its commitment leading to delays and affecting the process. He is also critical of
international actors for prioritising consultations despite the extended time it took and for not
taking a firmer position against the GoSL on implementation. A small body of literature focuses
on the neglect of victim groups, including women and minorities, which consequently affected
inclusivity and isolated the process from the larger population. The country’s Muslim population,
including those who suffered serious atrocities in the north and east, were largely marginalised
throughout the process as were the Sinhalese living in the border villages of the conflict zone
(Mihlar 2018; De Silva, Fonseka and Mihlar 2019). Efforts to include these populations or
research their ideas of justice were minimal. Few publications note the neglect of women and as an
extension of gender justice within the process. Women victims of the armed conflict, particularly
mothers and wives of disappeared, were instrumental in calls for justice, but the formal process did
little to consider their needs and demands and the process evidently fell short of a vision, let alone,
the provision of gender justice (ICG 2017).

Though yet to be properly evaluated, Nesiah’s early warning based on the larger critiques of the
field of transitional justice appears to hold firm in the Sri Lankan case. The country’s transitional
justice process was internationally construed through ‘An industry of praxis...supported by
dedicated nongovernmental organizations (NGOs) and large-scale funding from western donors’
(Gready and Robins 2019: 31); such knowledge, ‘consolidated as a field’ becomes ‘disseminated’
through ‘expert technical assistance through UN offices, foreign government agencies or INGOs’
(Nesiah 2017: 363). This was not unchallenged, victim groups continued to draw attention to their
specific issues. In the absence of national leadership, however, the ‘dominant script’ prevailed and
the promise of another series of mechanisms fitting into the internationally prescribed model of
truth-seeking, prosecutions, reparations, etc., had little appeal to victims and survivors. Transitional
justice in Sri Lanka was also distant from the larger public imaginary and completely failed to
engage with the country’s complex ethnic, religious majoritarian nationalism.

During its tenure, Buddhist nationalist extremist groups strengthened leading to a steady increase
in racist and violent campaigns against minorities. Arguably, transitional justice was not fully
realised in Sri Lanka, but its lack of appeal to victims and its failings even before implementation
offer a serious critique of the concept itself and limitations of its most extravagant design. Yet
there is no doubt that the Sri Lankan case also complicates the broader critique of the field of
transitional justice, especially on the enforcement of international norms on local communities. In
Sri Lanka, northern Tamil victims insisted on international involvement, affirming that a solution
which is ‘exclusively national will not be credible in their eyes’ (Saravanamuttu 2017: 56). Even
though very embryotic the Sri Lankan case demonstrates that transitional justice as a field requires
much more work to reconcile between its international, national, and local objectives as well as in
negotiating across identity lines to enable genuine transformative change.
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Conclusion

Through deploying a wider lens of what may constitute transitional justice, this chapter considers
a range of different mechanisms and processes implemented in modern Sri Lankan history as an
attempt to investigate and redress the country’s legacy of human rights problems. Though not strictly
within the remit of transitional justice and while clearly flawed the vast number of Cols looking
into human rights crisis, particularly enforced disappearances, as this article highlights served some
truth-seeking purpose. Yet, there were significant shortfalls in justice and accountability which
remained a demand from victim and survivor groups. No doubt the country’s 2015 commitments
best fitted the transitional justice rubric. Having promised at the least truth, justice, accountability,
reparations, and non-repetition measures, it failed to deliver. I have argued that these failing were
not limited to the political dynamics of the time but must also be understood in line with the critiques
of the field of transitional justice which have been now clearly identified in scholarly work.

The ‘Aragalaya’ of 2022 critically shows that the Sri Lankan people have potential, though
limited, to come together across ethnic, religious divides to bring about change and secondly,
that accountability is crucial to any long-term political solution. The crushing of the protest by
Rajapaksa’s predecessor, Ranil Wickremasinghe, is also indicative that transformation is not based
on individuals but on structural and systemic changes. Transitional justice then is ever more important
for Sri Lanka and its absence leaves the country lacking peace, stability, and reconciliation.
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CONTEMPORARY GENDER
ACTIVISM

Engaging the Law and the State

Kaushalya Ariyarathne and Kiran Grewal

Introduction

Sri Lanka has a long, rich history of gender activism, producing many important feminist
scholars, activists and professionals. Gender issues have been at the forefront of much of the
human rights activism in post-war Sri Lanka, either directly or indirectly. At the same time there
have been numerous other struggles led by women on a diverse range of social and economic
issues.!

Some recent examples include plantation sector activism in up-country Sri Lanka. In 2013
for the first time a major trade union in the sector — the Red Flag Union — elected a woman
(Menaha Kandaswamy) as General Secretary: a significant event in an area historically completely
male-dominated and highly patriarchal (Rashid and Rafaithu 2022). The union’s struggles and
campaigns for higher wages are captured by Jegathesan in this volume; what is significant to
note is the mobilisation of women from the Malayaga Tamil community across many sectors.
Women’s groups across the country have also raised the issue of predatory microfinance schemes
and debt: a problem that has disproportionately affected women (Wedagedara 2021). Their non-
violent demonstration was held for 55 days until called off due to the Covid-19 pandemic, which
de Silva and Wedagedara document in detail in this volume, alongside the issue of indebtedness
and land struggles. Finally, groups like the Dabindu Collective, Women’s Centre, REHD
(Revolutionary Existence for Human Development) and Stand Up have fought to demand decent
working conditions and wages for women workers in the apparel sector: covered in chapters by
Wickramasinghe and Lingham in this volume.

We will focus on four other gender-related topics that have marked the post-war era and
with which we have closely engaged. These topics make important contributions to not just
theorising Sri Lankan state and society but general debates about the relationship between social
movements and State/formal institutions and the nature of politics itself. The topics are: redress
for conflict-related violence, Muslim women’s activism for reform of personal laws, women’s
political participation and the Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Transgender, Questioning + (LGBTIQ+)
struggle for non-discrimination and the decriminalisation of homosexuality. We will provide a
brief introduction to these topics, discuss their contribution to post-war Sri Lanka’s socio-political
landscape and identify the possible theoretical insights they offer.
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Contemporary Gender Activism

First some clarifications of terminology may be helpful. In speaking of ‘gender activism’ we are
conscious that there is a certain vagueness around both terms. We have deliberately retained the
vagueness for several reasons. First, in relation to ‘gender’, we are keen to demonstrate that while
gender is often conflated with women, we also want to speak back to this. This is why we have
included LGBTIQ+ struggles here: to show how different gendered subjects can and do contribute
to challenging the established gender order in Sri Lanka and in the process open up ways of
both seeing how gender is deeply entwined with nationalism and how different articulations of
citizenship and belonging are also emerging. We also wanted to avoid limiting our discussion to
overtly ‘feminist’ or even ‘women’s rights’ activism. In relation to the first, there is no consensus
even among those advocating for women’s rights around a ‘feminist’ position. Many of the women
who have engaged in different types of rights struggles explicitly reject or resist the feminist label
for various reasons. We also want to capture the ways in which forms of activism that are not
narrowly focused on issues of “‘women’s rights’ should nonetheless be seen as gendered.

On the question of ‘activism’, we also wish to push the boundaries of what sorts of practices and
sites can properly be classified as ‘political’. In doing this we wish to pick up on a key debate within
contemporary Sri Lanka around the boundaries of civil society and the possibilities for recognising
political agency outside of the formal public sphere (Grewal 2017, 2021, 2018; Ariyarathne 2020,
2021a; Koens and Gunawardana 2021). This also connects with questions of how different social
actors have sought to engage with, through and against the State, formal institutions and the law.
By bringing in examples of ‘everyday’ resistances and engagements with traditionally conceived
‘ritual’ or ‘cultural’ (rather than political) spaces, we seek to expand the understanding of social
and political action. This we argue allows for a much richer picture of contemporary Sri Lankan
politics to emerge as well as a more nuanced and complex understanding of the political.

Redress for Conflict-Related Violence

Given the length and significance of the war to Sri Lankan modern society and politics, it is
unsurprising that there is vast literature on the gendered dimensions and impacts of the conflict. In
the post-war period, this interest has continued as the after-effects continue to be felt, militarisation
remains a significant problem and post-war justice struggles continue to take gendered forms (CEJ
2019).

Since the end of the fighting, women, especially from the Tamil community, have played
a particularly visible role in the struggle for truth, accountability and justice. This has been
explained in pragmatic terms related to the high rates of disappearance among Tamil men and the
ongoing fear of being targeted by security services. As a result, women have been overrepresented
in the Families of the Disappeared movement and have also been at the forefront of efforts to
work across ethnic and religious communities. They have also been very proactive in organising
and presenting submissions to the various fact-finding missions, consultations and commissions
that have occurred since 2009. Irrespective of the practical reasons why women may have taken
the lead, their activism has resulted in many different conceptualisations of the political that
are significant. The tropes they have drawn on have been specifically gendered and brought in
dimensions otherwise often excluded from analyses of the political.

A key feature of activism on the issue of disappearance has been the mobilisation of the trope
of ‘motherhood’ (Maunaguru 1995; De Alwis 2002, 2009; Perera-Rajasingham 2008). By using
this trope, activists have introduced two interesting contributions on the political. First, the shifting
of the focus of politics from the established public sphere into the realm of the domestic, intimate
and private opens up a way for reconceptualising the relationship between activism and everyday
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life. Second, the figure of the grieving mother has allowed for an introduction of the question of
emotions into the realm of politics.

Everyday Activism

As Rebecca Walker (2016) captures in her account of human rights work in Batticaloa in the early
2000s, life in situations of extreme violence, precarity and insecurity requires a very different
approach to space, voice and practice. In an attempt to disrupt macro-level analyses of conflict
and its meaning for subject populations, Walker focuses on the micro-level of ordinary lived
experience. Through this she highlights, ‘the quiet negotiation and shaping of spaces which are
encompassed in the endurance of the everyday’ (2016: 189). In many ways, this resonates with
work by other feminist scholars who have been similarly critical of the focus on formal, institutional
political processes in addressing issues of peace and justice which ignore and/or depoliticise the
experiences and perspectives of those most affected by the conflict (Perera-Rajasingham 2007;
Grewal 2017, 2021). The failure to engage with the less spectacular, more marginal and more
‘mundane’ forms of resistance, survival and future-making not only erases subaltern politics — a
point also discussed further in relation to LGBTIQ+ politics — it misses vital insights offered on
how the political operates and can be conceptualised. [romi Perera (2021) also describes this in
the forms of organising she documents among women forced from wattes into high-rise apartment
buildings in Colombo (see also Mohideen in this volume).

The Role of Emotion

The role of emotions in politics is a further theme that has been emerging in recent literature on
gender activism in Sri Lanka. Researchers both during and after the war have identified themes
of grief, mourning and suffering as central to people’s lives and politics. Walker argues for a
recognition of suffering, ‘within resistance rather than in opposition to it’ (2016: 189, emphasis in
original). Meanwhile, Malathi de Alwis (2016) uses the theme of mourning to disrupt hegemonic
accounts of Tamil masculinity and militarism in her sensitive study of men’s experiences in post-
Tsunami Batticaloa. De Alwis (2002, 2009) has also offered much to our understanding of the
potentiality of grief in conceptualising the political through her decades-long work on the Mothers’
movements in both the south and north and east of the country.

Moving beyond grief, the role of emotion more generally in both shaping the political
landscape and in relation to activist work is something Grewal and Cegu Isadeen (2022) and
Thananjan (2020) have attempted to explore in recent work. In an attempt to make sense of
both the regressive turn back to ethno-nationalist politics in the aftermath of Easter 2019 and
the efforts over a number of years by activists to create alternative spaces and communities in
the face of ongoing inter-communal tension, they turn to the affective dimension of politics
and community. Taking up the point by feminist scholar Clare Hemmings that, ‘in order to
know differently we have to feel differently’ (2012: 150), Grewal and Cegu Isadeen discuss
their own experiences of building a ‘feminist home’ as a site of refuge to think, rest, debate
and strategise.

This links with Thananjan’s reflections (2020) on the emotional labour involved in feminist
organising and inter-communal activism. She notes the importance of activists having space
to acknowledge their feelings of fear, humour, anger and burnout. While this is true generally
for activism, the particular challenges faced by those trying to work across ethnic and religious
communities in the context of a highly sectarian political landscape are evident.
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There have been many initiatives aimed at using gender as a vehicle for bringing together
women from different ethnic communities. As in other post-war contexts, the idea of shared
suffering as a way of transcending ethnic divides has been an important organising tool. Various
inter-ethnic women’s organisations have been established during and after the war, particularly
in the East but also in the North. However, this has faced intense challenges. Sinhala and Tamil
women’s groups have spoken about the suspicion with which they were met by armed forces during
the war (Thiruchandran 2012). Most recently, the Easter bombings in 2019 led to frictions below
the surface erupting between Tamil and Muslim women in highly disturbing ways. Thananjan
documents instances where women who had worked alongside each other for years suddenly
became reluctant to sit or eat with each other. Much work has been required to rebuild the fragile
relationships although the protests in 2022 have offered new opportunities. Activists’ reflections
on these emotional dimensions to their work are insightful in the way they allow us to theorise an
often-underrepresented aspect of movement building and activism.

The Co-option of Gender

The work of doing ‘gender’ activism is further complicated by geopolitical factors. Vasuki Nesiah
critically analyses the ways in which UN Security Council Resolution 1325 (Women Peace and
Security) has ‘occupied and constrained the landscape of peace and security in ways that have
legitimated a politics of hegemonic internationalism in the name of women affected by conflict’
(2012: 156). Doing ‘gender’ work has been mainstreamed and indeed become ‘fashionable’
within development and human rights NGOs (Thiruchandran 2012). This has led to a co-option
of women’s rights in ways that have not necessarily been positive. In one feminist activist’s
view events like international women’s day have largely been taken over by NGOs that do not
necessarily adopt particularly progressive approaches to gender.

This brings us back to the question posed by Nesiah (2012) about whether the emphasis on
women’s inclusion, ‘deflects questions regarding the distributive and ideological dimensions of
the hegemonic nation-building project... what is foregrounded and what is obscured by it, which
issues confronted and which deferred, which social forces empowered and which defeated’ (2012:
156). As with the issue of female ex-combatants (Martin 2017) and Mothers of the Disappeared,
it seems to point to the pressures to re-establish normative gender order and in turn the dominant
social and political order on which they rely (Maunaguru 1995; de Alwis 2002, 2009). Moreover,
as Grewal has documented, the emphasis on ‘human rights education’ and training while ostensibly
an agenda of empowerment, has often reproduced the divide between those who ‘know, act, think’
and those who are forever passive recipients to be disciplined, taught or saved (2017, 2021).

However gender activism has not died as a result. Rather, alongside this governmentality of
gender, as critiqued by Nesiah (2012), Grewal (2017, 2021) and others, creative and unconventional
forms of gender activism have continued to flourish. On the one hand, the role of the arts has been
central, as documented by Jeyasankar (2022). On the other hand, the space of ritual has emerged
as significant, not just as a source of solace but also a form of subaltern political expression and
space for organising (Vasuki 2012; Grewal 2017, 2018, 2021).

So too in interviews with us many grassroots activists have spoken about the ways in which
the trainings and employment opportunities offered by NGOs allowed them space to develop their
own critical consciousness and supported their transition into political actors before ultimately
moving beyond this constrained space. Similarly, while they are conscious of the limits of many of
the formal mechanisms set up following the end of the war, marginalised women have nonetheless
chosen to engage with the various commissions and consultation processes.
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This is often presented as an act of desperation but our own reading is slightly different. Based
on interviews with women activists in Mullaitivu, Batticaloa and Mannar it is evident that they see
their engagement as strategic and are pragmatic about the extent to which these formal institutions
will produce real results. Their approach is often incremental, concerned with developing their
own knowledge, skills, confidence and independence and focused on small-scale material gains
alongside larger symbolic claims to justice. Nimanthi (2007) makes similar observations in
her description of the Jaffna-based women’s shelter Poorani during the war. These insights are
important in enriching our account of the Sri Lankan political landscape: moving us beyond elite
civil society discourse to include subaltern political agency. They are also significant for those of
us interested in how human rights operate in practice, adding nuance to both positive and critical
accounts of what rights frameworks offer.

Muslim Women’s Activism for Personal Law Reforms

While post-war Tamil women’s organising has taken a mixed approach to engage the State and
formal institutions, Muslim women’s activism in recent years has been much more directly focused
on enacting law reform. The campaign to reform the Muslim Marriage and Divorce Act dates back to
at least the late 1960s. However, it has gained prominence and intensity since the most recent reform
initiative was launched in 2005 and the establishment by the Ministry of Justice of a committee
headed up by former Supreme Court Justice Saleem Marsoof in 2009. The Marsoof committee took
nine years to publish its report but this finally happened in 2018 and since then Muslim women
activists have maintained a public campaign demanding a number of essential changes to the
laws governing Muslim families. In particular they have called for a minimum age of marriage
be specified (in line with Sri Lankan national law), women be allowed to sign their own marriage
contract, and that women be allowed to be appointed as Qazis (judges), among other demands.

In making their arguments, activists have made use of a range of resources: highlighting
the rights of Muslim women as Sri Lankan citizens, invoking international human rights while
also placing the debate within the context of Islamic feminism and challenging patriarchal
interpretations of Shariah (Hamin and Cegu Isadeen 2015, 2016).2 This provides an interesting
example of how activists in postcolonial Global South contexts navigate some of the tensions
between rights language (often accused of being “Western” in its focus and framing) and communal
claims made in the name of culture and tradition (and indeed in this case religion). As others have
also demonstrated in different contexts, this challenge requires further exploration and the case of
Muslim women’s activism in Sri Lanka thus merits further scholarly research and documentation
(Rao 2010; Dave 2012).

This area of activism has also once again highlighted the challenges for marginalised groups to
address intra-communal injustices in the context of inter-communal power dynamics. The claim to
equal citizenship by Muslim women activists has been complicated significantly by a resurgence
in anti-Muslim sentiment and violence. In the post-war years there has been a rise in militant
Buddhist groups which have targeted the Muslim community, often with the complicity of the
State (Holt 2016). The aftermath of the Easter 2019 bombings led to strange alliances between
certain conservative Tamil and Sinhala actors against an apparent ‘common enemy’ in the form
of the Muslim. This led to a range of responses from rumours and boycotts of Muslim businesses,
to the detention of some prominent Muslims and the further stigmatisation of ordinary Muslims
including the restriction of movement of women wearing forms of Islamic dress.

On the one hand, the construction of the Muslim as a problem has led to a mainstreaming of
Muslim women'’s rights as a discourse mobilised by unlikely allies and provided more political
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will to abolish the parallel legal framework of Muslim family law, highlighted by Gotabhaya
Rajapakse’s ‘one country — one law’ campaign. This track has promoted the perception that it is
only Muslim family law that is an aberration, when in fact in Sri Lanka there are several parallel
laws in existence — for example Thesawalami. The Islamophobia of the State and mainstream
society has also created pressure for Muslim women to not speak against the community for fear of
feeding anti-Muslim sentiment. This positioning has made it very difficult for activists to maintain
their campaign without being co-opted or silenced. Somehow they have navigated this space, in
part through the creative use of social media and the establishment and maintenance of strong
friendship networks (see Shenk, de Mel and Wijewardene 2021).

Women’s Political Representation

Reforming Electoral Politics

Women’s movements for political representation and voting rights in Sri Lanka have a long history
dating back to the early 20th century (de Alwis and Jayawardena, 2000). As Jayawardene in
Wenona (2002) states, there was not only a women’s movement in the 20th century, but there was
also a consciousness about women’s issues in the 19th-century Sri Lanka. Concerns on women’s
under-representation in public politics have been rising since the 1990s in Sri Lanka. Women’s
civil society organisations and individuals have been lobbying the government and major political
parties for adequate women’s representation in elections. With discussions of local government
electoral reforms emerging after 2003, these discussions brought by women’s organisations were
closely linked with a 25% quota at the local governmental level (Kodikara 2009).

A provision to reserve 25% of seats in the local government for women was included in the
draft Constitution of 1997 but was not implemented. In August 2000, the Sri Lanka Women’s
NGO Forum made a strong appeal that a 25% quota for women should be included in the 2000
draft Constitution, which also did not come into force. Simultaneously, they have been having
numerous discussions with political parties and grassroot women’s organisations on the issue.
Since 2000, there was a proliferation of publications and media presence of the discussion on
women’s political participation, especially among NGOs. Several obstacles that women face in
politics were highlighted in these campaigns: issues of the electoral system itself, party-level
reluctance, family and ideological challenges posed by patriarchy, among others (Kodikara 2009;
Liyanage 2017).

In 2001, The Women’s Political Forum, a collective of 12 women’s organisations, drafted a
women’s manifesto prior to the parliamentary elections in order to highlight a number of critical
areas of concern to women in Sri Lanka, including the issue of women’s political participation. With
the establishment of the Parliamentary Select Committee on Electoral Reform in 2003, women’s
organisations initiated discussions to ensure that a quota for women would be assured in the event
of local government electoral reform. When the Committee called for representations from the
public, several NGOs submitted written submissions making a series of recommendations which
addressed the problem of women in politics. In 2006, an independent group of 27 women, forming
a women-only political party, contested the Kurunegala Pradeshiya Sabha. These campaigns were
also followed by awareness programmes at national and grassroots levels, media campaigns,
discussions with political parties and submissions to Convention on the Elimination of all forms
of Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW) Committee as shadow reports.

As aresult, the Local Authorities Election (Amendment) Act was enacted in 2017. This Act, as
a response to the Constitutional mandate for affirmative action for women, paved the way for a
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25% quota for women in the nomination lists by political parties and, therefore, can be considered
as a historic moment in the struggle for women’s political representation. In the 2018 local
government elections, 17,000 women contested out of more than 56,000 candidates. However, due
to the practical and structural issues within political parties and the electoral system, women still
face challenges in participating in local politics (Munasinghe and Ariyarathne 2019; Ranawana
and Brown 2021). In the 2019 Presidential election, there was high visibility of women’s issues
in political discussions, even though there was less participation of women on political platforms
(Commonwealth Parliamentary Association 2019). Each candidate had women’s wing’s support in
elections, while Progressive Women’s Collective, the women’s wing of the main leftist coalition,
National People’s Power (NPP) had demanded a minimum of 50% of women’s participation in the
parliament. During the election period, the Women and Media Collective announced a Women’s
Manifesto, which was delivered to all presidential candidates, drawing attention to important
women’s issues. Again, in the 2020 parliamentary elections, there were only 59 women out of
1,082 candidates and the number of elected/nominated women was 12 out of 225.

The Role of Civil Society Activism

It is important to note that the struggle for women’s political participation in early 20th Sri Lanka
was led by women’s wings of political parties and individual women (de Alwis and Jayawardena
2000; Liyanage 2014). More recently it has often been carried out by activists attached to NGO
projects. The political parties are influenced and persuaded by women in these spaces, while
they engage with the government institutions for lobbying. For example, some of these women’s
groups have submitted their proposals to the Constitutional Drafting Committee operated during
the 2016-2017 period by the then government, demanding women’s quota in national elections.
Others have engaged in discussions with state institutions, such as the National Committee on
Women attached to the Ministry of Women, the Parliamentary Select Committee on Electoral
Reform, etc. in order to push the government to make policy changes (Kodikara 2009).

Several others have engaged in challenging patriarchal ideologies which limit women’s public
roles, which is the most challenging task of all. However, the majority of post-2017 interventions
seem not to challenge the patriarchy or the structural inequalities; rather, they focus on short-
and medium-term objectives, such as enhancing skills and awareness of women, lobbying with
political parties for increased representation, etc. (Munasinghe and Ariyarathne 2019). Also, due
to the eventual NGO-isation of social and political mobilisation, the activism had turned towards
more developmental oriented interventions (Amarasuriya 2018).

The role of NGOs in Sri Lanka is a complex and controversial issue. Critics have argued NGO-
isation has both contributed to and is reflective of a crisis of left politics (Roy 2014). The rise
of funded ‘gender projects’ in the development and human rights field, NGOs have often taken
space and resources away from more politically radical activist initiatives (Nesiah 2012; Grewal
2017). The issue of women’s political participation has also been affected by the Women Peace
and Security agenda, incorporating larger geopolitical agendas. It is a further example of how
apparent ‘empowerment’ initiatives can work to reinforce existing power structures and processes
of silencing.

However as we also noted above, the NGO space has also offered opportunities to marginalised
actors who otherwise have limited access to the public sphere. Studying political participation
among Tamil women in Sri Lanka, Koens and Gunawardana (2021) argue that NGO training
have contributed women’s coming out for electoral politics in Mannar, North Sri Lanka. Our own
research supports this conclusion.
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With formal political parties failing to deliver, the shift to using civil society spaces as sites for
reimagining and demanding new political arrangements has been important. The current events in
Sri Lanka (the protests still ongoing as we write) have further highlighted the disconnect between
the possibilities for democratic politics within formal State institutions and the articulation of
democracy through popular demands and practices. Thus while civil society cannot be idealised
and also requires constant critical engagement of who is excluded and how, it has also offered
an important site for democratic politics in a context where liberal democratic institutions have
largely failed.

LGBTIQ+ Activism

The Beginnings of a Movement

The first gay rights organisation in Sri Lanka, Companions on a Journey (ColJ), was launched in
1995, with the support of the Dutch government and Alliance London — a UK-based HIV/AIDS
support group. Likewise, the majority of LGBTIQ+ rights organisations in Sri Lanka started after
2000s were funded by or even formed as a result of funding provided to prevent global HIV/AIDS
programmes. Even after the closing down of several NGOs in the aftermath of the war, there are
14 LGBTIQ+ organisations currently functioning in Sri Lanka (Waradas 2022).

The early activism was mainly focused on healthcare, peer support and networking, while the
decriminalisation of homosexuality gradually entered into discussions in the period of 2005-2010.
Apart from decriminalisation, there were advocacy programmes run by organisations on several
other issues, such as discrimination and gender-based violence against LGBTIQ+ communities,
access to healthcare and justice. A number of organisations started submitting shadow reports to the
CEDAW Committee after 2010. These reports were compiled not only by LGBTIQ organisations
but also by women’s rights groups who worked for intersectional justice. These reports highlighted
the critical issues faced by LGBTIQ communities in Sri Lanka in relation to the police, healthcare,
state and the public.

After 2015, the Yahapalana government was generally supportive of LGBTIQ+ communities,
since there were non-heterosexual individuals represented in high positions in the government.
However, their attempts for decriminalisation were not successful, due to a lack of support and
engagement with civil society and citizens. Meanwhile, LGBTIQ groups were constantly engaging
with the Human Rights Commission of Sri Lanka (HRCSL) who dedicated one of its nine sub-
committees to LGBTIQ issues (Sub Committee on the Rights of LGBTIQ Persons). During the
public representations for a new Constitution and reconciliation mechanisms, LGBTIQ groups
made written submission to these Committees. The Public Representation Committee (PRC) even
suggested the government change the equality clause of the new Constitution. Once again we
see that, while institutional mechanisms set up in the post-war period have often failed to deliver
major structural reform, they have offered a space for marginalised communities and individuals
to come forward and speak. This has both allowed for new political actors to gain access to the
public sphere and diversified the political agenda.

Transgender Politics

Meanwhile, transgender individuals have been individually trying to obtain support of the
healthcare and document change support by filing individual court cases in District Courts and
complaining to the HRCSL. As a result of one such case, a group of activists, HRCSL and the
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Ministry of Health collectively conducted a consultation in order to seek possibilities of gender
change. This was followed by issuance of Health Ministry circular No. 01-34/2016, allowing
psychiatrists to issue of a Gender Recognition Certificate (GRC) to transgender individuals and the
Registrar General’s Circular No. 06/2016 which allowed transgender people to change their gender
in Birth Certificate. With this, several trans-dedicated NGOs were formed, who started supporting
transgender individuals for surgeries, hormone treatments and document change. While some
scholars argue that GRC paves the way for transgender persons in Sri Lanka to change their legal
gender on official documents and for a new life (Ginige and Malalgama 2018; Yutthaworakool
2021), others have highlighted the paradox of recognition of trans persons who are supposed to
claim citizenship rights and ‘proper’ identity through a constant medical gaze (Ariyarathne 2021a,
2021b).

Efforts described above are similar to transgender people in various different contexts, but what
is often not remarked upon is the vernacular forms of expression that transgender people have used
to both assert their identities in public and to build space for themselves in communities. Ariyarathne
(2020, 2021a 2022) has captured some of this in her ethnographic study of transgender people in
Colombo. In the process, she has shown that these practices are significant for a number of reasons.
First, they allow us to expand our understanding of transgender people beyond stigmatised victims
to see them as creative political subjects in their own right. Second, by recognising their actions as
a form of politics (again, using every day and ‘cultural’ forms that have traditionally been excluded
from our understanding of the political), our conceptualisation of the contemporary political scene
in Sri Lanka is enriched. And finally, she points out that these gender performances allow for a
further disruption of the normative gender, sexual and ethnic constructions on which the State and
religious and political elites rely.

Intersectional Activism

By 2016, there was a high amount of online presence of LGBTIQ+ activists who were either
affiliated to organisations, or worked individually to promote rights. A research study has indicated
that to LGBTIQ+ Sri Lankans, the internet has been a significant tool for creating networks,
building identities (collectively and individually) as well as community mobilising (WMC 2017).
The proliferation of LGBTIQ+-related materials on Facebook and other social media platforms
is very much visible since 2015. The use of these online resources for community building and
organising mirrors the findings of Shenk et al (2021) regarding the role that social media has
played for Muslim women activists (discussed above).

The year 2018 marked an important juncture of intersectional political approach of LGBTIQ+
activism in Sri Lanka. Followed by the then President’s homophobic comment on gay politicians
in the government and the constitutional coup in 2018, several LGBTIQ+ organisations and
individuals in Colombo gathered and demanded to convene the Parliament and restore democracy.
As Wanniarachchi (2019) suggests, these protests were very significant in terms of the response
of the LGBTIQ+ movement to the President by occupying public spaces with their bodies with
signs such as ‘Butterflies are also voters’, ‘Butterfly power’. He argues that the publicness of the
butterfly assemblage refused the domesticity into which the State attempted to dispose their bodies.
Thus, as with the women’s political participation activism, this presented an important challenge
to the public/private divide on which the State has long relied. As with the increased attention
given to women'’s issues in the 2019 and 2020 election campaigns, the ‘Butterflies’ movement
during the 2018 parliamentary stand-off created an unprecedented visibility of LGBTIQ people
and issues in the mainstream public and political spheres. By calling out the use of homophobic
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slurs within parliament, this movement both introduced gay rights into mainstream political debate
and challenged the heteronormative and patriarchal foundations of the State and formal politics.

The other important aspect of the LGBTIQ+ movement in Sri Lanka after 2015 is their
engagement in electoral political campaigns. During the Presidential election in 2019, Progressive
Queer Collective (PQC) was formed as a collection of individuals, leftist queer activists, who
supported the LGBTIQ+ policy of the NPP. There were several other activists who demanded
the inclusion of LGBTIQ policy with other presidential candidates, however, except the NPP
candidate, none of the other candidates included LGBTIQ policy in their documents. As a result,
PQC campaigned widely across the country for the support of the leftist coalition.

Another important post-war development of the LGBTIQ movement was the emergence
of LGBTIQ organisations outside of Colombo, especially in the North and the East. Queer
organisations, such as Jaffna Sangam, Anichcham Collective (in the East) and Jaffna Transgender
Network, Malayaga Queer Community had initially started with some connection with Colombo-
based organisations; however, they have managed to establish their own geographical peripheries
of work during the last five years. Importantly, the queer pride events that were initially limited
to Colombo are now expanded to Jaffna (online and offline), taken over by Tamil-speaking queer
communities. Compared to the LGBTIQ organisations who hide their work behind general human
rights titles, Tamil-speaking queer movement has been very much visible in the public sphere,
while some of the organisations’ (such as Jaffna Sangam and Anichcham Collective) approaches to
political issues are intersectional. Even though these organisations have not publicly campaigned
for elections, some of them (i.e. Jaffna Sangam, Anichcham Collective) have shown loyalty to
national leftist political movements. As Waradas (2022) points out it is important to note that even
though these NGOs are dependent on foreign funds, and often painted as pro-neo-liberal, these
funds were used to strategically deploy a movement that is rather radical in mainstreaming the
LGBTIQ rights in Sri Lanka.

The 2022 Aragalaya: The Gendered Dimension of Mass Popular Protest

As we were writing this chapter, a major popular uprising took place across Sri Lanka in 2022.
Referred to as the Aragalaya (Porattum in Tamil, Struggle in English), it led to the then government
resigning and was heralded for its non-violent and decentred approach. While protest sites emerged
across the country, a large crowd began gathering regularly at Galle Face in the centre of Colombo
from late March/early April, which led to the establishment of an encampment that came to be
known as Gotagogama (Gota Go Village). Other Gotagogamas and localised protest sites and
movements sprang up in different parts of the country and while there was scepticism expressed
about whether the Aragalaya could or would really respond to al/l Sri Lankans’ struggles, a
moment of optimism seemed to open up that a new type of politics and political engagement may
be possible. Outside of Colombo the Batticaloa ‘Justice March’ and ‘Justice Village’ — primarily
established and led by women — continue as active sites of resistance, civic engagement and
popular education (Emmanuel 2022).

Within all of this women and queer Sri Lankans have been explicitly present. They have
represented different communities (i.e. Malayaga Tamil, women from NGOs, activists from the
North and East, women who were seeking disappeared family members, LGBTIQ communities,
etc.) and participated not only under the common slogan of Gotagohome, but also used the space
to demand broader accountability, economic equality and justice. A women’s group called ‘Galle
Face Aragalaye Kantha Handa’ (Women'’s Voice of the Galle Face) was organised within the larger
Organising Committee of the Galle Face and launched separate protests voicing for demands of

139



Kaushalya Ariyarathne and Kiran Grewal

gender justice. So too the first Pride March in Colombo was held in June 2022 by LGBTIQ+
organisations, activists and allies and walked to the Galle Face protest site demanding equality and
justice for gender and sexual minorities. There have also been a wide array of public ‘teach outs’ at
protest sites, which have both sought to raise issues of gender injustice and highlight the gendered
effects and impacts of the current political and economic crisis.

In many ways the 2022 protest movement has acted as a microcosm of the broader trends
within Sri Lanka in terms of gender activism. The 2022 Aragalaya provided a valuable platform
to both bring together various struggles and to highlight the intersectional nature of disadvantage,
marginalisation and injustice within Sri Lanka. The decentred nature of the protest movement
has meant that many different causes have been able to co-exist (in sometimes uncomfortable but
nonetheless productive ways) and come together under a common banner. It has also offered a
space for the active participation of women and other gendered subjects from all walks of life, as
protestors, educators and leaders. At the same time there have been several instances where women
activists’ suggestions and representations have been either ignored or suppressed by men in the
organising committees (authors’ personal conversations with activists), once again highlighting
the need for broader shifts in political culture and attitudes beyond institutional reform. Many of
these issues have been expressly identified in discussions emerging out of the Aragalaya such as
in the discussions around the People’s Council and People’s Parliament initiatives.

Engaging the State and Law: Trajectories

Aside from providing rich interventions into post-war Sri Lankan social and political life, the
examples of gender activism we have described offer important theoretical contributions that
deserve recognition. Through the forms their activism have taken, these groups challenge us to
rethink the role of the State, formal institutions and civil society. What we hope has been clear
is that the institutional efforts at democratisation have often failed those most marginalised and
discriminated. However, that does not mean that there have not been important engagements with
these institutions: sometimes in conventional and sometimes unconventional forms. In the process
they have both highlighted the failures and opened up new possibilities.

As Vasuki Nesiah has articulated, the framing of law against violence misses the crucial fact
that, ‘violence and militarism articulate through law, rather than against law’ (original emphasis).
This leads her to call for a better analysis of the socio-political meaning of both violence and
law in Sri Lanka. Based on the developments in recent years and the insights offered by activists
themselves, we would argue that this analysis has been a key feature of activist engagements with
law. Rather than appealing to law as the answer to their oppression, activists have treated law as a
site of discursive and material struggle. An arena within which they have sought to assert a voice
but not necessarily accepted uncritically as having authority or legitimacy. So too in the process
of calling on the State to deliver certain types of justice, many of the forms of gender activism
we have described above have actually provided valuable critical insights into its patriarchal and
heteronormative foundations.

In this sense, while we agree to an extent with Sharika Thiranagama’s (2013) interpretation
of citizen engagements with processes like the LLRC? hearings as desperate but doomed efforts
at holding an unresponsive State to account, we also believe there is more going on. Many of the
activists in the movements we have discussed above are highly aware of the obstacles to official
recognition. Their reasons for engaging with institutions are therefore complex. In some cases, it is
a form of empowerment self-education themselves and confidence building. In this sense what the
activists describe seems to be a form of ‘informed disenchantment’ similar to that documented by
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Mary Gallagher in relation to Chinese citizens: a paradoxical process by which engagement with the
system reduces the faith of individuals in it but empowers them to be more knowledgeable, strategic
and creative in making demands in the future (for more see Grewal 2017: 189). This ‘life of law’
beyond formal institutional logics is important and often under-acknowledged (Grewal 2017).

Finally, what many of the examples we have discussed above have highlighted is that while
we are often focused on the spectacular and/or institutionalised aspects of activism, what in fact
sustains it is often more mundane: the everyday practices of survival, community and care, the
emotional and creative labour dedicated to not just demanding social change but reimagining
the social foundations on which that might occur and the tricky negotiations of solidarity across
difference. They represent the ‘affective infrastructure’, feminists like Jasmina Husanovic (2020)
have described: the often unrecognised underlying structures which are essential to making
institutional and public engagement possible. They also address a gap identified by Harini
Amarasuriya (2015), in exploring dissent and resistance beyond the narrow frames of ethnicity
and nationalism. And finally, in our view, they provide valuable contributions to broader debates
about activism and the nature of the political that may have resonances and significance in other
contexts.

Notes

1 Women have also been actively involved in various ways with the different resurgent religious movements
(see for example Farzana Haniffa’s 2008 work on women’s da'wa groups), but this is unfortunately
beyond the scope of this chapter, which focuses more on rights campaigns.

2 The Muslim Women’s Research and Action Forum has produced a range of publications on topics related
to women, Islam and Muslim family and personal law: https://mwraf.lk/category/publications/.

3 The Lessons Learnt and Reconciliation Commission, established by the Sri Lankan government
immediately after the end of the War in response to calls for investigations into and accountability
for serious violations of international human rights and humanitarian law: https://reliefweb.int/report/
sri-lanka/report-commission-inquiry-lessons-learnt-and-reconciliation.
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SRI LANKA’S FOREIGN
DEBT CRISIS

Deep Roots?

Umesh Moramudali

Introduction

On 12 April 2022, for the first time in the country’s post-independence history, Sri Lanka defaulted
on its foreign debt (with the exception of debt from multilateral agencies) and announced that the
country will restructure its foreign debt repayments. The announcement came amidst the most
severe economic crisis the country has faced since its independence: with a shortage of essentials;
soaring food prices; and daily electricity cuts of up to 13 hours. A week after the announcement
of sovereign default, Sri Lanka initiated discussions with the International Monetary Fund (IMF)
and reached a staff-level agreement to enter a four-year-long IMF programme under the Extended
Fund Facility (EFF) of about US$2.9 billion. In parallel, the Sri Lankan government-initiated debt
restructuring negotiations.

Sri Lanka’s post-independence development has been significantly driven by foreign loans
obtained for investment as well as consumption purposes. This was largely due to a compounding
budget deficit and current account deficit, a scenario often referred to as ‘twin deficit’. Successive
governments continued to borrow to bridge this deficit.

A Brief History

Sri Lanka has been often referred to as a ‘donor darling’, due to its dependence on concessionary
foreign loans and aid (Jayasinghe 2016; CBSL 2016). From 1950 to 1980, Sri Lanka relied on
foreign loans for consumption purposes. Such foreign financing assistance played a key role in
the country’s development as Sri Lanka had a persistent budget deficit. As the country’s reliance
on foreign loans increased while having a high budget deficit and current account deficit, Sri
Lanka faced a Balance of Payment (BOP) crisis. This meant, from time to time Sri Lanka did not
have foreign currency to finance imports and make foreign loan repayments. These BOP crises
were a frequent phenomenon in Sri Lanka’s economic history since 1960. Such crises compelled
the country to enter IMF programmes to address short-term foreign currency liquidity issues. Sri
Lanka first sought IMF assistance in 1965, and this practice continued at least 16 times despite the
changes in government and economic policies.

Sri Lanka was the first country in South Asia to adopt liberalization policies. It did so in 1977
and consequently, Sri Lanka received a large number of foreign loans for development projects

DOI: 10.4324/9781003300991-16 147
This chapter has been made available under a CC-BY-NC-ND 4.0 license.


https://doi.org/10.4324/9781003300991-16

Umesh Moramudali

Public Debt in Sri Lanka

70.0
60.0
9 500
=
T
o
o 40.0
[a)
o
2 300
=
®
& 200
10.0
0.0
O N & W 0 O o < O 0 O &N & VW 0 O o < O 00 O N < VW o O
N IS IS IS IS 00600 00 00 0 & &0 &0 & O © © O O O w = o = «
[¢)] [¢)] ()] ()] [¢)] [e)] (o)) [*)] [¢)] ()] (o)} ()] (o)) [o)] [e)] o o o o o o o) o o o o
— — — - - - - i — - i - - - i o o~ o~ o~ o~ o~ o~ o~ o~ o~ o~

e DOmestic Debt e Foreign Debt

Graph 10.1 Debt to GDP ratio in Sri Lanka (Source: Author constructed based on CBSL data)

that were supported by the World Bank and IMF (Kadiragamar 2018). In 1989, the country’s
foreign debt stock reached its peak at 62% of GDP, largely caused by the foreign loans obtained
to develop infrastructure, such as the Mahaweli accelerated programme, and to compensate for
the impact of ethnic conflict which worsened after 1983. Since then, moderate economic growth
was the norm, relying more on domestic debt, which led to a reduction in foreign debt stock as
a percentage of the GDP (see Graph 10.1). The fact that the country was able to do so through
decades of conflict and war is considered remarkable, although the war years also contributed to
sluggish growth (Venugopal 2018).

Foreign Debt Dynamics in the Post-War Era

In 1997, Sri Lanka’s debt dynamics started to significantly change after upgrading to a middle-
income country status. Concessionary loans provided to Sri Lanka by multinational institutions,
such as World Bank and Asian Development Bank (ADB), gradually declined after Sri Lanka (De
Mel and De Silva 2012). However, despite the constant increase in per capita income, Sri Lanka
needed energy infrastructure to provide electricity to all. Furthermore, following the end of the civil
war, the government identified hard infrastructure development as the focus of its post-war recovery
plans (Chan, Ruwanpura and Brown 2019; Ruwanpura, Rowe and Chan 2020). The country
continued to have a high budget and current account deficit. To embark on its post-war infrastructure
development plans, Sri Lanka resorted to non-concessionary loans from foreign sources.

There are two key aspects to this phenomenon. Firstly, Sri Lanka began to borrow from
international capital markets in 2007 by issuing International Sovereign Bonds (ISBs).! In July
2007, Sri Lanka issued its’ first ISB of USD 500 million maturing in five years (Weerakoon 2017).
Since then, ISBs have become the major source of foreign financing for Sri Lanka with the country
issuing 13 ISBs worth USD 16 billion (ERD 2022). As a result, by the end of 2021, 36% of
Sri Lanka’s total outstanding foreign debt stock were ISBs. These market borrowings significantly
differ from the concessionary loans provided by multilateral and bilateral development agencies
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data from the CBSL and ERD 2022)

in that the latter is tied to a development project, while ISBs are not. The Sri Lankan government,
therefore, had complete financial autonomy over how the funds were utilized. These commercial
borrowings, however, were extremely costly. For ISBs issued Sri Lanka had to pay interests ranging
from 5.5% to 8.5% with a very short payback period of either five or 10 years. Conversely, most
concessionary loans were provided at an interest rate ranging from 0.1% to 2% with a payback
period of 30—40 years (De Mel and De Silva 2012).

Secondly, since 2005, Sri Lanka heavily relying on non-concessionary loans to develop large
infrastructure projects (see Graph 10.2). Many of these loans were provided as export credit by
Export-Import Banks (EXIM Banks) in several countries, with EXIM Bank of China being the
main provider. During 2007-2015, a number of large-scale infrastructure projects were carried
out utilizing loans obtained from EXIM Bank of China, including the Colombo-Katunayaka
Expressway, which connects the commercial capital Colombo with the major airport in the
country, the Norochcholai power plant, the Hambantota Port, Mattala International Airport, an
extension of Southern Expressway and many other road constructions. According to the External
Resource Department (ERD), during 2007-2015, out of total foreign loan disbursements, 17%
was provided by the EXIM Bank of China. While the interest rates of the majority of EXIM
bank loans were around 2%, these loans had a shorter grace period and shorter payback period
compared to loans obtained from multilateral agencies and other lenders during previous decades.
Therefore, Sri Lanka had to start repaying such loans after four to six years of obtaining them and
had to complete repayments within 15-20 years.

These two significant changes in the type of foreign loans obtained by Sri Lanka led to a
complete shift in the country’s foreign debt portfolio. The share of non-concessionary debt out of
total foreign debt was below 5% in 2006 and, by the end of 2014, it had increased to 52%. The
maturity structure of foreign loans also took a complete turn. This meant most of Sri Lanka’s
outstanding foreign loans had short payback periods, imposing a high annual foreign debt
repayment burden (Weerakoon and Jayasuriya 2019).
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Table 10.1 Foreign debt repayment for different creditors

Foreign debt repayments of Sri Lanka — 2015-2021

ISBs  World Bank and ADB ~ China

Average outstanding debt as a % of total foreign debt 342 237 17.8
Average debt repayment as a % of total foreign debt repayments 356 139 18.2
Average interest payments as a % of total foreign debt repayments 20.7 3.1 5.7
Average principle payments as a % of total foreign debt repayments 14.9  10.8 12.4

Source: Author calculations based on the data from CBSL and ERD 2022.

Prior to 2007, a large portion of foreign debt repayments were concessionary loan repayments,
which were spread across approximately 30—40 years with low-interest rates (De Mel and De
Silva 2012). Having a long repayment period meant that the annual debt repayment burden was
manageable (see Table 10.1). However, as the portion of non-concessionary foreign loans continue
to rise, it became increasingly difficult to meet foreign debt obligations.

Structural Weaknesses and Foreign Debt

While dependence on foreign commercial borrowing is a common phenomenon among middle-
income countries, economic history shows that it has led to severe economic crises. In the 1970s
and 1980s, for example, the short-sighted decisions of many Latin American countries to rely on
commercial lending from foreign sources led to serious and prolonged economic crises (Devlin
and Ffrench-Davis 1995). Research also shows that relying on foreign commercial borrowings and
capital market liberalization has proven to contract production, curtail government investment and
slow down growth (Stiglitz 2003).

Sri Lanka’s decision to rely heavily on non-concessionary foreign borrowings too was short-
sighted. The country’s economy had not sufficiently developed to absorb the implications of
relying on non-concessionary foreign financing. The major reason for this was the unaddressed
structural weaknesses of the economy despite Sri Lanka transitioning itself from lower-income
status to middle-income status in 1997.

One of the major structural weaknesses of the Sri Lankan economy is its inadequate tax revenue.
Sri Lanka’s transition to middle-income status as well as the shift to foreign commercial borrowing
took place in the context of a continuous fall in tax to GDP ratio (Moramudali 2021). Sri Lanka’s
tax performance, depicted by the tax-to-GDP ratio, started to decline in the mid-1990s and continued
for the next three decades (Moore 2017). From 1990 to 1995, Sri Lanka had an average tax-to-GDP
ratio of 18.5%, while from 2010 to 2015, it declined to 11.9%. In contrast, due to the high level of
non-concessionary foreign borrowings, the government’s interest cost increased significantly. During
1990-1995, interest cost amounted to 34% of tax revenue, it rose to 44% during 2010-2015 and further
increased to 54% during 2015-2020. Thus, when Sri Lanka started to repay non-concessionary foreign
loans, the country was compelled to borrow heavily to meet debt repayments as the government revenue
was not sufficient. As the interest payments for foreign debt increased, the government was compelled
to drastically cut back on social spending. Interest payments have been the largest single expenditure
item of Sri Lanka, accounting for nearly 25% of total government expenditure (Athukorala et al. 2017).

Over the last two decades, Sri Lanka’s reliance on foreign loans has provided a significant part
of the required financing for government expenditure. The dependency on foreign debt, therefore,
allowed successive governments to continue funding public investment through debt as opposed
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to taxes. This practice allowed Sri Lanka to boost economic growth in the short term ignoring
the need to increase the tax revenue. As the interest cost of public debt rose amid a continuously
declining tax ratio, government expenditure on social spending, such as health and education,
remained stagnant (Moore 2017). Total government expenditure on education as a share of GDP
reduced from 2.5% in 2000 to 2% in 2016. Conversely, interest repayments for foreign debt, which
amounted to 0.7% of the GDP in 2000, increased to 1.1% in 2015 and 1.8% in 2020.

Although rising debt servicing cost was a grave concern, keeping low tax rates and providing
tax exemptions were crucial to political establishments to satisfy their lobbying groups. In the
2019 Presidential Election, Gotabhaya Rajapaksa pledged to reduce income tax rates and abolish
some taxes. The promised tax cuts were provided immediately after the Presidential Election of
2019. This resulted in a significant reduction in government revenue. In 2020, Sri Lanka’s tax-to-
GDP ratio fell to 8.1% and further decreased to 7.7% in 2021, making it the lowest tax-to-GDP
ratio Sri Lanka recorded in the post-independent era (CBSL 2022). This significant reduction of
government revenue led to an increase in public debt stock and expanded money printing resulting
in credit rating downgrades. The impacts of these tax cuts were severe as Sri Lanka was burdened
with massive foreign debt repayments obligations due to the ISB maturities due each year starting
from 2020. These factors all contributed to Sri Lanka’s sovereign default in 2022.

The other major structural weakness of the Sri Lankan economy was the stagnation of export
performances. While Sri Lanka’s GDP per capita continued to climb after 2000, the country’s
export performances continued to deteriorate (Athukorala et al 2017). Exports as a share of the GDP
fell from 39% in 2000 to 21% in 2015 (CBSL various years). Given that exports were the major
source of foreign currency inflow to Sri Lanka, the continuous weakening of export performances
resulted in stagnation of foreign currency inflows to the country. Therefore, Sri Lanka’s hasty
decision to rely heavily on foreign commercial borrowings while the country’s export performance
was weakening resulted in a continuous surge of the external debt servicing ratio and a widening of
the external finance gap (see Graph 10.3). During 2001-2010, the average external debt repayment
ratio (as a percentage of exports) was 13.4% and it increased to 25% during 2011-2020.

External Debt Servicing in Sri Lanka
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Graph 10.3  Exports and external debt ratio (Source: Author compiled based on CBSL data)
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External Vulnerabilities and ISBs

Significant increases in the external debt servicing ratio were caused by three major factors. First,
was the increase of ISB repayments, which accounted for more than 30% of total foreign debt
repayment during 2015-2021. Second, was a substantial increase in debt repayment for project
loans, largely caused by the repayment for project loans obtained during 2005-2010. Third, and
more serious, was the structural weakness was Sri Lanka’s failure to substantially increase its
export earnings. Continuous reduction of the share of export from GDP resulted in a large share of
export income spending to meet foreign debt repayment obligations which were rising due to the
increasing reliance on ISBs and other foreign commercial borrowings.

ISB repayments adversely affected the external debt ratio and government finances due to
several reasons. Firstly, unlike concessionary loans, ISBs did not have a grace period, meaning that
the country was required to repay interest from the very next year of issuing the ISBs. Secondly, the
payment structure of ISBs poses challenges to a debt-distressed country like Sri Lanka due to the
maturity structure (De Zilwa and Illanperuma 2021). The principal amount of the ISB is not repaid
in instalments, but as a one-off payment in full when the bond matures (at the end of the repayment
period). This results in a significant increase in foreign debt repayment, leading to a major outflow
of foreign currency, causing an increase in the external debt servicing ratio. Data shows that during
the years in which ISBs matured, Sri Lanka recorded a spike in the external debt servicing ratio
due to the massive one-off payments. Thirdly, ISBs have high-interest rates ranging from 5.5% to
8.5% requiring repayment within 5—10 years (ERD 2023). Thus, constant reliance on ISBs led to
an enormous increase in interest payments to foreign creditors.

The above discussion points to significant changes in debt repayment dynamics compared with
concessionary loan repayments, which were obtained at interest rates ranging from 0.1% to 2%
with a payback period of 30—40 years (see Table 10.2). The Sri Lankan economy was accustomed
to managing concessionary loan repayments because the loan repayment burden was not colossal.
For example, although the aggregate outstanding debt to ADB and World Bank was approximately
25% of the total outstanding foreign loans in 2021, debt repayments for these loans amounted to
only 14% of total foreign debt repayments. In comparison, ISB repayments in 2021 amounted to
47% of total foreign debt repayments even though the outstanding ISB stock was only 36%.

This is not a one-off scenario. Data indicates that sovereign bond repayments have been the
largest foreign debt obligations during the last five years (Moramudali and Panduwawala 2022).
Calculations by the author based on data from the Ministry of Finance show that during 2015-
2021, ISB repayments amounted to 36% of total foreign debt repayments while repayments for
loans obtained from two major multilateral agencies were only 14%.

Table 10.2 Maturity, grant element and interest rates of foreign debt — 2020

Category Grace period ~ Repayment period ~ Grant element  Avg. interest
(vears) (vears) (%) rates (% p.a.)

Bilateral 0-21 0-40 0-100 1.81

Multilateral 0-18 041 0-100 1.59

Commercial 0-14 0-30 (13)-61 6.05

Export credit ~ 0-18 0-23 (12)-100 3.97

Average 4.04

Source: Ministry of Finance and Central Bank of Sri Lanka.
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However, increasing ISBs were not the sole reason for Sri Lanka’s foreign debt troubles. Since
2010 — following the end of the war, the increase of debt repayment for large-scale infrastructure
project loans obtained from bilateral lenders including China was also a reason for the increase of
foreign debt repayment burden.

The Myth of the Chinese Debt Trap

During the post-conflict era, the two major sources of Sri Lanka’s foreign debt were international
capital markets and China. The latter has emerged as the biggest bilateral lender since 2005.
However, out of total foreign borrowings, most loans were obtained through international capital
markets through issuing ISBs which accounted for approximately 40% of total foreign loans
disbursed to Sri Lanka during 2007-2021. Thus, the largest source of Sri Lanka’s foreign lending
for Sri Lanka during the post-conflict era is not China, but international capital markets (see Graph
10.4). By the end of 2021, 36% of Sri Lanka’s outstanding public foreign debt was ISBs while
loans obtained from China only account for 20% (Ministry of Finance of Sri Lanka 2021).

This clarification is important as Sri Lanka’s debt problems are often reduced to an issue
of Chinese lending. The island nation is frequently portrayed as a victim of the Chinese debt
trap in international media as well as in international development discussions (Chellaney 2017;
Abi-Habib 2018). The origin of this narrative can be attributed to the misinterpretation of the
leasing of Hambantota Port to China Merchant Port Company as a debt-equity swap (Moramudali
2019; Rithmire and Li 2019). As I repeatedly outlined in this chapter, Sri Lanka’s foreign debt
troubles are a result of foreign commercial borrowings or ISBs, without addressing structural
weaknesses which led to BOP issues. The lease of Hambantota Port was one strategy to generate
foreign currency inflows and was not a debt-equity swap (Acker, Brautigam and Huang 2020;

Outstanding debt at the end of 2021

HChina WADB MWorldBank MISBs MJapan MIndia M China-Term Loan Facilities ™ Other

Graph 10.4 Outstanding debt at the end of 2021 (Source: Author developed based on the data from ERD —
Data includes State-Owned Enterprise (SOE) loans obtained through the Treasury)
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Moramudali and Panduwawala 2022). Thus, narrowing down Sri Lanka’s foreign debt troubles as
a ‘Chinese debt trap’ is inaccurate.

During 2010-2021, debt repayments to Chinese lenders including commercial loans obtained
from China Development Bank (CDB) amounted to only 14.7% of total foreign loan repayments
(Moramudali and Panduwawala 2022). While the Chinese debt trap is an exaggeration and
a misinterpretation of Sri Lanka’s debt troubles, Chinese lending plays a very crucial role in
Sri Lanka’s debt landscape, particularly in the context of debt restructuring. The reluctance
of Chinese creditors to commit to restructuring debt and delays to provide finance assurances
resulted in delays in Sri Lanka obtaining a bailout package from the IMF. Obtaining financing
assurance from China was a precondition to receiving the said bailout package, provided in
the form of an EFF of USD 2.9 billion in March 2023 (IMF 2023a). In going forward, China
continues to play a crucial role in Sri Lanka’s debt restructuring process as the largest bilateral
creditor. Furthermore, Chinese debt has often been subject to public and scholarly criticism for
allegedly facilitating corruption. Some scholars have characterized Chinese lending as quasi-
predatory lending or odious debt claiming that projects for which Sri Lanka sought loans lacked
an overt public purpose (Sornarajah 2022). While this is up for debate, it is evident that some
Chinese lending violated good governance practices. For instance, most of the export credit loans
provided by China EXIM Bank lacked transparency and competitive bidding, which resulted in
having room for practices of corruption.

Credit, Corruption and Debt

Increased reliance on export credit loans to develop infrastructure also played a key role in
worsening Sri Lanka’s economic vulnerabilities. These large-scale infrastructure projects — such
as the Hambantota port, the Colombo-Katunayake Expressway and the Mattala International
Airport — funded through export credit had major room for corruption and very little local value
addition other than expanding political power.

These export credit lines were mostly provided by the EXIM Banks of different countries
(EXIM Bank of China, EXIM Bank of India, etc.), and the contract to develop the infrastructure
is often assigned to a contractor in the lending country. This means infrastructure development
projects funded through export credit are often carried out through unsolicited bids, leaving
enormous room for corruption and overpricing. Studies show that EXIM Bank loans are often
given with conditions, such as the need to hire a contractor from the lending country (Verité
Research 2020). The evidence also suggests that projects funded through bilateral credit are tied
to contractors domiciled in lender countries, are awarded without competitive bidding, and is
highly capital intensive and, therefore, inefficient in terms of capital deployment (Gunaruwan
2016). This indicates that Sri Lanka overspent on its large infrastructure projects resulting in a
significant increase in foreign debt stock while the value added to the economy is much lower than
the increase in debt.

Although Sri Lanka National Procurement Guidelines stress competitive bidding for awarding
contracts for government-funded infrastructure projects, most of these projects were awarded
to contractors in lending countries through unsolicited bidding or restrictive bidding. While the
guidelines state that deviating from competitive bidding is allowed in exceptional circumstances,
with the rise of export credit loans, this exception seems to have become the norm. According to a
recent study, 13 out of 35 foreign loans of the highest value obtained through bilateral lending during
2005-2018 were facilitated through unsolicited bidding (Verité Research 2020). Interestingly, out
of these 13 bilateral project lending facilitated through unsolicited bidding, 12 loans were obtained
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from China. For example, the very first loan agreement to construct the Hambantota port states that
the contractor for constructing the port was China Harbour Engineering Company (CHEC) and
85% of the contract amount was provided through the loan.?

However, it is important to highlight that providing export credit loans with restrictive
conditions is not an exclusive phenomenon to China. Other bilateral lenders, such as Japan and
India, have also been engaging in providing tied lending to Sri Lanka. During 2005-2018, out
of 13 loans provided by Japan, six had tied elements while all loans provided by India had tied
elements. In the case of India, two loans provided by India to reconstruct railway lines in Northern
Province had restrictions on selecting the contractor. Ircon International Limited (IRCON), a
government-owned company, was the contractor for both projects and for one loan the contractor
was pre-determined (Verité Research 2020). Therefore, it is clear that unsolicited bidding was
a condition for some foreign loans and instituted corruption as a practice. Investigations by
journalists revealed that most of the expressway development projects had facilitated corruption
through rushed unsolicited bidding or by not selecting the cheapest bidder (Wijedasa 2014, 2020).

Thus, the existing evidence suggests that Sri Lanka’s foreign lending has been a contributory
factor in promoting corruption as well as lavish government spending, although official reports
and numbers are yet to be published. Such practices were facilitated through export credit-based
bilateral lending obtained through bypassing competitive bidding. This trend coupled with
constant borrowing through ISBs had resulted in island-nation accumulating heavy foreign debt
stock without developing the capacity to service its foreign debt. Foreign borrowings during the
last two decades facilitated a non-tradable sector-driven, unsustainable growth model instead
of expanding manufacturing capacity and exports. A number of foreign loans were obtained for
projects that derive short-term political benefits and short-term economic losses. Some scholars
have argued that Sri Lanka’s debts were accumulated by a government that people allege was
steeped in corruption, thus a significant part of Sri Lanka’s foreign debt should be considered
odious debt (Sornarajah 2022).

IMF Bailouts and Failed Reforms in the Post-Conflict Era

Sri Lanka’s continuous BOP crisis is a combination of increases in foreign debt stock and twin
deficits. The historical trend of seeking IMF assistance started in 1965 and continues through the
post-conflict period. The country continued to fail in fiscal management and in promoting exports,
making it vulnerable to global shocks. This led to further deterioration of its twin deficits resulting
in Sri Lanka encountering severe BOP vulnerabilities in 2015. The newly elected coalition
government resorted to obtaining another IMF bailout package in 2016 through an EFF of USD
1.5 Billion (IMF 2016). This allowed Sri Lanka to avoid a severe BOP crisis and increase foreign
reserves thereby allowing it to finance imports without disruption.

The IMF programme in 2016 led to a boost in foreign investor confidence which allowed Sri
Lanka to continue borrowing from the international capital market through issuing ISBs. At this
point, having the ability to issue ISBs was crucial for the government for two reasons. One was
the requirement of foreign currency to meet increasing debt repayments and rollover of previously
issued ISBs. Two was the requirement to shift from short-term (less than one year repayment
period) risky foreign borrowings to ISBs, which is a less risky, medium-term debt instrument.
These short-term risky loans largely consisted of foreign investment in government securities and
currency swaps with local banks.

During 2011-2014, on account of the low-interest rates prevailing across the Global North,
foreign investors channelled their USD investments to emerging markets seeking higher returns
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(Weerakoon and Jayasuriya 2019). Sri Lanka too benefited from this trend, and foreign investors
heavily invested in government securities. By the end of 2014, foreign investor holdings of
government securities were equivalent to nearly 40% of the country’s foreign currency reserves.
However, these investments were risky and highly volatile as this type of foreign investment tends
to quickly withdraw money in response to global policy changes. After 2015, as the interest rates
in developed economies started to rise, foreign investors started to withdraw investment from Sri
Lankan government securities. This resulted in a significant increase in foreign currency outflow
during a short time span, exerting pressure on exchange rates. At this juncture, Sri Lanka needed
to increase foreign currency reserves to offset these outflows and prevent shocks from further
outflows (Coomaraswamy 2016). Against this backdrop, issuing ISBs provided Sri Lanka with the
required USD to settle most of the short-term foreign currency-denominated borrowings, allowing
the government to reduce within a matter of days the risk of encountering significant foreign
currency outflows.

Evidence from the recent histories of many East Asian economies suggests that heavy reliance
on short-term foreign borrowings exposed them to severe foreign exchange crises (reference). For
example, in 1997, one of the major causes of South Korea’s economic crisis was the increased
reliance on short-term borrowings. Foreign lenders lost confidence in South Korea due to their
domestic development, they withdrew their investments, causing a massive outflow of foreign
currency and leading to a serious debt crisis (Chang, Park and Yoo 2001).

Sri Lanka’s economic indicators pertaining to the external sector have been much worse than
South Korea, making it more vulnerable to adverse implications of short-term foreign debt. Thus,
curtailing its reliance on short-term foreign debt was critical to minimize the country’s economic
vulnerabilities. This called for substantial foreign currency inflows ranging from USD 3 to 4 Billion,
which were obtained through issuing ISBs resulting in a significant increase in ISB stock.

Foreign Debt and State Sovereignty

There are serious implications for any country with a high level of foreign debt. For developing
nations with twin deficits like Sri Lanka, the implications are more adverse, ranging from a
reduction of economic growth to severe economic crises. Sri Lanka is currently experiencing a
historically unprecedented economic crisis with a sovereign default for the first time since its
independence from colonial rule.

As Sri Lanka’s foreign debt level rose, its economy became extremely vulnerable to global as
well as domestic shocks. Due to inadequate export growth, the country was forced to bridge its
external financing gap by borrowing heavily from foreign sources to meet foreign debt repayments.
In such a context, any event that affects the country’s foreign currency inflows and the ability to
borrow from international capital markets can become a big shock to the economy. For example,
during the 1997 Asian Financial Crisis, a number of emerging economies in East Asia experienced
economic crises because of failing to roll over short-term foreign commercial loans (Hawkins and
Turner 2000).

Rising foreign debt has resulted in Sri Lanka compromising its economic sovereignty. This
has two aspects. One is the way in which the country was affected by the actions of credit rating.
Sri Lanka’s (or any country’s) ability to borrow from international capital markets as well as
the borrowing cost are determined by its credit ratings. Sri Lanka’s credit ratings are heavily
influenced by both domestic policies and global developments. Thus, its policy decisions are
constrained as they could affect the ability to borrow in foreign currency, which holds the key to
repaying foreign loans. The scholarship on global finance indicates that emerging market nations’
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dependency on volatile international capital flows poses threats to economic sovereignty and
limits the macroeconomic and regulatory responses (Buckley 2016).

The second aspect is the unfavourable conditions attached to lending. In Sri Lanka’s case, it
had obtained a number of export credit loans for infrastructure development and credit lines for
importing essential items, which often had conditions that largely benefitted the lender. This allowed
countries, such as China and India, to dictate terms. Furthermore, conditionalities of the IMF had
also intervened with Sri Lanka’s fiscal and monetary policy. Scholars are divided on the IMF
interventions. While one camp argues that IMF intervention erodes the sovereignty of countries
(Balima and Sy 2021; Lee 2003), the other camp argues that IMF intervention establishes financial
stability and assists to prevent sovereign defaults in future (Breen 2014). In the case of Sri Lanka,
its economic vulnerabilities increased as the country’s reliance on foreign commercial borrowings
expanded undermining the power of the Sri Lankan state to make economic policy decisions,
especially pertaining to finance. In this milieu, there is no doubt that the power has unequivocally
shifted to international actors, and global financiers, as well as rating agencies (Moramudali and
Naido 2021). Recent studies by Jayathi Ghosh (2022) point out that global investor sentiments
often move against poorer countries and rating agencies amplify the problem thereby limiting the
power of the ‘state’ in developing countries. Sri Lanka too was a victim of such global financial
dynamics as a result of rushing to heavily rely on global financiers while relying on a non-tradable
sector-driven unsustainable growth model.

Sri Lanka’s Debt Restructuring

At the time this chapter is finalized, Sri Lanka has had several rounds of negotiations with its
creditors along with fulfilling the government’s commitment to the IMF programme entered into
in March 2023. As per the Debt Sustainability Analysis (DSA) conducted by IMF, Sri Lanka is
expected to bring down its debt-to-GDP ratio to 95% by 2032 from 128% in 2022 (IMF 2023b).
DSA further states that the foreign debt servicing cost of the Sri Lankan government should remain
below 4.5% of GDP in each year over 2027-2032. In order to achieve these goals, US$17 billion
in debt service reduction is required, including the arrears accumulated in 2022.

Multilateral agencies, such as ADB and World Bank, maintain preferred creditor status and
abstain from providing debt reductions based on the premise that they will provide new finances till
Sri Lanka is able to borrow from other sources. This means private creditors and bilateral creditors
are required to provide substantial debt reliefto Sri Lanka. On May 2023, 17 bilateral creditors of Sri
Lanka including Paris Club creditors formally formed an official creditor committee, co-chaired by
India, Japan and France, to discuss Sri Lanka’s request for debt relief (Paris Club 2023). Previously,
on April 2023, a group of ISB holders sent a debt restructuring proposal to the government as well
(Reuters 2023). While both bilateral and private creditors had expressed willingness, details of debt
restructuring are not finalized. As per the IMF staff report, Sri Lanka is expected to finalize debt
restructuring by mid-2024. Literature on debt restructuring indicates that creditor heterogeneity
raises issues regarding fair burden sharing in debt restructuring and the bargaining process can be
lengthy and often involves domestic and global games (Bagqir, Diwan and Rodrik 2023).

Conclusion

Throughout the post-independent era, Sri Lanka’s development was largely supported by foreign
debt provided on concessionary terms. However, after upgrading to middle-income status, Sri
Lanka’s foreign debt dynamics took a drastic turn. Costlier non-concessionary loans became the
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major source of foreign financing for Sri Lanka during the post-conflict era. Sri Lanka’s shift to
costly non-concessionary loans took place in the absence of addressing the long-lasting structural
weakness of the economy, including contraction of trade and declining tax revenue. This means,
not only did Sri Lanka enter international capital markets prematurely, but the country also over-
relied on foreign commercial borrowings. The Sri Lankan economy was not adequately developed
nor did subsequent governments have the will and foresight to manage the high cost of commercial
borrowings and short maturity structure which imposed higher debt repayments than concessionary
loans the country was accustomed to.

Sri Lanka’s careless choice to depend on foreign loans during the post-conflict era is linked to
large-scale corruption facilitated by a lack of transparency in the foreign financing process. This
practice coupled with the lack of fiscal discipline motivated by private sector lobbying had resulted
in foreign debt reaching unsustainable levels. That, in turn, resulted in the country experiencing
severe economic vulnerabilities, losing economic and political sovereignty, which led to the worst
economic crisis in Sri Lanka in post-independence history in 2021-2022. As the crisis exacerbated,
Sri Lanka had little choice but to default on its foreign debt repayment and initiate a process of
debt restructuring. This demanded that Sri Lanka enter into an IMF programme which was started
in March 2023 as Sri Lanka received a bailout package from the IMF. The agreement with the IMF
stipulates a number of economic reforms including tax reforms that Sri Lanka must carry out to
stabilize the economy.

Debt restructuring is a complex process and Sri Lanka needs significant debt relief in the form
of principal haircuts (reduction of debt stock) and maturity extensions to achieve public debt
sustainability. However, individual creditors have distinct preferences about the form and extent
debt restructuring should take, and such disagreements could potentially be an obstacle to reaching
a consensus among creditors. Moreover, given the various types of creditors, the debt restructuring
process will inevitably be complex and protracted. China is Sri Lanka’s largest bilateral creditor
owing approximately 20% of the government’s foreign debt.® Chinese creditors, however, have
historically opposed principal haircuts for their loans. Given the geopolitical dynamics, other
creditors, particularly India, have stressed the need for equal treatment in the debt restructuring
process. Therefore, Sri Lanka has been drawn into geopolitical rivalry in the debt restructuring
process.

Sri Lanka’s foreign debt problem has deep roots; long-term and comprehensive policy reforms
are imperative if it is to be meaningfully addressed. Merely restructuring debt is not going to resolve
the debt issues. It requires enduring tax reforms to increase government revenue, institutional
reform built on the principles of equity, good governance, redistribution and a robust system of
checks and balances and transparency to combat corruption. The failure to carry out those reforms
will inevitably lead to another sovereign default within this decade.

Notes

1 ISB is the term Sri Lanka used for dollar-denominated bonds issued by the country’s central bank in
international capital markets. In international finance literature, when a country other than USA issues
USD denominated bonds, such bonds are called Eurobonds. Throughout this chapter the term ISB is used
which refers to a Eurobond issued by added Sri Lanka.

2 Author referred to the original loan agreement obtained through RTI Request.

3 There are different foreign debt classifications. Due to such differences, China’s share of Sri Lanka’s
foreign debt has different numbers. I refer to it as 20% of foreign debt based on calculations in Moramudali
and Panduwawala (2022), which considers loans obtained from the Chinese Development Bank (CDB)
as a part of China’s share of foreign debt. Some other classifications consider CDB lending as market
borrowings resulting in a lower number than 20%.
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THE SRI LANKAN ECONOMY

Hope, Despair, and Prospects

Prema-chandra Athukorala

Introduction

Sri Lanka achieved independence in 1948 with high hopes for economic achievement. The country
was favoured with many early advantages not shared by most other Asian countries: a strategic
location in the Indian Ocean; an open economy with a vibrant export sector; a relatively good
standard of education; a well-developed physical infrastructure; and a broad-based and efficient
administrative apparatus staffed largely by locals. The balance of payments position was healthy,
backed by large foreign exchange reserves and a sound budgetary position. It was ‘an oasis of stability,
peace and order, set against the contemporary catastrophes in the rest of the British possessionsin
the region’ (de Silva 1974: 1). It was “Britain’s model commonwealth country, carefully prepared
for independence” (Lee 2000: 461). These initial conditions justified the expectation that Sri Lanka
would prove ‘the best bet among all post-colonial nations in Asia’ (Jiggins 1976: 26).

At the time of independence, and well into the 1950s, Sri Lanka ranked as one of the most
prosperous Asian countries, with per capita income and other development indicators placing it
well above its South Asian neighbours and even much ahead of countries, such as Thailand, South
Korea, and Taiwan in East Asia (Athukorala et al 2017). Sri Lanka’s standards of living, measured
by indicators, such as adult literacy, life expectancy, infant mortality, remained well above those of
other developing countries. During the ensuing seven decades, the growth of Sri Lanka’s per capita
income fell way behind the fast-growing East Asian economies, rapidly converging to the levels
of its South Asian neighbours. From the late 1960s even the vaunted basic need achievements had
become relatively less impressive through time (Osmani 1994; Dunham and Jayasuriya 2000).
Given the failure to find a way to make the economy grow fast enough to sustain social progress,
Sri Lanka has become a vivid illustration of the limitations of direct approach to problems of social
equity: ‘a tale of missed opportunities’ (Snodgrass 1989). Eventually the country ended up in an
unprecedented sovereign debt crisis that culminated in April 2022.

This chapter undertakes an interpretative survey of economic policy and performance of the
Sri Lankan economy, with a focus on the economic underpinning of the country’s vulnerability to
the unprecedented crisis in the wake of the Covid-19 pandemic, and prospects beyond the crisis.
The chapter begins with an overview of policymaking during the post-independence era. The
next section discusses economic performance with emphasis on how debt-fuelled growth and the
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resulting debt overhang made the economy vulnerable to the Covid-19 shock. The following two
sections examine the unfolding crisis, policy responses, and prospects for economic stabilization
and structural adjustment. The final section offers some concluding remarks.

Policy Context: A Historical Perspective

Sri Lanka inherited from the colonial past a classical export economy with a system of
government, which could already lay claim to being a welfare state (Wriggins 1960; Snodgrass
1966). The economy was heavily dependent on three agricultural export commodities (tea, rubber,
and coconut), which directly contributed to nearly a third of the GDP. In addition to its direct
contribution to the economy, a host of activities in the services sector depended on the plantation
sector. Export earnings from the three crops covered over 95% of the country’s imports which
accounted for over three-fourth of the total domestic absorption of goods. The period of political
transition from colonialism to self-rule in the three decades leading up to independence saw the
introduction and gradual expansion of a wide range of welfare measures, including subsidized
food, free education from primary through to the university level, free medical care, and subsidized
public transportation. During the colonial era, the thriving export industries generated ample
surpluses for the state to finance these schemes.

The colonial welfare orientation became the precursor of an extensive welfare system in
the post-independence period as the government passed into the hands of leaders with popular
mandates. A population boom that began in the late 1940s following a highly successful malaria
eradication campaign added to the pressure to widen and deepen the welfare state. The rapid
expansion of the welfare state occurred against the backdrop of gradually diminishing fortunes
of the traditional export industries because of both supply-side and demand-side reasons. The
successive governments of independents Sri Lanka largely failed to match the welfare orientation
with a coherent strategy to find new sources of growth through structural diversification of the
economy, refurbishing existing export industries, or diversifying into new areas in either agriculture
or industry (Snodgrass 1966, 1989; Athukorala and Jayasuriya 1994, 2015).

In the first decade of independence, policymakers perceived periodic export shortfalls as a
cyclical phenomenon and maintained the status quo of the colonial economy by financing balance
of payments deficits with foreign exchange reserves accumulated during the boom years. There
was no coherent strategy to restructure the economy other than continuing a colonization scheme
in the dry zone, which specifically focused on expanding paddy cultivation (Snodgrass 1966).

From the late 1950s, a combination of change in political leadership and balance-of-payments
difficulties led to the adoption of a state-led import-substitution industrialization strategy. By the
mid-1970s, the Sri Lankan economy was one of the most inward-oriented and regulated economies
outside the communist bloc, with pervasive state interventions in all areas of economic activity.
Widespread nationalization measures, coupled with various economic controls, had effectively
marginalized the private sector in the economy. The policy stance during this period vividly
demonstrated that a small country was not able to achieve self-sustained growth through the
import-substitution development strategy, given the obvious limit to economic expansion within
its national boundaries (Snodgrass 1989; Wriggins 2011).

In 1977 Sri Lanka embarked on an extensive economic liberalization process that marked a
decisive break with decades of protectionist policies. The reforms, implemented in two stages
(during 1977-1980 and in the early 1990s), included lifting almost all quantitative import
restrictions and substantially reducing tariffs, opening the economy to foreign direct investment
(FDI) and abolishing export duties.
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The reform process was, however, incomplete in terms of the standard prerequisites for a
market-oriented economy (Levy 1989; Athukorala and Jayasuriya 1994). First, most state-owned
enterprises (SOEs) set up during the preceding three decades continued to operate with heavy
dependence on budgetary transfers. Second, the promised reforms to achieve greater labour
market flexibility were abandoned in face of widespread opposition by the trade unions. Third,
and perhaps more importantly, the complementarity between macroeconomic management and
trade liberalization required for maintaining the competitiveness of ‘tradable production’, i.e.,
production of exportable and import-competing goods and services, which are capable of being
traded among countries, was missing in the liberalized economy. The dual exchange rate system,
which had been in operation since 1968, was abolished and the new unified exchange rate was
allowed to adjust in response to foreign exchange market conditions. However, from about 1979,
the Central Bank began to deviate gradually from the original plan and to intervene in the foreign
exchange market to use the nominal exchange rate as an ‘anchor’ to contain domestic inflation.
The policy emphasis on fiscal prudence, too, was short-lived because the government embarked
on a massive public investment programme side by side with opening the economy. Consequently,
the real exchange rate (RER) appreciated, eroding competitiveness of tradable production in the
economy:.!

Reaping gains from liberalization reforms was also seriously hampered by the escalation
of the ethnic conflict from the early 1980s (Arunatilake, Jayasuriya and Kelegama 2001). The
conflict virtually cut off the Northern Province and large parts of the Eastern Province, which
together account for one-third of Sri Lanka’s total land area and almost 12% of the population,
from the national economy. Even in the rest of the country, the lingering fear of sporadic attacks
by the Tamil militants hampered the prospects for attracting foreign investment, particularly
in long-term ventures. Nonetheless, the economy continued to be burdened by the massive
military expenditure and its consequences for macroeconomic instability.? The government’s
preoccupation with the civil war also caused delays and inconsistencies in the implementation
of reforms.

Despite the incomplete reform agenda and the debilitating effect of the civil war, the reforms
significantly transformed the economic landscape of Sri Lanka as discussed in the next section.
The gains from reforms were substantial enough to set the stage for the continuation of outward-
oriented policy orientation well into the early 2000s despite political regime shifts (Moore
1997). By the mid-1990s, Sri Lanka ranked among the few developing countries that had made
a clear policy transition from inward orientation to global economic integration (Panagariya
2002).

From about the late 1990s, the reform process suffered a setback because of the pressure for
raising additional revenue from import tariffs and a plethora of surcharges on the existing customs
duties on imports (“para tariffs’) to finance the ballooning war budget. The protectionist tendencies
soon received added impetus from the growing discontent among the electorate propelled by the
crisis economic conditions as the civil war accelerated. The anti-liberalization lobby begun to
portray the failure of reforms to elevate the country to the league of dynamic East Asian economies
as an intrinsic flaw of liberalization reforms, while ignoring the constraining effects on the reform
outcome of the incomplete and staggered nature of the reform process and the prolonged civil war
(Athukorala and Jayasuriya 2015).

The backlash against reforms gained momentum after the country returned to a state of normalcy
after the three-decade old civil war ended in May 2009 (Kelegama 2017). The government begun
to emphasize the role of the state in ‘guiding the markets’ to redress perceived untoward effects
of market-oriented reforms. During the ensuing years, there were many case-by-case adjustments
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of duties for several manufacturing imports, which directly compete with domestic production
(Athukorala 2012). Rapid infrastructure development and the promotion of small and medium
enterprises were the key policy priorities under the new policy. Sri Lanka’s emphasis on infrastructure
development received added impetus from China’s emphasis on geopolitical ascendency through
the ‘Belt and Road’ Initiative (Ruwanpura, Brown and Chan 2019; Ruwanpura, Rowe and Chan
2020; Drehar and Fuchs 2022). The post-civil war period until about 2013 was notable for rapid
growth as discussed below, but was predominantly driven by massive infrastructure investment.
However, the growth spurt dissipated in the subsequent years with the completion of the massive
debt-funded construction projects followed by the government’s preoccupation with the impending
repayment of accumulated debt.

By the time of the political regime shift in early 2015, the dark clouds of the economic storm
were already gathering on the horizon. In 2016, the new government entered a four-year Extended
Fund Facility (EFF) programme with the IMF, with a reform programme specifically focussed on
fiscal consolidation (Coomaraswamy 2017). The revenue-enhancing fiscal consolidation reforms
under this programme managed to reverse the dwindling tax-revenue to GDP ratio in the economy
and achieve a modest surplus during 20182019 in the primary balance of the budget after several
decades. The implementation of the programme abruptly terminated with the regime change in
2019, and the policy pendulum begun to shift in favour of ‘guiding the markets’ by the state (CBSL
2020).

Economic Performance

Growth Patterns

During the six decades prior to the onset of the Covid-19 pandemic, the Sri Lankan economy
grew at an average annual rate of 4.8% (Table 11.1).> Given a population growth rate of 1.4%, this
translated into a per capita income growth rate of 3.4%, apparently an impressive achievement
by ‘developing-country’ standards. However, annual growth rates have been rather uneven
throughout this period. It took almost six decades since independence for Sri Lanka to move
from the ‘low-income’ status to middle-income status in 2007 and another 12 years to become
an upper-middle-income country in 2019, in the World Bank’s per capita income-based country
classification.

During the 1960s and 1970s, per capita income grew at a modest rate of less than 2%.
Diminishing fortunes of the traditional export industries and import compression that constrained
the expansion of the new import substitution industries, swapped growth dynamism. The economy
entered a respectably rapid growth path after the liberalization reforms began in the late 1970s,
albeit growth occurred in fits and starts owing to an escalation of the civil war and the Southern
youth uprising during the late 1980s. The five years following the ending of the civil war were
notable for rapid growth, predominantly driven by debt-funded massive infrastructure investment.
However, the growth spurt dissipated in the subsequent years with the completion of the
construction projects and the preoccupation of the government with the impending repayment of
the accumulated debt.

The structure of production of the economy changed little during the 1960s and 1970s, other
than a modest increase in the share of domestic agriculture (mostly paddy production) in the face
of a faster decline in the share of plantation agriculture. Manufacturing continued to account for
less than 10% of GDP, in spite of the emphasis on import-substitution production, with SOEs
playing a dominant role.*
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Table 11.1 Key economic indicators, 1960-2021

1960— | 1960— | 1970— | 1978— | 1995— | 2005— | 2010- | 2015— | 2020 | 2021
2019 1969 | 1977 | 1994 | 1904 | 2009 |2014 | 2019

GDP growth (%) | 4.8 4.7 3.1 5.0 4.7 6.0 6.8 3.7 —04 |37

Per capita GDP 34 2.3 1.1 3.6 4.0 5.3 6.1 2.7 -44 |30
growth

Gross national 18.3 12.2 12.3 162 |[21.2 [222 |29.6 |269 |[23.6 |[238
saving (% of
GDP)

Private 19.0 11.4 12.0 15.8 243 24.6 30.7 | 28.5 31.5 32.9

Gross domestic 235 20.4 16.5 [253 |[245 [27.0 |[337 (294 |251 27.7
investment (% of

GDP)

Private 154 8.2 9.4 12.2 188 |21.0 |[28.6 |243 21.8 | 243
Government 26.2 279 314 |[313 |[256 |[264 |[27.0 |353 354 |34.0
expenditure

(% of GDP)

Governrevenue | 184 |21.8 [254 [206 |173 |188 |[21.0 |28.6 |243 |218
(% of GDP)

Primary budget -3.1 -47 |46 |53 |-21 23 [-12 |[-12 |46 |-6.0
balance (1)

Overall budget 7.8 -6.1 |-60 |-104 |83 |-76 |-6.0 |-67 |-11.1 |-12.2
balance (% of
GDP)

Government debt | 77.9 52.6 63.0 87.1 97.1 86.3 71.3 81.3 101.0 | 104.6
(% of GDP)
Debt service/ 20.5(2) | — - 25.0 |28.9 25.5 329 |450 63.7 61.4
government
revenue (%)
Current account | —4.0 27 [-12 [-69 |-3.1 4.5 —4.1 -25 [-15 |[-4.0
balance (% of
GDP)

External debt (% | 42.8 6.6 19.5 59.7 57.1 42.7 50.0 59.3 60.3 60.1
of GDP)

Debt service 16.4 4.8 20.5 19.0 13.8 14.8 19.6 [273 |352 |30.0
ratio (3) (%)

Foreign exchange | 2.0 0.1 0.1 0.6 1.8 34 7.4 7.2 5.7 3.1
reserves

(USS$ bn)

Import months 3.1 2.1 2.0 2.8 3.6 3.8 5.0 42 42 1.7
equivalent

Notes: (1) The difference between government revenue and expeditor excluding interest payment on public
debit; (2) average for 1978-2019; (3) amortization of, and interest payment on, external debt as a percentage
of earnings from goods and services exports; — Data not available.

Source: Compiled from CBSL (various years).
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Following liberalization reforms, there was a notable increase in the share of manufacturing
in GDP (from 14% to 18-20% by the mid-2000s). In a notable structural transformation of the
economy, the share of manufacturing in GDP begun to surpass that of agricultural from 2005.
With the gradual erosion of the role of SOEs, the private sector was largely responsible for
economic dynamism in manufacturing (and other sectors) of the country. Disaggregated data
(not reported here for brevity) indicate significant export orientation of manufacturing. The
share of manufacturing in merchandise exports increased from less than 5% in the 1970s to over
65% by the late 1990s. FDI, mostly in joint ventures with local entrepreneurs, begun to play
a pivotal role in export-oriented manufacturing. FDI attracted to Sri Lanka during this period
was, however, heavily concentrated in standard light consumer goods industries, predominantly
in garments, and also in sport and travel goods, cutting and polishing imported diamonds, and
in natural rubber-based industries such as rubber bands, gloves, and automobile tyres. There is
evidence that FDI could have played a much more important role in export expansion in labour
intensive assembly activities in high-tech industries (such as electronics and electrical goods) if
it were not for the political risk resulting from the ethnic conflict (Snodgrass 1998; Athukorala
2022).

The increase in manufacturing share in GDP has not continued into the post-civil war
period: it remained virtually unchanged around 20%. The data point to a significant shift in the
production structure towards non-tradable sectors reflecting massive investment in infrastructure
development and government services. Non-tradable production contributed to over 70% of the
increment in real GDP between 2005-2006 and 2018-2019.° The relative importance of non-
tradables in the economy is relevant for the ensuing discussion on debt servicing capacity of
the country. Shifts in the domestic production structure towards non-tradable production result
in a compositional shift in domestic aggregate demand towards imports and/or a contraction in
exports. This, in turn, contributes to widening the balance of payment deficits and accumulation
of foreign debt.

On the expenditure side of the economy, there was a rapid expansion of government
expenditure compared to government revenue throughout this period (Table 11.1). Government
saving — the difference between government income and current expenditure — turned out
to be negative in most years. Government investment was, therefore, financed by relying on
capital inflows (foreign aid and borrowing), domestic borrowing, mostly from the central bank
(‘money financing’). The government failed to diversify the revenue base inherited from the
colonial past and to improve the efficacy of the tax administration in face of rapidly increasing
government expenditure. Tax revenue as a percentage of GDP declined from over 20% in the
1960s to less than 10% at the end of 2010s, which was one of the lowest in the developing world
(Moore 2017).

Private consumption accounted for a disproportionate share of income (Table 11.1). The
private savings rate hovered in the range of 8—15% until about the late 1980s. It increased to only
about 24% during the ensuing years, which is much lower than the average saving rate of the
high-performing East Asian countries (about 35%). The private sector balance — the difference
between private expenditure and income, which is equal to the private ‘saving — investment’
gap — remained positive in most years. However, unlike in the East Asian economies, and also
India and Bangladesh in recent decades, the private sector did not generate a substantial surplus
to counterbalance the ballooning public sector deficit (Athukorala and Suanin 2022).

The widening gap between government expenditure over government revenue and the
meagre private sector surplus meant a persistent gap between aggregate expenditure over
aggregate income. This persistent domestic deficit was identical to a persistent deficit in the
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Figure 11.1 Sri Lanka: current account balance and its domestic components, 1959-2021 (% of GDP)

current account of the balance of payments: a country that spends more than what it domestically
produces must fill the gap through imports.® During 1960-2021, Sri Lanka’s current account was
in deficit throughout, other than in 1965 and 1977 when there were small surpluses. The current
account deficit has closely mirrored the public sector deficit (i.e., the budget deficit). Thus, Sri
Lanka is a classic example of a ‘twin deficit’ economy (a /a Straiten 1987) throughout this period
(Figure 11.1).

Twin Deficits, Debt Overhang, and Vulnerability to the Covid-19 Shock

During the 1950s, the twin deficits were filled largely from accumulated foreign exchange reserves
(Snodgrass 1966). During the ensure years until the late 1970s, the government managed to keep
deficits within manageable limits with grants and concessional institutional borrowing thorough
recourse to import compression (Corea 1971). External financing of government investment
increased significantly following liberalization reforms initiated in the late 1970s (Athukorala and
Jayasuriya 1994). However, external financing at the time predominantly took the form of grants
and long-term loans with concessional interest rates from both individual donor countries and
multilateral organizations.

The newfound emphasis of infrastructure investment development during the post-conflict years
resulted in increased dependence on foreign financing. Sri Lanka’s total external debt amounted
to about 65% of GDP by 2019. This number is not excessively high by Sri Lanka’s own past
records: during 1982-1992, the debt to GDP ratio was around 70%. However, the past-conflict
debt-drive growth was underpinned by a notable shift in the composition of debt from grants and
conventional concessionary loans to borrowing from more costly market sources, in particular
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issuing international sovereign bonds (ISBs). Starting with the debut ISB issue of US$500mn
in 2007, the share of ISBs in total government foreign debt increased from about 4% in 2007 to
over 40% in 2019 (Figure 11.2). Bilateral loans from China, which accounted for over 10% of
total stock of external debt by 2019, also generally carried much higher interest rates compared to
borrowing from the conventional bilateral donors.

Given the cumulative effect of debt accumulation and the dramatic shift in the debt composition
from the conventional multilateral and bilateral debt to more costly borrowing sources, in particular
ISB issues, by the late 2010s there were clear signs of debt distress in the economy. By 2019, debt
repayments and interest payments accounted for over a third of total earnings from goods and
services exports; interest payments on debt absorbed nearly 70% of total government revenue
(Figure 11.3). By the end of 2019, the estimated debt service commitment (repayment of debt and
interest payment) of the country for the ensuing two years had reached US$5bn.

In November 2019, there was a major policy shift following the change of political leadership
that compounded debt distress of the economy: a massive non-funded tax cut that wiped off a
third of government revenue in 2020 compared to the previous year, resulting in historically high
budget deficit, which was financed with printed money.” The drastic decline in revenue seriously
cast doubt on the country’s ability to service its debt. The three leading credit rating agencies,
namely, Moody, Standard and Poor, Fitch, immediately reacted with a downward revision of Sri
Lanka’s outlook, virtually cutting off the country from global capital markets. In December 2019,
the IMF emphasizes the need for a strong commitment to fiscal consolidation for achieving debt
sustainability over the medium term (IMF 2019).
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Figure 11.3  Sri Lanka: debt servicing, 1990-2021 (%)

The Covid-19 Shock, Failed ‘Home Grown’ Response, and Going to the IMF

As discussed, Sri Lanka entered the Covid-19 pandemic with a significant external debt overhang.
The onset of the pandemic in March 2020 compounded debt distress. The biggest blow of the
pandemic to the balance of payments was the collapse of tourist inflows: total estimated earnings
dwindled from about US$4.5bn in 2019 to US$606mn in 2020 and US$50mn in 2021. Merchandise
exports declined by about 20% in 2020 from the previous year (from US$12bn to US$10bn), but
recovered well in 2021. Inward remittances through the banking system by Sri Lankan migrant
workers significantly increased in 2020, reflecting increased family support money transfer during
the height of the pandemic. However, the ‘official’ remittance inflows declined from US$7bn
to US$5.4bn in 2021 reflecting diversion to informal channels because of foreign exchange
restrictions and fixing of the exchange rate at an overvalued level for several months.

In March 2020, the government approached the IMF for financial assistance under the Rapid
Financial Instrument (RFI) facility. However, the IMF rejected the request because it had already
assessed Sri Lanka’s external debt as unsustainable.® The negative response of the IMF was a strong
signal for the government to enter into a stabilization programme to achieve debt sustainability
and become eligible for IMF balance of payments support. However, the government decided
to manage the crisis on its own without seeking IMF support. Sri Lanka had been a ‘repetitive’
client of the IMF during the previous five decanted with a record of entering into 16 stabilization
programmes with the IMF. The governments in both political camps have obtained IMF support
(Athukorala 2021). The resistance of the Sri Lankan government to follow this well-traversed path
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this time was presumably because of the concern that IMF conditionality could close loopholes in
fiscal operation that had become a source of political patronage. The populist concern propagated
by the government at the time that an IMF programme could involve sacrificing equity and fairness
in development policy was not consistent with the IMF’s emphasis in recent decades on more
inclusive approach to stabilization and structural adjustment reforms.

The government’s so-called ‘home grown’ response to the crisis was an ad hoc mixture of
import restrictions, artificially fixing the exchange rate, and subsequently floating it, and imposing
restrictions on foreign exchange transactions on both current account and capital account
transactions.’ These direct interventions were supplemented with swap agreements with the central
banks of India (US$800mn), Bangladesh US$200mn), and China (US$1.5bn), and financing
facilities from the governments of India (US$1.5bn) and China (US$1.3bn) to meet debt service
commitments and finance necessary imports.

The Covid-19 shock and the uncertainty created by the ‘muddling-through’ response begun
to stifle the economy. In 2020, the economy contracted by —3.6%.!° The level of GDP recovered
to the pre-crisis level in 2021, but contracted by 8.7% in 2022. In July 2020, the World Bank
downgraded Sri Lanka from upper-middle to lower-middle income status in its income-based
country classification. According to World Bank estimates, between January 2020 and December
2021, population below the poverty line (measured at US$3.20/day) in Sri Lanka had increased by
about half a million. A tentative estimate made by combining data on household income distribution
by quantiles from the recently released Household Income and Expenditure Survey (DCS 2022)
suggests that about 60% of total households in the country are below this poverty line."" By July
2022, the headline year on year inflation had reached 66.7%, with food, which accounts for 44% of
the national consumer price index (NCPI) basket, recording a rate of 82.5%. The NCPI presumably
understates the degree of inflation because of the substantial presence of items subject to price
control in the commodity basket.

By early 2022, there was rampant scarcity and price increases of food, fertilizer, gas and
fuel, and frequent power cuts. People had to stand in long lines for hours on end to purchase
milk powder, kerosene, and cooking gas. Lack of fuel to power plants resulted in more than 12-
hour long power cuts by late 2021. Fuel stations had kilometres long lines to purchase rationed
quantities for public and private transport as well as agricultural machines. Hospitals had to
stop regular surgeries as they ran out of medicines. Protest rallies across the country saw record
crowds of all social classes. Thousands camped at the entrance to the Presidential Secretariat for
over two months demanding a change in political leadership and constitutional reform. Similar
protests started across all major cities. In response, the Prime Minister and the entire cabinet
resigned and a new cabinet was formed with some multiparty representation. On July 9, the
protesters stormed the president’s official residence. The president fled the country and tendered
his resignation from Singapore on July 14, 2022. On July 20, the parliament, the Parliament,
dominated by the defected president’s party, elected a new president (for the remainder of the
presidential term that ends in 2024). However, the political stability needed to make progress on
an agreement with the IMF remains elusive as the political status quo remain largely unchanged
(Wickramasinghe 2023).

Foreign exchange reserves plummet from US$7.6bn at the end of 2019 to about a mere
US$50mn (appropriately two-week import requirement of the country) in early April 2022.
To make matters worse, a much-anticipated balance of payments support from China was not
forthcoming. On April 12, the government declared unilateral suspension of all external debt
repayments with effect from 5SPM that day. On April 16, 2022, the government started discussions
with the IMF.
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Extended Fund Facility Programme

In late May 2022, the Sri Lankan government appointed financial and legal consultants for debt
structuring and commenced consultation with the IMF. On July 31, 2022 the IMF and the Sri
Lankan authorities reached a staff-level agreement for economic adjustment and reform policies
with a 48-month Extended Fund Facility (EFF), with a requested access of about SDR 2.286bn
(equivalent to US$2.9bn) over a period of four years. The IMF Executive Board approved the
staff-level agreement on March 21, 2023.

The key focus of the EFF programme is on near-term policy measures to restore macroeconomic
stability and debt sustainability while mitigating the impact of the crisis on the poor and vulnerable
(IMF 2023). Structural reforms (for long-term growth) are to be ‘sequenced appropriately
throughout the programme period, considering the authorities’ capacity constraints’ (IMF 2023:
26). The reform programme has been structured under five key policy goals: fiscal consolidation
accompanied by strong social safety net; public debt restoring to ensure stable functioning of fiscal
operations; restoring price stability and rebuilding foreign exchange reserve buffers under flexible
exchange rate; ensuring financial sector stability by addressing banking sector vulnerabilities; and
reforms to address corruption vulnerabilities.

The economy, as measured by real GDP, is expected to contract by 3% in 202 and 1.5% in 2024,
and gradually converge to an average annual rate of 3% by the end of the programme period in
2027. According to these projections, real GDP in 2027 would be about 15% lower compared to
the pre-crisis (2019) level. The estimated external resource gap during the programme period is
estimated at $25.2bn of which IMF loan ($3bn) amounts to only 12%. The World Bank and the
Asian Development are expected to contribute $3.8bn (15%) in the form of budget support. The
government is expected to obtain raise $1.5bn (6%) by raising $1.5bn by issuing sovereign bond
issues during the final year of the programme. The lion’s share of the resource gap (67%) is to
come from debt relief obtained through the restructuring of debts to bilateral creditors and private
creditors (dominated by ISB holders). Multilateral creditors, specifically the IMF, World Bank,
ADB, are treated as ‘senior’ creditors and are excluded from the debt restructuring process.

The IMF issued the first instalment of the EFF loan ($330mn) immediately after signing
the agreement to catalyze external funding from the ADB and the World Bank. The rest of the
loan are to be distributed uniformly in four instalments over the period (2023—2027) subject
to an assessment of the progress on debt restructuring to restore debt sustainability and of
meeting the performance criteria of the EFF programme (‘the IMF conditionality’). As noted,
anticipated debt relief accounts for over two-thirds of the external resource gap during the
programme period. Achieving debt sustainability is also vital for Sri Lanka to re-enter world
capital markets.

The IMF Director Board approved the EFF programme on 21 March 2023 after obtaining
assurance from the official (bilateral) creditors to bring debt to a sustainable level and expression
of reediness to negotiate debt relief by a group that held Sri Lankan ISBs (holding about half
of the outstanding Sri Lankan ISBs) (IMF 2023). However, the possibility of the completion of
the debate restructuring within the one-year timeframe specified in the EFF agreement remains
doubtful. The IMF has warned that ‘risk to the program implementation are exceptionally high,
given the complex restructuring process’ (IMF 2023: ii).

The Paris Club provides an effective forum for negotiations with Western government creditors.
However, restructuring of bilateral debt can become a long-drawn process because China, the
biggest bilateral creditor of Sri Lanka, is not a Paris Club member.'? Restructuring debts to private
creditors, in particular sovereign bondholders, is even more complicated. This would involve a
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mixture of a ‘haircut’ on outstanding bonds and the extension of maturities with a higher coupon
rate, to be through voluntary negotiation of bondholders with the government. The experiences of
other countries with debt restructuring suggest that the process of negotiating with IBS holders take
between six months and over two years, with the time involved in post-default debt restructuring
episodes clustering at the upper end (Asonuma and Trebesch 2016; Ams et al 2020). In the Sri
Lankan case, the major ISB holders have agreed to participate in restructuring debt, subject to the
prior restructuring of the government’s domestic debts, which account for over half of its total
debt, to their satisfaction. This could possibly prolong debt restructuring.

Concluding Remarks

The unprecedented economic crisis in Sri Lanka is the culmination of debt distress that has been
building for over two decades aggravated by more recent policy blunders, contrary to the popular
perception that the crisis was caused by the COVID pandemic. When the balance of payment shock
of the pandemic triggered debt crises, the authorities believed, as they subsequently admitted, they
could manage it on their own without entering into a stabilization arrangement with the IMF.
Timely action with IMF support could have helped the government to manage the crises at a lower
economic and socio-political cost and avoid a sovereign debt default.

Sri Lanka’s policy challenge is to take the unprecedented economic crisis as the springboard
for lifting the country to a sustainable growth path and to transform the ‘twin deficit’ economy,
characterized by ‘stop-go’ growth cycle, into a dynamic, outward-oriented economy that can
deliver sustainable and equitably shared growth. This requires achieving a sustainable fiscal
position by undertaking government revenue and expenditure reforms, redressing the anti-tradable
bias through the monetary, exchange rate, trade and competition reforms, and combining these
policy initiatives with a coherent social welfare net as an integral part of the reform process.
Given that fiscal operation is the prime source of domestic excess demand, the IMF approach
assumes a tight one-to-one link between the budget deficit and the balance of payments deficit,
domestic money and credit that drive inflation. Aggregate-demand management is vital for any
serious stabilization plan, in the sense of seeking to eliminate domestic demand pressure on the
external balance. However, it is necessary to combine stabilization policies with policies to redress
anti-tradable bias in the structure of the economy in order to set the economy on a ‘new beginning’
for a long-term self-sustained development path.

Sri Lanka offers a stark cautionary tale of how flawed economic choices invariably originate
in a weak polity characterized by pervasive venality, impunity, and incompetence. In the context
of a volatile socio-political setting, economic recovery and structural adjustment cannot proceed
without political stability, and popular engagement and legitimacy. There is, therefore, a pressing
need for a broad social dialogue aimed at a robust ‘listening campaign’ behind the shared national
objective of inclusive economic recovery.

Notes

1 The RER is the nominal exchange rate (NER) (defined here as the price of rupee in terms of a given
foreign currency unit) adjusted for the domestic (Sri Lanka’s) price level relative to the average price level
of the trading partner countries (RP). Appreciation of the RER, that is an increase in NER adjusted for RP,
reduces the international competitiveness of tradable production in the economy.

2 Military expenditure increased from 1% to 5% of GDP between 1984 and 2008 (Kelegama 2017).

3 National accounts data are available on a comparable basis only for the period since 1951. For an analysis
of economic performance prior to that year see Snodgrass (1966).
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4 The data used in this paper, otherwise specifically stated, are from the Annual Report and electronic data
sources of the Central Bank of Sri Lanka.

5 Sum of value added in transport storage and communication; wholesale and retail trade, banking, insurance,
and real estate; ownership of dwellings; public administration and defence; and other (unclassified
services) in national income accounts.

6 The current account balance (external balance) is equal to the internal (domestic) balance, which is the
sum of the public sector balance (budget balance) and private sector balance (Dornbusch 1980).

7 A tax cut was introduced without accompanying revenue-raising or expenditure-reduction proposals to
counterbalance the adverse effect of the tax cut on the overall government budget. Apparently, this policy
was based on a misinterpretation of the new monetary theory, which postulates that a country that borrows
in its one currency in a floating exchange rate regime has no effective limit on its central government debt
(emphasis added) (Kelton 2020).

8 According to its Charter, the IMF lends to a member country only if the country’s external debt position
is sustainable, that is, it has the capability to meet the existing debt servicing commitments.

9 See Athukorala (2024) for details.

10 This contraction was partly due to economic disruption caused by terrorist bombing of three churches and
three luxury hotels in Colombo on the Easter Sunday (21 April 2019).

11 The survey was conducted in 2019/20.

12 The Paris Club is a group Western donor countries formed in 1950 to find coordinated solution to
developing countries’ debt problems. It undertakes non-concessional rescheduling of debt.
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GENDER EQUALITY IN
SRI LANKA’S ECONOMY

Persistent Challenges

Dileni Gunewardena

Introduction

Sri Lanka’s long-held achievements in gender equality in relation to health and education
are accompanied by a dismal record in gender equality in relation to the economy. Women in
Sri Lanka have had higher life expectancy than men since the early 1960s and low maternal
mortality (Department of Census and Statistics DCS undated). There is gender parity in primary
school enrolments and higher secondary and tertiary educational enrolment for girls. Women
predominate in the economic sectors that contribute most to the country’s foreign exchange
earnings, yet the average Sri Lankan woman is engaged in either unpaid or low-paid and
segregated work and faces poor working conditions while negotiating a double burden of market
and household work.

Female labour force participation (FLFP) has remained low and stagnant between 30% and
37% over the last two decades, and women earn less than their peers in both the private and public
sectors (Gunewardena et al 2009; ILO 2016; Seneviratne 2020). As the main caregivers across
the generational spectrum, women devote more hours to unpaid care work, contributing to over
86.4% of all unpaid work (DCS 2020). The value of women’s contribution to unpaid work is
estimated to be between 8% and 34% of GDP, larger than the contribution of the agricultural sector
(Gunewardena and Perera 2022).!

Driven by economic necessity to work in semi-formal and informal employment, plantation
agriculture, export manufacturing and domestic work in Sri Lanka or overseas, women face issues
related to precarious employment, exhausting work, and poor living conditions, leading to high
turnover and labour shortages in some industries. Women working in non-plantation agriculture
and in micro-enterprises, most often as contributing family workers, face issues of invisibility and
agency, namely a lack of control over income and productive assets. Women farmers face issues
of inequality in access to land and extension services, while women entrepreneurs face inequality
in access to training and non-land assets, credit, financing and markets (FAO 2018; de Silva
2020). Women micro-enterprise owners in Sri Lanka receive low or no profits even when capital
constraints are eased (de Mel, McKenzie and Woodruff 2009, 2010). Women in Sri Lanka with
higher human capital endowments are more likely to be employed in white-collar employment
(Gunatilaka 2013; Seneviratne 2019; Gunatilaka and Chandrasiri 2021), but often do not receive
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equal pay for work of equal value (Gunewardena et al 2009; Seneviratne 2020). Moreover, they
must contend with work-family conflict and sexual harassment in the workplace (Kailasapathy and
Metz 2012; Adikaram and Kailasapathy 2020).

I begin by providing a comparative overview of the status of gender equality in Sri Lanka. I
then review the literature on FLFP in Sri Lanka to offer a critical perspective on women’s labour in
Sri Lanka, followed by an analysis of the trends and patterns in women’s labour force participation
(FLP). I conclude with recommendations for the equitable distribution of the burden of care work
and unpaid labour.

Women and the Economy in Sri Lanka: A Comparative Perspective

Table 12.1 compares Sri Lanka’s gender equality and women’s educational and labour force
indicators with South Asian neighbours as well as other Asian emerging economies. According to
the United Nations Development Programme’s (UNDP’s) Gender Inequality Index (GII), which
measures gender disparities in health, empowerment and the labour market (with usually a higher
value indicating a worsening situation), Sri Lanka performs better on gender inequality compared
to all its comparators except Malaysia and Thailand. The World Economic Forum (2022) ranks Sri
Lanka first among 156 countries in the dimension of health and survival, and first in secondary and
tertiary enrolment and sex ratio at birth. However, Sri Lanka does less well in the overall Global
Gender Gap Index (GGGI), which draws on economic participation and opportunity, educational
attainment, health and survival, and political empowerment (with a higher score indicates a closing
of the gap, i.e. an improvement in gender equality); it only exceeds India and Pakistan in the group
of comparators in Table 12.1.

The WBL index more specifically looks at how the legal environment promotes gender equality,
which is measured by looking at mobility, workplace, pay, marriage, parenthood, entrepreneurship,
assets and pension. In this index, Sri Lanka lags behind Nepal and India in the region, and Philippines
and Thailand among other comparators — other than in the areas of mobility and marriage (scoring
100%), but does worst in pay and parenthood (World Bank 2022).

Going beyond composite indexes to specific dimensions, Sri Lanka leads in educational
attainment, reduced fertility, delayed age at first marriage, life expectancy and financial inclusion,
but lags behind in political leadership, FLFP and earned income at a global level. Its absolute
and relative FLFP rates and women’s labour force shares are higher than several South Asian
counties but are lower than other Asian comparators. Its unemployment rate is only lower than
that of Malaysia, while its share of women who are not in education, employment or training
(NEETs) is lower than neighbouring South Asian countries, but higher than several other of the
comparator economies (Table 12.2). Also poor, compared to other economies, especially emerging
Asian economies, is women’s share of graduates in STEM (Science, Technology, Engineering and
Math) subjects.

In contrast, Sri Lanka’s share of women in vulnerable employment is lower than many of its
neighbours, while its share of women in informal employment is the lowest in the group.? Its
share of women in agricultural employment is relatively low, but it leads in the share of women
employed in industry. Its share of female wage and salaried workers is relatively high, as is its
share in senior and middle management. The share of women who receive public sector pensions
is also higher relative to other countries in the group, but it has the lowest duration of full-paid
maternity leave. Thus, Sri Lanka presents a complex picture of achievements but has several
shortcomings compared to emerging Asian comparators.
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Table 12.1 Key indicators, Sri Lanka and comparator economies

Bangladesh

India
Nepal

Pakistan
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Malaysia

Philippines

Thailand

GII score
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112
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Women, Business
and Law (WBL)
overall score

65.6

49.4

74.4 80.6

55.6

64.4

50.0

78.1

Educational
attainment, at
least completed
lower secondary,
population 25+,
female (%)
(cumulative)

80.2

50.6

22.1
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73.4

47.6

Educational
attainment, at
least completed
upper secondary,
population 25+,
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32.0

- 34.6

10.1

63.0

332

35.1

Lower secondary
completion rate,
female (% of
relevant age group)

98.1

74.3

86.8 92.7

89.8

87.6

99.4

45.7

89.9

Female share

of graduates in
Natural Sciences,
Mathematics

and Statistics
programmes,
tertiary (%)

56.9

14.9

51.4 74.3

70.7
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70.7

Age at first
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23.9

21.4 22.4
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20.1
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Fertility rate, total
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Life expectancy
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Sri Lanka

gladesh

Nepal

Malaysia

Philippines

Thailand

Unemployment,
female (% of
female labour
force) (national
estimate)

~
9

S | Ban

]

> | India

S | Pakistan

(93]

> | Indonesia

—
W
—

N
2

—
—

Vulnerable
employment,
female (%

of female
employment)
(modelled
International
Labour
Organization (ILO)
estimate)

40.2

65.4

75.3

57.1

70.2

27.1

87.5

37.4

48.8

Informal
employment,
female (% of total
non-agricultural
employment)

91.9

76.0

75.9

72.6

82.4

52.5

Wage and salaried
workers, female
(% of female
employment)
(modelled ILO
estimate)

58.9

34.0

24.2

41.0

29.7

71.2

12.1

60.4

49.7

Female share of
employment in
senior and middle
management (%)

22.5

11.5

14.8

29.3

13.9

31.0

Employers, female
(% of female
employment)
(modelled ILO
estimate)

0.9

0.6

0.6

1.9

0.1

1.7

0.4

22

1.4

Employment in
agriculture, female
(% of female
employment)
(modelled ILO
estimate)

27.6

57.6

54.7

26.4

65.2

59

74.1

13.6

283
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Table 12.1 (Continued)

EE T T
> 15 18 15 15 |2 3 |§ B
& S S = < &S S g g

Employment in 25.9 17.7 17.4 16.7 16.8 20.0 8.6 9.7 19.8

industry, female

(% of female

employment)

(modelled ILO

estimate)

Employment in 46.5 24.8 28.0 57.0 18.0 74.1 17.3 76.7 52.0

services, female

(% of female

employment)

(modelled ILO

estimate)

Female migrants 47.8 48.6 48.8 41.8 47.4 38.9 69.7 48.2 49.8
(% of international
migrant stock)

Length of 84 112 182 90 112 60 98 105 90
paid maternity
leave (calendar
days)
Received a public 6.6 2.7 7.2 2.9 0.8 5.6 2.2 6.2 4.8
sector pension
in the past year,
female (% age
154)

Account ownership | 73.4 35.8 76.6 51.4 7.0 82.5 41.6 38.9 79.8
at a financial
institution or with
a mobile-money-
service provider,
female (% of
population ages
154)

Debit card 30.7 3.7 22.3 32.4 2.7 67.5 5.9 18.7 58.6
ownership, female
(% age 15+)
Financial institution | 73.4 31.9 76.6 51.1 6.3 82.1 41.6 355 79.5
account, female (%
age 15+)

Source: World Bank Open Data, Gender Statistics, 2015-2021, most recent value; WBL: https://wbl.
worldbank.org/en/wbl;  GGGI:  https://www.weforum.org/reports/global-gender-gap-report-2021/in-full/
economy-profiles/; GII: https://hdr.undp.org/en/countries.
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Table 12.2 Sri Lanka’s relative position in relation to South Asia and emerging Asian economies

Indicator

Compared to South Asia

Compared to other selected
Asian countries

Gender Inequality Index
GGGI

WBL

Absolute FLFP rate

Relative FLFP rate
Female labour force share
Unemployment rate
NEETs

Educational attainment (lower
secondary)

Lower secondary completion
rate

Female share in STEM

Youth FLFP

Age at first marriage

Women in vulnerable
employment

Women in informal
employment

Women in wage and salaried
employment

Women in agricultural
employment

Women in industrial
employment

Women in services

Women'’s share in senior and
middle management

Women who receive public
sector pensions

Duration of fully paid maternity
leave

Fertility

Female life expectancy
Women in parliament

Lower (better)

Lower (worse) (exceptions:
Bangladesh and India)

Lower (worse) (exceptions:
Bangladesh and Pakistan)

Lower (exceptions: India and
Pakistan)

Higher (exception: Nepal)

Higher (exception: Nepal)

Higher

Lower (exception: Nepal and
Pakistan)

Higher

Higher

Higher (exception: Nepal)

Lower (exception: India and
Pakistan)

Older

Lower

Lower

Higher

Lower (exception: Nepal)

Higher

Higher (exception: Nepal)
Higher (exception: Pakistan)

Higher (exception: India)

Lower

Lower (exception:
Bangladesh)

Higher
Lower

Lower (exception: Malaysia and
Thailand)
Lower (worse)

Lower (worse) (exceptions: Indonesia
and Malaysia)
Lower (exception: Malaysia)

Lower (exception: Malaysia)

Lower

Higher (exception Malaysia)

Higher (exception: Malaysia and
Philippines)

Higher

Higher (exception: Malaysia)

Lower
Lower (exceptions: Malaysia)

Older

Lower (exceptions: Indonesia and
Philippines)

Lower

Higher (exceptions: Indonesia and
Philippines)

Higher (exceptions: Malaysia and
Thailand)

Higher

Lower (exception: Malaysia)
Lower (exception: Thailand)

Higher
Lower (exception: Indonesia)
Higher (exception: Philippines)

Higher (exception: Thailand)
Lower

Source: Analysis of data in Table 12.1.
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Women’s Labour Force Participation, Labour Supply and Unemployment

Sri Lanka’s LFP gender gap is the 20th largest in the world (World Bank 2022). Low FLFP is
a problem common to Asia and in particular South Asia (Table 12.1). Sri Lanka nevertheless
ranks below all ASEAN countries and several South Asian countries. Moreover, Sri Lanka
faces a declining labour force owing to an ageing population; increasing its FLFP has the
potential to mitigate the negative effects on economic growth.> Simulations for Sri Lanka
show that if gender gaps in LFP are closed in the next 50 years, income gains would be
about 21% (Cuberes and Teignier 2016; IMF 2018). In addition to gains in economic growth,
women’s LFP also improves the education and health of their children and it increases agency
and bargaining power (Afridi, Mukhopadhyay and Sahoo 2016; Heath and Jayachandran
2017).

Trends over Time

Historically, women’s share in the labour force increased from 22% in 1946 to 25% in 1970.
It was 25% in 1980 as well, increasing to 35% in 1995, thereafter it remained stagnant in the
range of 30-36%. Concomitantly, women’s share in the LFP shifted from a late broad-peak
pattern (peaking at age 45-59 in the 1940s and 1950s) to an early peak pattern (ages 20-29) in
the 1970s. This pattern also coincided with a shift in FLFP from educated women engaged in
the service sector, to a broader expansion of women’s LFP in manufacturing and service sectors
following economic liberalization in the late 1970s (Kiribanda 1997). However, by 1992, extended
participation in schooling had led to an increase in the peak age of participation to 33 years, which
further increased to 42 years in 2014. Nevertheless, over this period, the age profile demonstrated
a declining concavity; as women aged, they did not leave LFP as quickly as before (Seneviratne
2019).

Age, Education, Marital Status, Ethnicity and Geography

Although FLFP has remained largely constant at the aggregate level over the last three decades,
this apparent invariance masks a great deal of variation by age cohort and demographic group.
Young women’s LFP declined from 37% to 24% between 1992 and 2014 because of increased
educational participation, while married women increased their average participation rate by
9.5% points between 1992 and 2014 (Seneviratne 2019). However, by 2019 this had decreased
by 7.13% points down to 35.57% (my calculations using Sri Lanka Labour Force Survey 2019
data).

Within these trends too, there is considerable heterogeneity by education and demography.
Women with General Certificate of Education (GCE) ordinary level education and above work
mainly in white-collar services (public administration, education, finance and health), while women
with lower education work mainly in agriculture. Over the 1992-2014 period, there appeared to be
a demand for and corresponding engagement in informal, low-wage labour among older women
with lower education. Alongside, educated women were retreating from the labour market; the
negative income effect for this group strengthened, while prospects for their employment also
weakened (Seneviratne 2019). These results are consistent with previous findings that indicate
a dip in FLFP in secondary education and a rise in tertiary education but without necessarily
securing high-skilled jobs (Gunatilaka 2013; Madurawala 2017; Samarakoon and Mayadunne
2018; Solotaroff et al 2020).
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However, further disaggregation shows that this U-shaped pattern is associated with only
married women. The LFP of never-married women rises monotonically with their education
and is dispersed across many occupations and industries, indicating fewer restrictions on the
choice of single women compared to married women; and their substitution effect dominates the
income effect as wages rise (Seneviratne 2019). This pattern of falling LFP of married women
as their education and income status rise is evident in other countries in the region (Klasen and
Pieters 2015). It is often related to the social stigma associated with labour market work and
status production activities (Eswaran, Ramaswami and Wadhwa 2013). Between 1992 and 2014,
married women with primary and secondary schooling entered manufacturing and low-skilled
services (trade, transport, communication, utilities and construction). Their participation rose
with wages, implying the domination of the substitution effect over the income effect. However,
this participation was in self-employment and informalized work. Overall, married women were
shifting into self-employment and contributing to family employment, while single women were
shifting into wage employment (Seneviratne 2019).

Ethnicity and geographical location shape LFP. Moor Muslims are less likely to participate
in the labour force and Indian Tamil women are more likely (Gunatilaka 2013; Samarakoon and
Mayadunne 2018; Seneviratne 2019; Solotaroff et al 2020). Residence in agricultural provinces
encourages FLFP, suggesting that the level of economic activity, especially in plantation
agriculture, underlies the correlation between geography, ethnicity and FLFP (Gunatilaka 2013;
Solotaroff et al 2020).

The FLFP of women with tertiary education is not affected by maternal status, ethnoreligious
identity or labour market factors (Samarakoon and Mayadunne 2018). This suggests that they are
able to access employment that brings economic returns or sufficient status — or both — in order
to overcome the opportunity cost and social norms that are otherwise barriers to FLFP. Fertility
decline and male salaried employment contributed to increasing FLFP, while rising household
income, demographic ageing and falling agricultural income reduced FLFP (Seneviratne 2019).
There is no contradiction between a positive association of FLFP with men’s formal employment
and a negative association with rising household income. The former effect is likely due to
networks — women whose husbands have salaried employment are also more likely to access
formal salaried employment. Interestingly, the FLFP (negative) response to household income has
been weakening over time, and this finding is also robust to an analysis of birth cohorts, which
finds that there is a pattern of falling sensitivity to household economic status with each new
generation (Seneviratne 2019).

Job Opportunities

In addition to supply-side factors, limited job opportunities for those who do want to work and the
gender wage gap are factors limiting FLFP (Gunewardena et al 2009; Gunatilaka 2013). Opportunity
functions explore access to the labour force and find that women are more disadvantaged than men
in accessing the labour force and that women in lower deciles are more vulnerable (Madurawala
2017).

The likelihood of a woman participating in the labour force is higher in locations with a better
relative share of women than men who are employed in a specific educational category. It indicates
that women are encouraged to look for work when there are more opportunities available for
educated women (Gunatilaka 2013). In the same study, FLFP also responds to the index of gender
segregation by the industrial sector, suggesting that women are more likely to look for or find
employment in jobs that are perceived as suitable for women.
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Young Women

As noted earlier, the LFP rate for young women (15-24 years) is lower than the national average. It
peaked at 37% in 1992 during the post-liberalization period but began declining in the early 1990s,
owing to greater participation in education. In 2014 it was 22% and 24% (including and excluding
the Northern and Eastern provinces) and remained at 22% in 2019 (Seneviratne 2019; for 1992 and
2014 estimates are my calculations using LFS 2019). That girls stay in school longer is reflected in
secondary school and tertiary education enrolments, where girls outnumber boys. However, girls
who do not continue in general education lack marketable skills and are under-represented among
those who follow technical and vocational training (Gunatilaka 2013; Chandrasiri and Gunatilaka
2015). Women'’s recruitment into apprenticeships is higher in traditional sectors, such as care
and education, but dropout rates are much higher than their male counterparts. Additionally,
women who are enrolled in male-dominated fields of study also display even higher dropout rates
(Verite 2018). Gender segregation in accessing technical and vocational training may be self-
selected, but may also arise as a response to perceptions of employer’s gender bias (Samarakoon
and Mayadunne 2018). Gunewardena (2015) found that Technical and Vocational Education and
Training (TVET) and apprenticeships provided no additional earnings advantage beyond general
education.

A new Youth Gender Gap Index developed as part of a youth labour market assessment
highlights gender inequality in LFP, wages and occupational roles across Sri Lanka’s nine
provinces, with no gender parity in any of the five indicators that were examined (Verite 2018).
However, 1.5% of employed young women were in managerial positions in 2010, which was
higher than that of young men, and an increase from 2006 (Ministry of Youth Affairs and Skills
Development 2014). Young women still dominate the apparel industry, where women’s share of
employment has been 70-80% (Robertson et al 2020). However, turnover is high, particularly
after marriage.

The share of the population that is neither in education, employment, or training (NEET) is
considered an indicator that addresses a broad array of vulnerabilities, especially among youth. In
Sri Lanka, young women are at greater risk of being NEET as are women in ethnic and religious
minorities, those with very low levels of education, those belonging to low-income households
as well as those who have young children and live in remote areas (Abayasekara and Gunasekara
2019). Representation in STEM subjects is low among girls who continue in general education
(Ministry of Youth Affairs and Skills Development 2014).

Older Women

Women’s LFP in the older age group (66+ years) has been increasing since the 1990s, from 6.6%
in 1992 to 11.8% in 2014 (Seneviratne 2019). However, LFP of older women in Sri Lanka is lower
than other countries in the region with the exception of Pakistan and Bangladesh (Vodopivec and
Arunatilake 2011). They note how wages for older men and women decline quite steeply in the
public sector and more modestly in the private sector. Over half of working elderly people are self-
employed or casual workers in the informal sector as skilled workers in agriculture, manufacturing,
and wholesale and retail trade, with a large percentage of women in elementary occupations and a
smaller percentage as professionals.

Patterns of women’s unemployment in Sri Lanka show some indication of having changed in
the last decade (Table 12.3). Consistent with Seneviratne’s (2019) findings that older women are
entering or staying longer in the labour force, Table 12.3 indicates that their unemployment is
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Table 12.3 Unemployment rates by sex, age, education and province

Unemployment 2010 2020

Sri Lanka Male Female F/M  Sri Lanka Male Female F/M

Sri Lanka 49 35 7.7 2.2 5.5 4 8.5 2.1
Age group

15-24 194 16.3 24.7 1.5 26.5 22.1 35.1 1.6
25-29 9.2 4.7 17.8 3.8 12 7.9 19.3 2.4
30-39 3.1 1.7 5.8 34 3.5 22 6 2.7
Over 40 1.1 0.8 1.4 1.8 1.1 0.7 2.1 3.0
Level of education

Grade 10 and below 3.6 2.8 5.8 2.1 33 2.8 4.5 1.6
O/L 6.9 54 10.1 1.9 7.2 5.9 9.8 1.7
A/L and above 11.6 7.9 15.8 2.0 9.8 6.2 13.6 2.2
Province

Western 3.7 2.6 6 2.3 5.5 4.4 7.6 1.7
Central 6.7 5.1 9.6 1.9 6.4 5.6 7.8 1.4
Southern 7.8 5.9 11.6 2.0 7.7 5.9 11.4 1.9
Northern - - - - 5.2 33 10.7 32
Eastern 5.3 3.1 11.9 3.8 4.8 2.4 11.8 4.9
North Western 4.8 3.5 7.1 2.0 43 2.4 7.6 32
North Central 3.6 * 6.4 * 4.1 2.1 7.7 3.7
Uva 4.1 * 7.2 " 4.7 33 7.6 2.3
Sabaragamuwa 4.6 3.6 6.1 1.7 54 3.9 8 2.1

Source: DCS, Sri Lanka Labour Force Survey Annual Bulletin (2020, 2010).
* Cell sizes were too small to provide statistically significant estimates.

also high relative to men in the same age group while women’s unemployment is highest among
the youngest age group. Women’s unemployment relative to men is also highest among the most
educated group and in the Eastern, Northern, North Central and Northwestern provinces. High
women’s unemployment among those with GCE (advanced level) or higher is consistent with
fewer wage employment opportunities for educated women.

Women’s Employment in Sri Lanka: Trends and Patterns

In 2020, 2,626,146 women were employed, compared to 5,372,947 men. Sex-specific employment
shares comprised 91.5% of the female labour force and 96% of the male labour force, respectively
(DCS 2021). The main change observed in the last decade is that the share of women public sector
employees has risen, relative to all women employed as well as relative to men in the public sector.
The share of both male and female own account workers has risen, but women’s own account
workers’ share has not increased as much as that of men. In contrast, while the percentage of
contributing family workers has declined for both men and women, the relative decline for women
has been modest.

Tables 12.4 and 12.5 reflect that there is both vertical and horizontal segregation in Sri Lanka’s
employment. The share of contributing family workers who are women is seven times as high as
the share that is men; but just over one-fourth of senior positions as legislators, senior professionals
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Table 12.4 Percentage distribution of the employed population by employment status and gender

2010 F/M 2020 F/M
Male Female Male Female
Employee — public sector 12.8 17.3 1.4 12.0 20.5 1.71
Employee — private sector 43.3 37 0.9 447 38.5 0.86
Employer 35 0.8 0.2 3.4 0.8 0.22
Own account worker 35.9 22.6 0.6 37.5 244 0.65
Contributing family worker 44 224 5.1 24 15.8 6.70

Source: DCS (2021), Annual Labour Force Survey Report 2020, p. 18; Department of Census and Statistics
(2011) Sri Lanka Labour Force Survey Annual Report 2010 Colombo: p. 16

Table 12.5 Employed population by occupation and gender

Occupations Shares in female total Female as a share of total

2006 2010 2020 2006 2010 2020

Managers, senior officials and legislators 54 6.6 53 214 2370 27
Professionals 9.2 10.4 12.9 61.1 61.9 64
Technical and associate professionals 4.9 4.9 9.2 34.1 32.0 349
Clerks and clerical support workers 53 5.5 6.3 20.3 44.5 54.2
Service and sales workers 8 7.8 8.2 38.8 32.0 28.5
Skilled agricultural, forestry and fishery workers 25 24.5 14.8 39.2 36.7 28.3
Craft and related trades workers 18.9 15.8 12.9 38.7 33.6 27.7
Plant and machine operators and assemblers 23 2 4.3 11.3 9.0 15.3
Elementary occupations 20.9 22.7 25.9 33.1 33.6 37
Armed force occupations - - 0.2° - - 11.8°
Unidentified 0.1 0.2 - 6.1 7.6 -
Total 100 100 100 35.1 334 32.8

* These figures relate to senior officials and legislators only.
®  Figures to be treated with caution due to high coefficient of variation.

Source: DCS (2021), Annual Labour Force Survey Report 2020, p. 19; Annual Labour Force Survey Report
2010, p. 17.

and managers are held by women. Women are a majority in professional and clerical positions.
They are over one-third of technicians and associate professionals, but also over one-third of
elementary occupations (DCS 2021).

Within industries and firms, men dominate upper management jobs. For example, in export
industries senior managers are 84% male and middle-level managers are 62% male, while women
dominate operational grades. Among migrant workers, around 86% were housemaids, while 90%
of those who have migrated for professional and middle-level jobs are men (Weeraratne 2014).
There is evidence that gender segregation of jobs affects women’s employment; women tend to
work where other women work (Gunatilaka 2013; Samarakoon and Mayadunne 2018).

The gender distribution of employment in the informal sector is biased towards men. The share
of informal employment in total employment for women is 61.7%, compared to the comparable
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figure for men which is 71.3%, which differs from the experience of women in many other
countries (World Economic Forum 2021).

Agriculture

Women’s role in agriculture is largely unrecognized and undervalued. There is a dearth of research
in quantifying women’s contribution to agriculture value chains and subsistence agriculture, and in
estimating the losses of productivity and reduced economic gains as a result of gender inequality
in agriculture (FAO 2018). Despite being engaged in a wide range of agricultural activities and a
diversity of employment types, from contributing family workers to self-employed farmers and
employees in agricultural companies, they are mainly seen as practising subsistence agriculture.
Under the Married Women’s Property Ordinance and the Matrimonial Rights and Inheritance
Ordinance, men and women have equal ownership and inheritance rights to immovable property,
yet only 16% of privately owned land belongs to women. Consequently, women do not have
formal access to government-provided water, are not registered in agrarian service centres, and
neither own agricultural machinery, nor engage in the rental market for agricultural machinery
(FAO 2018).

Constrained by care work and social norms, women primary producers are at the lower end of
the agricultural value chain and do not engage in trading or adding value to agricultural produce;
as a result, they miss out on training and technology transfer. Women have fewer networks and
less access to capital and are, therefore, less involved in commercial agriculture and medium-
scale industries (FAO 2018). Gender norms in agriculture, however, vary by ethnicity and
location. Prohibitive gender norms around involvement in agriculture were observed in the
Muslim community in Ampara, but not among the Tamil community, nor among communities
in Hambantota and Polonnaruwa. However, across regions, ethnic groups and religions, a set of
widely accepted gender norms around motherhood and duties around social reproduction limited
women’s participation in agriculture (Gunawardana 2018).

Apparel Industry

About one-fourth of women’s employment is in the industrial sector. Of this, the apparel industry
plays the most significant role, providing direct and indirect employment to around 300,000
to 600,000 people, respectively, of whom 74% are women (Export Development Board 2017,
Robertson et al 2020). Labour force survey data reveal that 764,447 women were employed in
2020 as sewing machine operators (my calculations using LFS 2020).

Employers are more amenable to hiring women because of their perceived better characteristics,
such as being more ‘manageable’, ‘flexible’ and ‘patient’, consistent with patriarchal stereotypes
of women as being nimble-fingered and docile (Elson and Pearson 1981; Madurawala 2009; Goger
2013). A study of socioemotional skills found that possessing courage increases the odds of paid
employment for women in Sri Lanka, while having ‘emotional stability’ increases their earnings,
and somewhat surprisingly, being a ‘risk-taker’ increases their odds of formal employment (King
and Gunewardena 2022).* While automation poses a threat to the apparel industry, for instance, up
to 90% of sewing operations can be automated, so far workforce numbers have not seen drastic
reductions (Fernando et al 2020).

Key reasons for high turnover and labour shortages in the apparel industry include competition
from other sectors, mobility issues for rural women and lack of adequate housing and childcare
facilities. Moreover, negative social perceptions associated with working in garment factories
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and changing career aspirations and improved educational qualifications of young women’s labour
market decisions. also factor in (Lynch 2007; Goger 2013; Gunawardana 2014). Women’s gender
roles combined with inflexible work models contribute to this high turnover. Some firms provide
on-site care centres, although this is not the norm.

Apparel wages are higher than agricultural wages in Sri Lanka, but lower than the economy-
wide average and do not make up a living wage (Asia Floor Wage Alliance (2019) “Timeline
of Revision: Asia Floor Wage 2017°. https://asia.floorwage.org/our-work/#tab-id-3; Ruwanpura
2022). However, when controlling for characteristics (generally younger, unmarried, less-educated
women), working in apparel pays a premium compared to the economy average — even as it
falls below the living wage (Robertson et al 2020; see also Asian Floor Wage Alliance 2019;
Ruwanpura 2022). Nevertheless, being connected to the global market brings attendant risks.
Working conditions in the apparel industry are not ideal although campaigns, such as the Garments
without Guilt and Abhimani, have improved working conditions (Ruwanpura 2022).

Service Sector

Teaching professionals and associate professionals are a large proportion of women in the
service sector, followed by clerks, sales workers, government social benefits officials and nursing
professionals. Over 80% of primary and secondary school teachers, nursing professionals and over
two-third of general office clerks are employed in the public sector, as are all government social
benefits officials. Women employed as public sector employees in these professions account for
approximately 20% of all women employees.

At the lower end of the earnings distribution are domestic and office cleaners and helpers,
who account for 2% and 3%, respectively, of all women employees. Comparisons with living
wage estimates and minimum wages indicate that domestic workers are paid less than the living
wage, but more than the minimum wage despite their precarious work conditions (de Silva 2019).
Domestic workers have been excluded from coverage under the minimum wages act of 2016 (de
Silva 2019). Legal studies have recommended either that existing labour laws be expanded or
amended to include domestic workers or that new legislation be drawn up to specifically include
them (de Silva 2019).

Entrepreneurs and Micro-Businesses

The World Economic Forum’s gender gap report (2021) indicates that only 26.1% of Sri Lanka’s
firms have female majority ownership, while the vast majority is male owned (73.9%). The Sri
Lankan legal environment does not directly hinder women’s entrepreneurship: under the law, a
woman can sign a contract, register a business and open a bank account in the same way as a
man, and there is no law that prohibits discrimination in access to credit based on gender (World
Bank 2022). Yet, of all employed women, 24% are engaged in self-employment as own-account
workers, while less than 1% are employers (DCS 2021). A study comparing own account workers
with wage workers found that own account workers are older and have lower ability than wage
workers on both schooling and tested ability. They also have a strong desire to maintain control
of their environment (de Mel et al 2010). Among microenterprise owners, those owned by women
were much less likely to add paid employees. These features suggest that many women are
entrepreneurs out of ‘necessity’ rather than because of entrepreneurial ability.

Women microenterprise owners who received a capital grant in a randomized experiment had
no returns to capital, compared to men in the same experiment who had large, sustained increases
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in income, with monthly profits of 9% (de Mel et al 2009). On exploring this issue further,
the study found evidence consistent with more efficient outcomes among women enterprises
when the enterprise owner has more decision-making power in the household or where the
spouse is more cooperative with regard to the management of the enterprise. Re-analysis of the
same Sri Lankan data within a household decision-making framework found a significant rise in
household income for women entrepreneurs who received capital grants, suggesting that women
frequently use their loans or grants to invest in enterprises that they do not own (Bernhardt
et al 2019).

While many studies and policy and programmatic efforts have focused on inequality in
the endowments of women entrepreneurs, such as skills, expertise and technology, structural
barriers, such as social norms that impede networking and marketing as well as the provision of
infrastructure are likely to be as or more important (Madurawala et al 2017). In an experiment
involving business training provided to two samples of women entrepreneurs, it was found that
training hastened entry among potential start-ups and increased profitability. However, neither
training nor cash grants had any effect on profits, sales or capital stocks of existing businesses even
though it changed business practices (de Mel, McKenzie and Woodruff 2014).

Successful women entrepreneurs appear to have psychological characteristics and
entrepreneurial competencies that are similar to those of successful male entrepreneurs and less
similar to unsuccessful women entrepreneurs (Ranasinghe 2012). In a study of socioemotional
skills, it was found that extraversion increases earnings in self-employment for women relatively
more than it does for men in Sri Lanka (King and Gunewardena 2022).

Unpaid Work, Carework and the Way Forward

Sri Lanka’s patterns of women’s employment and its low and stagnant FLFP have their roots in
gender segregation, especially between paid and unpaid work. Sri Lanka’s first National Time Use
Survey, conducted in 2017, revealed a deep gender divide in both participation in SNA activities,
where men vastly outnumbered women, and non-SNA activities, especially unpaid domestic
services and unpaid caregiving services where women vastly outnumbered men (DCS 2020). On a
given day, the average woman spends one hour and 54 minutes on food and meal preparation and
one hour and six minutes on childcare and instruction, while the average man spends 12 minutes
on each activity (DCS 2020).

The vast gender gap in time spent on unpaid domestic and care work underlies the gender gap in
FLFP and leads to women selecting part-time or self-employment work that facilitates combining
paid work with unpaid work, which in turn leads to poorly compensated jobs for women. It is also
the source of work-family conflict among employed women, as documented in formal sector work
environments (Kailasapathy and Metz 2012; Kailasapathy, Kraimer and Metz 2014). Added to this
is the lack of state-supported care services. Most dual-earner couples rely on family networks to
assist with unpaid and care work and many women of childbearing age are under pressure to quit
their jobs because of the difficulty of balancing domestic and market work (Madurawala 2009;
Kailasapathy and Metz 2012).

Increasing the social provision of care in Sri Lanka will remove a significant barrier to access to
employment for women, thereby increasing LFP and the potential for economic growth. However,
more importantly, it will redesign the social contract, such that just as the benefits of children’s
capabilities, which are a public good, are enjoyed by all, the costs of social reproduction will be
borne not just by parents, and especially mothers, but by all who benefit from it.
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Notes

—

Gunewardena and Perera (2022) use an input method, replacement cost approach with a specialist wage
and several generalist wages. Valuing women’s unpaid work at the minimum wage yields the lowest value
of 8% of GDP, while valuing it at the generalist wage of a primary school teacher yields the highest value
of 34% of GDP. Valuing it by a vector of specialist wages yields a value of 12% of GDP.

2 Vulnerable employment is defined as the sum of the employment status groups of own-account workers
and contributing family workers (World Bank undated).

Sri Lanka’s old-age dependency ratio is set to increase to 43% in 2050 (ADB 2019).

4 King and Gunewardena (2022) show that in 13 middle income countries, out of a set of ten socioemotional
skills, the only skill that consistently showed a statistically significant difference between men and women
was that of emotional stability. This supports previous work by Nelson (2015) that demonstrates that
despite a popular perception that women are universally risk-averse, this is not the case.

w
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UNVEILING THE MARGINS

Women, Caste, Class, and Post-War Development
in Sri Lanka’s North and East

Narayani Sritharan

Introduction

In this chapter, I critically examine post-war development in Sri Lanka and its impact on the war-
affected districts of the North and East. I pay serious attention to the implicit question in much of
the literature: why the North and East of Sri Lanka remain underdeveloped and poor, despite the
war ending more than a decade ago? I begin by comparing the economic growth of the North and
East with the rest of Sri Lanka and discuss why post-war reconstruction efforts by the Government
of Sri Lanka did little to improve the economic conditions of the North and East. By paying special
attention to the experiences of women and caste-based communities in the region, I argue why a
blanket approach that prioritised infrastructure development did not “trickle down” to the most
marginalised groups in the region.

Sri Lanka was embroiled in a protracted ethnic and territorial conflict from 1983 to 2009,
oscillating between conflict and war over the independence of Tamil homelands. Both major
warring parties — the Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam (LTTE) and the state — adopted an ethno-
nationalist stance, creating devastating social and gendered consequences for local communities
(Tambiah 1992; Ismail and Jeganathan 1995; De Alwis 2002). All nine districts of the North and
East were all affected by the war. They are Ampara, Batticaloa, Jaffna, Kilinochchi, Mannar,
Mullaitivu, Puttalam, Trincomalee, and Vavuniya and consist of the Northern and Eastern
Provinces (Figure 13.1).

Internal strife over horizontal inequality was a major cause of the Sri Lankan conflict with
decreased access to education, employment opportunities, disparities in urban development,
distribution of benefits, and political exclusion of Sri Lankan Tamils (Langer, Stewart and Venugopal
2012; Venugopal 2012; Stewart 2016). In May 2009 President Mahinda Rajapaksa, having rallied
the support of the international society by capitalising on the “global war on terror”, ruthlessly
defeated the LTTE, with estimates placing around 40,000 civilians killed and 300,000 internally
displaced or detained in camps during the last phase of the Sri Lankan conflict (UN 2011).

Despite this violent political backdrop, the Rajapaksa government approached post-war
reconciliation through infrastructural development with help from international loans and donors.
This approach to conflict resolution side-stepped the root causes of the ethnic conflict by ignoring
the basis of the Tamil people’s grievances requiring state reform (Thaheer, Peiris and Pathiraja
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Figure 13.1 War-affected districts

2013; Venugopal 2018; Ruwanpura, Brown and Chan 2020). An important feature of post-
conflict Sri Lanka was that the government, led by the Rajapaksa family, moved towards soft
authoritarianism, becoming a nepotistic, nationalistic, and militarised state with little regard for
minority grievances (Jazeel and Ruwanpura 2009; DeVotta, 2010; Wickramasinghe 2010).! It was
a watershed moment for Sri Lanka to develop and strengthen democratic systems and institutions
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was critical; yet it moved towards semi-authoritarianism and state centrality. While reconstruction
efforts intended to rebuild and reconcile war-affected areas with the rest of the country, they
may have achieved the opposite (Hoglund and Orjuela 2011). Reconstruction as a vehicle for
reconciliation failed due to the centralised decision-making mechanism and high militarisation
in the war-torn districts. In fact, as Kadirgamar (2017) argues, the reconstruction process in war-
torn regions has led to further dispossession and social exclusion due to increased indebtedness,
religious and caste exclusions, and falling incomes. Consequently, Sri Lanka continues to deal
with many of the issues that existed in the pre-war period, such as high youth unemployment,
Sinhala resettlements in Tamil areas, and new issues stemming from the end of the conflict.

Economic Growth: Nationwide viz Northeast

Sri Lanka maintained relatively high GDP growth throughout the war years. The average growth
from 1983 to 2009 was 5.3% per year. Bastian (2013) suggests that the reason for the sustained
growth was the focus on areas not affected by the war; in fact, 49.4% of the GDP came from
the Western Province. Figure 13.2 shows the trends for Sri Lankan GDP growth, inflation, and
unemployment since the end of the war.

Sri Lanka recorded an average 7.25% growth rate during the period 2009—2013, which declined
to 2.8% during 2014-2020. The growth was negative from 2019 to 2020 (-3.6%). Inflation
remained in the single digits from 2010 onwards but almost doubled in 2019/2020 from 3.5% to
6.1% (World Development Indicators 2022). Until the 1970s Sri Lanka had very low inflation,
varying from 1% to 4%. This pattern has since changed notably, with an annual average rate of
8.5% during 1980-2015 and greater year-to-year variability thereafter. Currently, inflation has
increased significantly, mainly due to high food prices (SOE 2019). The official unemployment
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Figure 13.2  GDBP, inflation, and the unemployment rate
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rate steadily increased from 4.78% in 2010 to 4.84% in 2020. The Gini coefficient increased to
39.3in 2015.

This Gini coefficient indicates widening inequality even as the country gained status as a
middle-income country in 2010. Inequality was also reflected in Sri Lanka’s public investment
in education, which declined from approximately 2.3% of GDP during the years 2000-2010
to 1.8% of GDP in 2012 (Wickramasinghe 2014). Media freedom — an indicator of a robust
democracy — was severely undermined during this time; according to the Reporters Without
Borders Press Freedom Index, Sri Lanka dropped from place number 51 in 2002 to 127 out of 180
in 2021. The initial economic growth was caused by massive infrastructural investments and was
funded by unsustainable loans from multiple lenders, including international sovereign bonds with
China being Sri Lanka’s biggest bilateral lender (Moramudali and Panduwawala 2022). In 2022, a
combination of the COVID-19 pandemic, soaring global energy and food prices, and irresponsible
tax cuts led the economy to collapse.

Initially, the Northeast experienced high growth, like the rest of the country; however, its
economic growth slowed down more rapidly than in the rest of the country. The Northern Province’s
GDP growth rate went from 25.2% in 2012 to merely 4.1% in 2018 (Moramudali 2019). The
author investigated the poverty headcount ratio in the country and found four districts with double-
digit poverty headcount ratios; all of them were in Northern and Eastern provinces. In 2013, the
Uva Province, located in south-central Sri Lanka and consistently considered one of the poorest
provinces, recorded the highest poverty headcount ratio of 15.4%, while the Northern Province
recorded 10.9% in 2016. However, the poverty headcount ratio for Uva Province subsequently
declined to 6.5%, whereas in the Northern Province, the ratio only decreased to 7.7% (Moramudali
2019; Census of Population and Housing 2012).

Does the lack of growth in the Northern Province indicate that the state-driven infrastructure
development failed to sustain momentum in the region? How can the discrepancies in development
rates be explained? We need to understand the emphasis on infrastructure-led development to
answer these questions. The next section describes the limitations of the infrastructural economic
model in Sri Lanka since the end of the war.

Infrastructure and Post-War Development

Since 2010, under Rajapaksa’s regime, the focus has been on infrastructure development and
economic recovery in war-scarred regions of the country. More specifically, the Rajapaksa
government developed a “Sri Lankan model” involving a combination of humanitarian action,
resettlement, and reconstruction (Goodhand 2010). Post-war economic development in the
entire country was driven by massive infrastructural development projects, such as highways,
an international airport, a harbour in Hambantota, and Colombo beautification (Sarvananthan
2013; Thaheer, Peiris and Pathiraja 2013; Perera 2014, 2015; Fuglerud 2017; Chan, Ruwanpura
and Brown 2019). In the Eastern and Northern Provinces, an international sports stadium in
the Kilinochchi district and Magampura Mahinda Rajapaksa Port in the Vanni demonstrate this
obsession.

The central issue with a blanket approach to economic development was that the projects did
not match the specific circumstances and priorities of local populations (Thaheer et al 2013). One
of the enduring challenges is how to tap into and optimise available local resources, including
the unemployed, as well as land and sea resources, in developing locally sensitive industries.
For instance, there are two primary sources of livelihood in the North: agriculture and fisheries.
Agriculture suffers from crop failures and high fluctuations in market prices, while fisheries
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suffer from Indian trawlers roaming the Sri Lankan waters and destroying the Jaffna fishers’ nets,
limiting them to shallow waters (Kadirgamar 2017). The Jaffna district provided 20-25% of the
total fish production in Sri Lanka before 1983, which had reduced to 3—5% with the end of the
war (Thaheer et al 2013). These essential economic issues were regrettably not prioritised by
the centrally controlled post-war economic recovery programme. In addition to the economic
challenges, issues, such as family and community breakup, alcoholism, trauma, debt burden, ethnic
resentments, and caste and gender disparities continue to mediate recovery and reconciliation and
livelihood development in general; and yet remain unaddressed (Silva et al., 2018).

Promoting economic development in place of a political solution to the ethnic conflict meant that
addressing the grievances of the Tamil people was very low on the political agenda, especially in
the Northern provinces. The Rajapaksa regime’s priority was to reintegrate Tamils into Sri Lankan
society through the spill-over benefits of economic and infrastructural development (Uyangoda
2011; Ruwanpura 2016; see also Lingham 2023, this volume). However, state-sponsored
infrastructure projects were contracted to large foreign companies and local companies based in
the Western Province that did not utilise human resources from the North and East. Chinese-
based companies even imported Chinese labour, while road construction sites in the Northeast
contracted workers mostly from the South (Thaheer et al 2013). Hence, the anticipated trickle-
down effect on the local people in the Eastern and Northern Provinces regarding employment and
profit generation was limited (Sarvananthan 2016).

The Rajapaksa government had, from the beginning, been sceptical of the ethnic dimensions
of the conflict. Rather than acknowledge the grievances of the historically marginalised Tamil
people of the North and East, it chose to view the conflict as a terrorist threat fuelled by regional
underdevelopment. As aresult, the regime was resistant to recognising, engaging with, or addressing
Tamil grievances through state reforms and mechanisms of accountability. Instead, the government
sought to use fast-tracked economic and infrastructure development in the Northeast to win the
support of the Tamils and undermine the appeal of ethnic Tamil politics (Venugopal 2018).

After the war ended, infrastructure growth was deemed necessary for economic recovery.
However, the relative lack of investment in creating livelihoods has led to joblessness in the
post-war period (Kadirgamar 2017). Moreover, infrastructure development has had no impact on
livelihood development in the North and East; nor has it addressed the well-being of citizens,
namely access to education, quality of education, the care of children, and access to socio-
economic opportunities (Thaheer et al 2013; Silva et al 2018).

Another reason for this lack of trickle-down effect is the lack of competent political leaders
(Kadirgamar 2017). For example, when I travelled to Vanni in 2017 — one of the most affected
areas by the war — I spoke with women who continued to live in houses destroyed by the conflict.
They explained that the central government allocated (and continues to allocate) resources to the
Northern Province following the end of the war; however, according to them, politicians were
unqualified to utilise the budget for job creation, education, or other rebuilding programmes.
Therefore, most of the monies were sent back to the Central Government every year. Whether this
is true or not is less important than the fact that this is what they believed about the allocation of
resources in Sri Lanka and the capacity of their own politicians. Their point was corroborated by
an activist from Jaffna, who commented that immediately after the first election in the Northern
Province for the Northern Province Council (NPC) in 2013, there was a substantial discussion
of the NPC’s failure to utilise the funds provided to them. As a result, approximately 40% of the
funds were sent back to the central government (Sritharan 2022). Thaheer et al (2013) describe
how surveyed communities in the conflict-affected areas had similar perceptions of their local
politicians and government.
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Figure 13.3  Average economic indicators for war and non-war districts, 2009/2010 and 2012/2013

The impact of uneven resource allocation is indicated in Figure 13.3. I compare selected
economic indicators for war districts and non-war districts to highlight the economic
disenfranchisement of the war-torn districts. The cursory evidence suggests that in conflict-
affected districts the poverty gap is higher than in districts not directly affected by war, i.e.,
poverty levels are more severe, the income levels are lower, and there are fewer percentages of
households owning computers and fridges (both of which could be considered non-conventional
wealth indicators).” There are also more women in the Northeast than in the rest of the country,
albeit marginally; reflecting the persistence of women-headed households (Ruwanpura 2004;
Lingham, this volume), which I will discuss in detail in the following section.

Women in the Northeast

Although Sri Lanka’s population grew from 14,846,274 to 20,277,597 between 1981 and 2012,
the population of the Jaffna District fell from 734,474 to 583,071 (Census and Statistics 2012).
Compared to a national 1% average annual population growth, the Jaffna district experienced
an average annual population decline of 0.74%. This drop in population can be explained
by the mass migration of the Tamil community from Sri Lanka. The Tamil diaspora in the
West is estimated to be 800,000, with an additional 200,000 people living as refugees in India
(Kadirgamar 2017).

The most recent Household and Income Expenditure Survey (2012/2013) indicates that as
many as 25% of Sri Lankan households are women headed. Godamunne (2019) finds that the
figure is disproportionately higher in the North and East (see also Ruwanpura 2004). According
to Sarvananthan (2015), the higher share of women in Jaffna is due to mass migration, (mostly
male) disappearances, and war deaths. In fact, UNFPA (2015) found that 90,000 women were left
widowed in the North and East due to the war.
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In addition to many women being widowed or having their husbands disappear, they also
suffer from substantial indebtedness. In the late 1990s, NGOs in Sri Lanka started addressing
women’s livelihood needs through microfinance. Following the war, the financial sector expanded
to include Central Bank-registered banks and new unregulated companies. This led to a substantial
microfinance debt crisis, especially in the Northern Province (Kadirgamar and Kadirgamar 2018,
2019; Moramudali 2019). The microfinance loans had effective annual interest rates ranging from
40% to 220%. These massive interest rates created a debt trap where people (particularly women)
had to take out new loans from informal lenders to pay back microfinance loans (see de Silva and
Wedagedara, this volume). This situation became so dire that in 2019 the Central Bank imposed an
interest rate cap of 35% on microfinance loans. According to the Sri Lankan Department of Census
and Statistics, the district with the highest percentage of the population in debt was Vavuniya in the
Northern Province. In 2016 the district Vavuniya had a population of 80.8% who were indebted.
Comparably, the Colombo district only has 51.3% of the population indebted.

In recent years, deep-rooted institutional and socio-cultural barriers to women’s upward
economic, political, and social mobility persist. For instance, women in the Eastern and Northern
Provinces were constrained from realising the benefits of the short-lived post-conflict economic
boom. Conservative cultural mores constrain women from actively participating in the formal
labour market due to care responsibilities within the family and gendered religious responsibilities,
such as administering prayers for the family at the temples. Moreover, women also had security
concerns about travelling far from home to work due to high militarisation in the war-affected
districts (Thaheer et al 2013; Sarvananthan 2015).

The Eastern Province has the lowest women’s labour force participation of the nine provinces in
Sri Lanka, followed by the Northern Province, partly due to the direct impact of the war (UNFPA
2015). Furthermore, in 2012 the Northern Province had three districts with the highest women’s
unemployment rates: Kilinochchi (29.4%), Mannar (21.6%), and Mullaithivu (20.5%). In the
other North and East districts, unemployment rates among women were over 10% in 2012. In
contrast, unemployment rates among men in the North and East were less than 4% (Sarvananthan
2015: 22-23).

When a group of Jaffna women was asked why they think there is high female unemployment
during an open forum in 2011, they identified the following causes: (i) preference for public
sector employment; (ii) low-quality knowledge and life skills taught at all educational levels;
(iii) caste-based occupational structure; and (iv) the negative impact of foreign remittances (see
Sarvananthan 2011 for more).

Class and Caste in the Northeast

Even though the war significantly changed the caste composition, caste continues to divide
people in the North and East. The Tamil (and Sinhala) caste system and how it structures access
to the economy is severely understudied with limited research regarding the political economy of
caste limited to the district of Jaffna. Since the East has a large Muslim population and a higher
proportion of Sinhalese people, the caste dynamics differ from Jaffna, which is largely Tamil (see
McGilvray 2008). In this section, I provide a historical overview of the caste structure in the North
and the impact of the caste-class dynamics.

Class and caste are historically intertwined in Jaffna. While often compared to and conflated
with class, a more supple term applies to socioeconomic status, the primary requirement that
dictates caste remains relatively rigid and static. Like class hierarchy, the caste system is tied to
the division of labour through hereditary occupation (Kuganathan 2022). Although Hinduism is
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seen as the main purveyor of the caste system whose religious texts sanction systemic inequity and
inequality, caste is integral to all communities in Sri Lanka and South Asia, including Christians
and Buddhists (Krishan 1998; Mahroof 2000; McDermott 2016).

One major reason for caste and class to be collapsed into a single category is that caste in the
North and East of Sri Lanka has actively evaded politicisation. In fact, the mere discussion of caste
is taboo (Kuganathan 2014). Particularly disturbing are the institutional efforts that go into caste
censorship. For example, Silva et al (2018: 20) report that the University of Jaffna discourages
any research on caste. Unlike India’s caste system, caste in Sri Lanka is undocumented by the
state and remains hidden; yet caste dynamics are salient, particularly in the Tamil-speaking North
(Kuganathan 2022).

The caste structure of Jaffna society consists of roughly 20 castes, with the Vellalar caste
historically accounting for nearly 50% of the total Tamil population in the region as the undisputed
dominant caste controlling land ownership, agriculture, leadership positions, and white-collar
employment in colonial and post-colonial settings (see Table 13.1). Brahmins and Saiva Kurukkals
are ritually superior to Vellalars, but they are often employed by Vellalar temple trustees, making
them economically subordinate to the dominant caste. Except for Karaiyars, Mukkuvars, and
possibly Kukkuvars, who were largely self-employed and economically independent, all the other
castes historically served hereditary patron families of the dominant caste. The Panchamar castes
are identical to Dalits in the Indian context as they are considered untouchable, hence the fifth
caste following the Indian model. Except in a few instances, the term “Dalit” is not used for self-
identification or as an analytical category in caste research in Jaffna or anywhere else in Sri Lanka.
In addition to the term Panchamar, the terms “depressed castes”, “depressed classes”, or “minority

Table 13.1 Castes in Jaffna Peninsula, 1982

Caste name in Tamil English

Rendering caste occupation

As a % of total
Tamil population

Piraman Brahmin temple priest 0.7
Saiva Kurukkal Saiva priest/Priests in non-Brahmin temples

Vellalar Land owning caste/Landlord, farmer 50
Pantaram Garland maker/Temple helper

Sipacari Craftsman/Temple sculptor

Koviar Domestic worker for Vellalar 7
Thattar Goldsmith 0.6
Karaiyar Deep sea fisherman 10
Thachchar Carpenter/Wood work, roof maker 2
Rollar Iron work/Blacksmith

Nattuvar Musician/Auspicious music

Kalkular Weaver/Cantar Oil maker/Sesame oil maker

Kukkuvar Potter

Mukkuvar Lagoon fisher

PANCHAMAR CATEGORY

Vannar Dhoby 1-5
Ampattar Barber 0.9
Pallar Manual worker/Bonded labour 9
Nalavar Toddy tapper/Toddy tapper and farm worker 9
Paraiyar Drummer/Funeral Drummer 27

Source: Adapted from de Silva, Sivapragasam and Thanges (2009).

201



Narayani Sritharan

Tamils” have been used to refer to them in scholarly and media discourse (Silva 2020). Vellalars
are not only the dominant caste in society but also the social and political elite with property
ownership, high levels of education, professional employment, control over temples, and Tamil
politics before and since the end of the war. They also had a tight grip over the Panchamars in
securing their hereditary caste services, including ritual duties and agricultural labour in farming
activities (Silva 2020).

The interethnic war between the LTTE and the various successive Sinhalese government
regimes brought about a rupture in intra-Tamil social relations, specifically regarding Vellalar
caste dominance. With the rise of Tamil militancy under the leadership of LTTE founder Velupillai
Prabhakaran (1954-2009), we saw for the first time a non-Vellalar figure at the wheel of Tamil
nationalism (Kuganathan 2022). War and militancy, through the social policy on caste implemented
by the LTTE, dramatically modified inter-caste interaction and eliminated overt forms of caste
discrimination, enabling some Panchamar castes to escape their previously constrained positions
of suppression.

Thiranagama (2018) argues that war profoundly changed the caste composition in the
Northeast. There was huge recruitment of the Panchamar castes into the LTTE, many of whom
became “martyrs”. Massive internal displacement led to the breakdown of caste rules in refugee
camps. There were, however, many inter-caste marriages during the war, partly because the living
conditions during the war meant greater inter-caste interactions. Parents also allowed children to
marry young as married children were not targets for LTTE recruitment. Thiranagama (2018) finds
that after the end of the war, many disputes about wartime inter-caste marriages have resurfaced.

Silva’s (2020) study of caste blindness that investigates the lingering problem of the IDP
population illuminates how caste hierarchy exacerbates the disenfranchisement of oppressed
castes in the Northeast. Whereas many of the caste groups had been resettled, a disproportionate
percentage of Panchamar people continue to be displaced. This was because historically they had
lived on lands in-between Vellalar and Karaiyar settlements and had fragile land rights. These were
also the land spaces often acquired by the Sri Lankan security forces to establish high-security
zones. Thus, this lower-ranking caste group was more vulnerable to displacements during the war
(Pfaffenberger 1982; Résinen Jeeweshwara 2015). Secondly, the study finds that due to the caste
policies and the position of the Panchamar caste in the LTTE, the Panchamar communities became
amalgamated, which meant they may have been the targets of anti-LTTE operations during and
after the war. Unlike the richer Vellalars who used their own resources and contacts to move to
safety, with limited resources at their disposal, the lowest castes relied on their own communities
to cope (Thaheer et al 2013). Silva (2020) also uncovers that the Panchamar IDP had become a
political token in the power struggle between nationalistic Tamil political parties and the GOSL.
Tamil political parties became the quintessential victims of discrimination by the Sinhala State to
be showcased.

The educated Vellalar Tamils were traditionally external migrants, who used their extended
socioeconomic and educational networks to move out of Sri Lanka. Following the onset of the
war in the early 1980s, there was a massive expansion of asylum-seeking migration that resulted
in less elite groups leaving the North for overseas destinations (Thiranagama 2014). Nevertheless,
migrant destinations were coded. France, Germany, and Norway have greater proportions of
non-Vellalars than English-speaking destinations, which are “preferred” by the Vellalar caste.
Regardless, chain migration to these destinations continued along caste and kinship lines and often
excluded those from the lower caste groups. Those who were unable to leave were also the ones
who died due to military recruitment (Thanges Paramsothy 2008). The thousands who died in the
last battles between the LTTE and the Sri Lankan state in 2009 were disproportionately those from
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underprivileged and oppressed castes who had ended up trapped in the Vanni. Most of the Tamil
diaspora population comprises an overwhelming majority of the Vellalar (Daniel and Thangaraj
1995; McDowell 1996, 1999). This has changed the traditional demographic proportion of Jaffna
and made the Vellalar one of the minorities.

While the LTTE did not eradicate the caste system or eliminate caste discrimination, some social
policy initiatives and implementations abolished certain controversial practices and reduced overt
caste discrimination in areas under their control (Silva et al 2009). Many of these modifications
have carried over into this post-war period, such as the interruption in caste naming as verbal abuse
and the transition to a mercantile system of business wherein certain oppressed castes no longer
perform their labour at the homes of the dominant caste. However, Kuganathan (2022) shows
how various discriminatory practices have resurfaced concerning contemporary temple worship,
such as restricting castes from entry at certain rural kovils (Hindu temples), perhaps because
caste-based discriminatory practices are no longer monitored and policed after the elimination of
the LTTE. Overall, however, the war may have reinforced long-term caste inequalities, making
different castes vulnerable to the mass displacements, immiseration, and political turmoil of the
last 30 years.

Nevertheless, Vellalar domination has consistently remained in Tamil nationalist politics. For
instance, Paramsothy (2015) describes how not a single person from an oppressed caste group
became a member of the parliament following the parliamentary election in August 2015, even
though seven members of parliament from the Jaftfna electoral division were selected as qualified
members. Additionally, only two people from the Pallar caste out of 38 members became members
of the Northern Provincial Council in the election held in September 2013. Hence, even though
the oppressed caste groups are higher in numbers now in Jaffna than they ever have, and despite
their ability to mobilise themselves upwardly in socioeconomic and educational domains, they are
time and again failing to utilise their social capital in their political participation apart from voting
for the Vellalar candidates (Paramsothy 2015). This has meant that even as the war changed caste
dynamics, the Vellalars remain in political and economic power, leading to the continued exclusion
of lower castes from employment, education, and political opportunities (Kadirgamar 2017).

Conclusion

Following the end of the war in Sri Lanka, the entire country witnessed high economic growth,
mostly driven by large infrastructural development on large-scale borrowings. The Northeast
of the country, which was subject to destruction, displacements, and a controlled economy by
the LTTE, also saw an initial boost in their local economies after the war ended. However, the
economic growth in those areas could not be sustained for very long. As a result, the families
in the Northeast felt less of the economic impact of the reconstruction and felt ostracised from
the development process because they were not included in the labour force or considered for
any employment opportunities in their homelands. The fisheries and the important agricultural
industries in the region were neglected. Nonetheless, the government’s infrastructure development
drive was recognised and commended. Rather than reconciliation, the post-war development
process has bred suspicion because the resettled Tamil people continue to feel marginal to the
central government and excluded from the economic and political spheres of power (Thaheer
et al 2013).

The war disrupted communities and left many women-headed households in heavily militarised
areas with low little access to livelihoods and employment opportunities. These women struggle
to make ends meet and face a massive microfinance debt crisis with predatory interest rates (see

203



Narayani Sritharan

also de Silva and Wedagedara, this volume). Furthermore, the continued disenfranchisements of
lower-ranking caste groups make social mobility even more complicated. They are nevertheless
struggling to have a political impact in the Northeast even though they currently outnumber the
traditional elite caste. The communities, which once knew how to be together, struggle with how
to relate and engage with each other across caste and religion, leading to exclusion from economic
opportunities.

Notes

1 In 2022 the country witnessed protests against the Rajapaksa regime that has united people across class
and ethnicities.

2 The poverty gap is the ratio by which the mean income of the poor falls below the poverty line. The
poverty line is defined as half the median household income of the total population.
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HIGHER EDUCATION IN
CONTEMPORARY SRI LANKA

Key Topics

Kaushalya Perera

Introduction

A strong education system reflects a country’s long-term investment in its people. Educating
citizens is not only about literacy, and training for employment per se, but about imparting ethics
and values, and the ability to think for themselves and the community. The need for a ‘system
change’ was one of the most visible demands of the aragalaya — the protracted agitations by Sri
Lankan citizens in the first half of 2022 in response to the political and economic crisis. Eighty
years after the establishment of the country’s first university, it is telling of the failure of higher
education in particular that the aragalaya included various projects for ‘re-educating’ the public:
a people’s library at the main protest site; the active participation of university students and staff
in protests; the conducting of ‘teach-ins’ to educate the general public on the privatization of
education, the political-economic foundations of the crisis, memorializing in a post-war context,
and so on. Yet, the sheer number of such efforts around the country was also evidence that such
efforts had been left too late. Higher education has a significant role to play in rebounding from
an economic and political collapse, not only through knowledge, engagement, and interventions
but also through reflection. A critical review of contemporary literature on higher education in Sri
Lanka is opportune at this moment for that very reason. Following a brief history, the chapter will
introduce three key topics that have been the foci of contemporary research: youth unemployment
and graduate employability, changes to universities in the face of privatization, and universities as
a space of conflict and resistance.

Context

The University of Ceylon opened in 1942 with 904 English-literate students. The state bore all
costs of university education, ‘free education’ having become a pre-election rallying cry prior to
that (Jennings 1944). The heated debates at this time included the most suitable space to locate
a university (‘the Battle of Sites”), the implications and necessity of providing free university
education to all undergraduates, and the medium of instruction (Jennings 2005; Wickramasinghe
2005). Since 1947, primary and secondary education was democratized with the introduction of
free education in swabhasha, or Sinhala and Tamil. Consequently, coinciding with the communal
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violence and racist language policies in the 1950s and 1960s, large numbers of undergraduates
educated in Sinhala and Tamil entered universities, necessitating university education in swabhasha
too (Gunasekera, Samarasinghe and Vamadevan 1996). By 1970, there were four universities in
Sri Lanka, including two converted Pirivenas (Buddhist learning centres).!

At present, Sri Lanka has 23 state universities, of which 17 are administered by the University
Grants Commission (UGC), functioning under the direction of the Ministry of Higher Education.?
The expansion of the university system in Sri Lanka has been short-sighted, ensuing as quick
responses to public pressure for more higher education opportunities than as planned interventions
envisaging the country’s needs (see Wickramasinghe 2005). The primary responsibility of state
universities is undergraduate education, of which the largest segment is the humanities, social
sciences, and management and finance. In 2019, out of approximately 100,000 entrants, one-third
(30,867) were humanities and social sciences students, and one-fifth (20,670) in management and
finance (UGC 2022). During the last two decades, universities have been reverting to English
medium instruction where possible.

While Sri Lanka’s state universities are theoretically fully funded by the state, since the 1970s
the funds provided have been inadequate, leading to a deterioration in the quality of education
(Kaye 2002; Gamage 2014; Samarakoon, Rasnayake and Chandrasekara 2016; Samaranayake
2016). Since 2008, Sri Lankan has rarely spent above 2% of its GDP on education and has needed
infusions of grants and loans by international agencies, including the ADB, JAICA, UNICEF, and
World Bank.?

Since 2000, there has been an intense growth of private higher education institutions, providing
external degrees from foreign universities and some local state universities. Statistics of their exact
numbers and student enrolment are difficult to come by due to their registration as companies.
Unfortunately, both scholarly and public attention on higher education has focused overwhelmingly
on state universities. Very little commentary or research exists on private universities and other
state institutions of higher education (non-UGC administered universities, teacher training
colleges, technical institutes).

Graduates and Employability

A question that has had a direct impact on higher education policy and planning in the past four
decades is whether state universities produce students who are employable. A concern over youth
unemployment in the 1990s, at first a response to the continuing ethnic conflict and the second
JVP insurrection (1987-1989), shifted to a discourse on graduate employability by the late 1990s
(Samaranayake 1997; Amarasuriya, Giindiiz and Mayer 2009; Ariyawansa 2013; Samarakoon
et al 2016). The far-reaching policy changes discussed in the next section were shaped by this
discourse on employability.

While one body of literature blames the universities for producing unemployable graduates,
another points to the array of noxious factors compounding youth unemployment. The most
significant factor is sluggish economic growth (see Samaranayake 2015, 2016). Economic
growth and job generation are hindered by “unplanned and ad hoc policy changes by political
leaders” (Samarakoon et al 2016: 2), as well as misguided stereotypical beliefs about what
types of employment women or rural youth should be engaging in (Amarasuriya et al 2009).
Structural impediments to becoming employed have been political patronage, clientelism, ethnic
discrimination towards minorities, and bypassing formal processes (Amarasuriya et al 2009;
Azmi, Brun and Lund 2013; Gunawardena and Nawaratne 2017). This is especially frustrating as
youth who are “monolingual, non-urban, Sinhala- and Tamil-speaking” are already marginalized
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in terms of social class and regionalism and may not have access to political elites (Amarasuriya
et al 2009: 26; see also Samaranayake 2015). For these same groups, the lack of English language
proficiency is a barrier to private-sector employment (Amarasuriya et al 2009; Samaranayake
2016). Overall, these discussions show how state policies and public discourses locate the problem
with its people and not on bad governance. Claims that unemployment figures are higher for
arts graduates, female undergraduates, and graduates from rural areas illuminate how ‘facts’ are
interpreted in the production of discourse (Samaranayake 2016).

Concrete criteria for defining and measuring employment-related concepts are missing despite
it being a long-term concern. Employability was defined by a former higher official in the Ministry
of Education as “the ability to gain initial employment”, with no qualifying or delimiting criteria
(Nawaratne 2012: 80). Youth unemployment was defined ambiguously as a “concentration of
youth among the unemployed and under-employed categories” (Samaranayake 2016: 17). The
reason for graduate unemployability is widely seen as their inability to secure a private sector job
(see Senaratne and Sivasegaram 2012), supposedly due to the lack of suitable skills, namely,

effective communication skills along with English, ability of maintaining interpersonal
relationships, ability of leading a team and target achieving within a short time, ability of
prioritization of work; initiation of work and intention of its development, open, proactive
and pragmatic mind; computer literacy, ability of logical and rational thinking, general
knowledge and personal hygiene, office and social etiquette.

(Samarakoon et al 2016: 23)

Critical questions can be raised on the superficiality of these criteria, the demand that they be
produced through university education, and their actual importance to employment.

Much of the literature on employability is descriptive studies or surveys, with little critical
assessment of the loan programme or related activities described. Ranasinghe (2022) asserts in his
review of the literature on graduate employability in Sri Lanka that scholars have ignored important
factors that contribute to graduate unemployability, such as family and social factors, which makes
much of the employability research in Sri Lanka methodologically flawed. Ranasinghe’s assertions
are of critical consideration since sweeping policy changes with regard to state higher education
have been justified by such research. Rather than closely analysing claims of (un)employability
or considering its critiques, policymakers have legitimized arguments that “the [state] university
system needs to be re-structured, concerned with quality and relevance, and introduce job-oriented
programmes” (Samaranayake 2016: 27).

‘Fixing’ State Universities: The World Bank and
the Restructuring of Universities

The demand for ‘employable’ graduates paralleled demands for systemic changes in state
universities which were framed as ‘reform’. Loans by the World Bank have been integral to this
restructuring, forcing substantive changes in governance and the ethos of universities.

The immediate post-war era, 2009 onward, was one of upheaval in higher education. The then
government-initiated programmes were aimed at ‘fixing’ the problems of state universities. One
was to encourage international investment in higher education, with the vision of making Sri
Lanka a ‘knowledge hub’ (Samaranayake 2015). To this end, a bill regulating the foundation and
function of state and non-state universities, known as the ‘private universities bill’, was to be
tabled in Parliament in 2010, but was eventually not tabled due to public protests (Senaratne
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and Sivasegaram 2012; Samaranayake 2016). Another notorious step was a three-week Pre-
Orientation Programme (POP) or ‘leadership training course’ for new university entrants initiated
in 2010, conducted by the Sri Lankan military in military camps. This was widely criticized by
public interest groups as an instance of the militarization of education (Amarasuriya 2014). While
the bill was withdrawn and the leadership course discontinued, other changes continued largely
without comment.

The most significant shifts have accompanied projects supported by World Bank loans to higher
education, totalling roughly US$180 million since 2000 (Wikramanayake 2015; Perera 2021a).
At present, these loans are absorbed into the national budget, thereby becoming indistinguishable
from state funds. The conditionalities of all three loan cycles have specific ideological premises.
First, they stress the need for efficiency and quality assurance (Perera 2020, 2021a). The keywords
‘quality’ and ‘employability’ point to the “overt infiltration of [neoliberal] ideology into Sri Lanka’s
higher education sector” (Mendis 2021: 37). Efficiency is primarily seen as a centralization of
the processes of examination, teaching, and administration, achieved through the incorporation of
technology (e.g., using learning management platforms, centralized platforms for uploading exam
results) (Perera 2020). Yet, in policy discussions of ‘reform’, other entrenched problems such as
politicization, the lack of dissent within the institution, and a widespread lapse in accountability are
ignored (Fernando 2012; Uyangoda 2015; Gunawardena and Nawaratne 2017; Manuratne 2021).

To ensure ‘quality’, the World Bank’s loans facilitated the establishment of the Quality
Assurance Council (QAC) and related structures at university and faculty level — an apparatus
with far-reaching consequences, not least the permeation of a quality assurance discourse within
higher education (Perera 2020). The World Bank loans funded the initial rounds of institutional
and programme reviews, which later became institutionalized as periodic reviews (Mendis 2017;
Perera 2021a). The reviewers are academics within the same system, which, given the closely
networked nature of universities, can lead to partisan or uncritical reviews and consequently
reduce the credibility of the process (Mendis 2017). Curriculum changes based on the Sri Lanka
Qualifications Framework (SLQF) introduced to streamline all degree programmes into one format
have been critiqued for encouraging homogeneity rather than flexibility in degree programmes
(Mendis 2017; Perera 2020). In the long term, such changes are transforming universities into
places where learning credits are accumulated in rigidly controlled forms of curricula rather than
nurturing spaces for flexible and creative forms of learning.

A second ideological premise is that high proficiency in the English language and knowledge
of information technology (IT) are integral to the making of an employable graduate. This is
a conditionality that has created multiple changes in curricula and dubious opportunities for
universities. For example, initiatives were taken for “computer science courses [to be] implemented
in all universities of the country, at various levels” (Karunanayaka and Wijeratne 2005: 64). On the
one hand, poorly resourced institutions could procure equipment that they “had always dreamed
of having but were unable to get due to lack of university funding” and design courses that
were considered useful (Ilangakoon 2006: 105; Mendis 2021; Perera 2021a). On the other hand,
university administrations frequently saw this as an opportunity to acquire funds and pressurized
departments that were hesitant to apply for loan monies to do so (Perera 2021a).

These conditions tie in neatly with existing post-colonial ideologies in Sri Lanka of English
as an indicator of more affluent class membership (Kandiah 2010). As previously shown, this has
been a tool for discrimination towards poor, rural, or less English-proficient students in the job
market (Amarasuriya et al 2009). These conditionalities of World Bank loans, therefore, led to
English language programmes being scrutinized, revamped, or newly created (Ilangakoon 2006;
Mendis 2021; Perera 2021a). Degree programmes shifted to English medium education swiftly

210



Higher Education in Contemporary Sri Lanka

in order to cater to the demand for English medium education, with little regard to the problems
this would entail for students or staff lacking in requisite proficiency (Perera and Canagarajah
2010). Problems arising from such ventures could have been circumvented with longer-term
planning involving applied linguists and English Language Teaching (ELT) professionals
available in universities, but this rarely happens as major decisions are typically taken by non-
specialists (Ilangakoon 2006; Mendis 2021). Additionally, the push for English as a deciding link
for employment reinforces the link between English proficiency, social class, and employment
opportunities instead of uncoupling English language knowledge from other skills and abilities.

In-depth studies evaluating the impact of external funding on higher education in Sri Lanka
are lacking. The existing literature is mostly uncritical descriptions of projects, relying on the
World Bank’s publications themselves for information and supporting arguments that mirror the
discourse of the World Bank (see Senaratne and Gunarathne 2010a; Senaratne and Sivasegaram
2012; Wickramasinghe 2018). Additionally, most work on university governance and World Bank
loan monies are desk analyses or student surveys, as longitudinal studies are not (e.g., Senaratne
and Gunarathne 2010b; Samaranayake 2016).

Encouragingly, however, a critically evaluative body of work is growing (Mendis 2021;
Perera 2021a; Wijetunga 2021). This small body of work, using qualitative methodologies and
empirical data, presents the impact of the World Bank’s loans on universities from the perspective
of academics involved in administering such loan projects. Interestingly, the studies reveal deep
ambivalence. On the one hand, academics work on these projects due to their commitment to the
institution and their students, strategically using the monies as avenues to develop universities
(Mendis 2021; Wijetunga 2021). On the other hand, academics struggle with the conditionalities
imposed by universities and the World Bank. Such conditionalities significantly constrain the
design and implementation of programmes, leading to resentment and cynicism about their
effectiveness (Perera 2021a). What these few studies show is a serious need for more work on the
role and impact of external aid in higher education.

Privatization of Higher Education

Critics of the recent transformation in Sri Lankan universities see these changes as a continuation
of Sri Lanka’s post-1978 economic liberalization and a reflection of present-day global shifts
towards neoliberal policies in higher education. As Jayawardena (2017) notes, a “university in the
neoliberal era can simply be portrayed as a (factory) site in which human resources — employable
graduates — are moulded in and for the free market” (2017: 223). In other words, degree
programmes are converted into commodities, students are treated as consumers, and competition
between institutions is framed as desired practice (Jayawardena 2017; Lecamwasam 2021). Sri
Lankan state universities’ entry into international university ranking systems, the inculcation of a
‘publish or perish’ culture into staff and postgraduate student performances, and the entry of fee-
levying undergraduates to state universities are framed as measures that will ‘internationalize’ state
universities (Senaratne and Sivasegaram 2012). Such measures have disregarded the critiques of
such practices in other parts of the world (see Fitz and Beers 2002).

Understanding the local specificities of privatization of higher education — rarely addressed
in scholarly work on Sri Lanka — is, however, important to fully appreciate the many facets of
the debate (exceptions are Banda 2011; Perera 2021b). Sri Lankans’ desire for ‘qualifications’
is long-standing, as Little and Evans (2005) show, with an unprecedented growth in the number
of foreign-controlled degree awarding bodies in the late 1990s. Despite such institutions being a
significant avenue of higher education for a growing portion of the population, there is neither

211



Kaushalya Perera

reliable data on the number of students registered in private universities, nor research on their
policies, laws, culture, and practices (Ambepitiya 2016; Perera 2021b).

Typically, references to privatization of higher education in public discourse are limited to
‘private universities’, i.e. companies that facilitate external degrees from foreign universities
(see Jayawardena 2017). Yet, what Little and Evans (2005) illustrate is that state institutions too
provided ‘qualifications’ for payment, in the guise of fee-levying courses even before economic
liberalization. By the late 1970s, state universities had initiated a series of income-earning ventures
including the provision of ‘external degrees’. The external degree system is different to education
via the Open University of Sri Lanka, the state university mandated to provide degrees in distance
education mode for subsidized fees. Universities providing external degrees typically undertake
only the registration and examinations of such degrees, leaving the teaching of such degrees to
external private institutions (Kaye 2002). They are a major income generator for such universities.
Other income-generating staples in state universities include mass-scale postgraduate programmes
and other fee-levying courses (e.g., certificate courses), all of which are used to offset expenses
unmet by Treasury funds (Kaye 2002; Banda 2011; Karnasuriya 2011).

Despite, or even because of, the complex interplay between state universities and private
funds, academics are divided on the topic (see Witharana 2015; Perera 2021b). The affiliation
of state-employed academics with private institutions contributes to this conflict (Jayawardena
2017; Perera 2021b). Their divided loyalties make for difficult ‘affective positions’ and impact
state universities in multiple ways (Perera 2021b). One is in the form of support or critique of
corporate-like management practices (Lecamwasam 2021). Another is the impact on trade union
action. Academic unions have found it difficult to speak out explicitly against privatization given
the diverse views on this within its membership (Witharana 2015).

Consequently, resistance against privatization in higher education has been limited to opposition
against specific institutions providing higher education (e.g., South Asian Institute of Technology
and Medicine). Other forms of privatization — e.g., the proliferation of private universities and
the supply of paid qualifications by state institutions — have met with no resistance (Little and
Evans 2005), perhaps due to their being recognized as a societal need. Certainly, a wider scholarly
discourse on the privatization of higher education is lacking.

Conflict and Resistance: Violence and Well-Being in Universities

State universities are generally seen as harbingers of chaos and conflict. Since the 1960s universities
have been ‘hotspots’ of trouble (‘Chronicle’ 1967). In January 2012 alone, state universities were
featured in 176 items of four Sinhala-language national newspapers, reporting protests, ragging,
and other ‘problems’ relating to undergraduates (Perera 2018). In contrast to their intense inspection
in public discourse, ragging, harassment, and political activity in universities are overwhelmingly
under-researched, with the exception of a few descriptive and reflexive accounts (Schubert 2012;
Gamage 2017).

Ragging (or hazing) is ubiquitous in Sri Lankan public universities. Yet, it is only recently
that research on the topic has been available, adding to previous descriptive (and somewhat
reflexive) accounts. Recent research is mainly survey-based and qualitative research designs are
rare, barring a few exceptions (see: Ruwanpura 2011; Wickramasinghe et al 2022a). Ragging is
typically conducted by young men and a smaller percentage of women (Premadasa et al 2011;
Lekamwasam et al 2015; Wickramasinghe et al 2022a). Anecdotal accounts indicate that ragging
is conducted by second- and third-year undergraduates, though Premadasa et al (2011) found
that at times lecturers (mostly female) too ragged new students — a disturbing revelation that

212



Higher Education in Contemporary Sri Lanka

calls for further studies into how “victims can become future perpetrators” (Wickramasinghe
et al 2022a: 16).

Ragging is a complex sociocultural phenomenon: it is a reflection of hierarchy and violence
in the wider Sri Lankan society, is key to political activity and patronage, and is exacerbated
by the inertia of institutional authorities (Premadasa et al 2011; Ruwanpura 2011; Manuratne
2021; Wickramasinghe et al 2022b). Even with an anti-ragging act enacted in 1998 after the
death of an undergraduate by ragging, studies show that ending ragging needs a more committed,
multi-pronged approach. Universities officially prohibit ragging but have shown only sporadic
commitment to eradicating it entirely, though individual faculties have succeeded in temporarily
suspending the practice. The successful case study of one faculty instituting a cluster of preventive
measures, involving multiple groups of concerned parties, can be used by institutions with serious
intent towards eradicating ragging (Lekamwasam et al 2015). Yet, as Manuratne (2021)’s analysis
shows, ragging is unlikely to end given the continued politicization of university spaces.

The inertia of institutions is surprising considering the cost to students’ mental health and
institutional culture (Wickramasinghe et al 2022b). Ragging affects students’ academic performance
due to the stress of continuous harassment as well as its prohibitions over their academic practices,
which include puristic linguistic policies (e.g., only speaking in Sinhala/Tamil) and surveillance of
in-class interactions (Navaz 2020; Wickramasinghe et al 2022a).

Sexual harassment in higher education is another taboo topic as evidenced by research and non-
scholarly accounts (Morley 2006; Ruwanpura 2011; Liyanage and Liyanage 2020). Particularly
taboo is the topic of sexual harassment of students by staff, yet to be discussed in public fora
or research. Surveys of students show more widespread and intense sexual harassment of male
students, in comparison to women students, during ragging, which may continue afterwards
(Premadasa etal 2011; Wickramasinghe et al 2022b). A significant publication in recent times is The
Prevalence of Ragging and Sexual and Gender-Based Violence in Sri Lankan State Universities by
the University Grants Commission (2021). The report is indicative of the problems in the system.
For example, it refrains from addressing the issue of academic perpetrators of harassment and does
not use the term ‘rape’ in the analysis, using instead “forced to engage in sexual relations” (2021:
52). Research indicates that neither students nor staff, especially if female and junior, have faith in
the university administration’s ability or will to address ragging or sexual harassment (Premadasa
et al 2011). Patriarchal attitudes confirming women’s subservience to men and adherence to
hierarchies that value seniority continue to prevail among staff and students (Darj et al 2017). The
establishment of Gender Cells and a UGC Standing Committee on Gender has had little impact on
this aspect of university culture (Liyanage and Liyanage 2020; Kumar 2021).

Given the prevalence of various forms of violence and the general stress of learning in an under-
resourced context, the staggeringly high levels of mental health problems in universities are not
surprising (Amarasuriya, Jorm and Reavley 2015). Researchers also recognize that underreporting
is to be expected in a culture that normalizes violence and offers no institutional support for victim-
survivors. In addition, owing to the militarization of the northern and eastern parts of Sri Lanka,
Tamil and Muslim undergraduates experience universities as “‘unsafe’ spaces with little freedom
of expression (Azmi et al 2013). Moreover, students’ commitment to somehow completing their
programme of study may be another contributing factor towards underreporting.

Universities as Politicized Spaces
Universities are politicized spaces that at once replicate and challenge existing power structures

and dynamics. Student politics is tightly connected to ragging, where student unions socialize
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first-year undergraduates into the political culture of the university (Schubert 2012; Manuratne
2021). Schubert (2012) and Ruwanpura (2011) have shown that ragging involves specialized roles
by men and women, with women playing a supportive role in political activities. Undergraduates
belonging to minority ethnic groups experience the university as a space where they can be more
vocal about politics, but feel safer in mono-ethnic groups, signalling the still-fragile state of ethnic
relations in the country (Azmi et al 2013).

Politicization is not limited to student politics, as illustrated by the appointments and removals
of academics from higher offices of university administration and of political favours granted
to academics (see Fernando 2012). From 2010 to 2012, academics in state universities agitated
over low-salary scales, low-state expenditure towards education, and political interference in the
function of state universities (Witharana 2015). Whereas student protests are seen as emblematic
of youth unrest and chaos, protests by academics are framed as resistance or activism calling
attention to problems in higher education. This is possibly due to the higher status of academics as
well as the lack of overt political affiliations by Federation of University Teachers’ Associations
(Amarasuriya 2015), whereas student unions are linked to national political parties by reputation.
Similar to student politics, political action by academic has received little attention from researchers
(exceptions are Amarasuriya 2015; Witharana 2015; Perera 2021b) but deserves study if we are to
understand higher education as a space of agency and resistance.

Concluding Thoughts

The large-scale shifts taking place in Sri Lankan higher education in the post-war era in some
ways reflect global shifts in higher education. Increased privatization, quantitative measures
of quality in teaching and research, and participation in international rankings reflect current
neoliberal orientations in higher education across the world. Similar to South America and Africa,
they have resulted in changes to structures and systems of management, driven by the support
of the World Bank. Yet, some aspects remain locally specific based on the socio-economic and
political environment, specifically the manner in which the post-war politico-economic context of
Sri Lanka impacts the provision of higher education.

The implications of these changes in Sri Lankan higher education are manifold. Student and
academic protests have long signalled the dire straits of public higher education. Less state funds
lead to increasing inequity, with poorer families losing access to quality higher education. On the
other hand, the reduction of state resources to higher education also means that state education
will become a low-quality option for people with fewer means. Left unchecked, large-scale
privatization of higher education will lead to larger proportions of the population losing access to
quality higher education. Resistance is also dampened by political and economic problems in the
country. If the underlying concerns of protests are left unaddressed, phenomena such as ragging,
harassment, and politicization of the system will also continue.

Additionally, our knowledge of higher education is limited to state universities, with little
awareness of the privatized higher education sector. This results in policies and regulations that
are ignorant of the needs and ideologies of a major segment of society. The lack of critical and
empirically driven research on crucial aspects of higher education in the country is telling. Higher
education is the focus of much public interest, but the dearth of resources is reflected in the gaps in
research. Sustained scholarly attention is necessary to understand the changes underway in higher
education. Such interest is also vital for informed policies in higher education that can bring about
a more democratic, ethical, and humane society.
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Notes

1 The University of Ceylon split into two: the campus in Kandy becoming the University of Peradaniya and
the Colombo campus becoming the University of Colombo. The two Buddhist learning centres Vidyodaya
and Vidyalankara were converted to universities and later renamed Universities of Jayawardenepura and
Kelaniya, respectively.

2 Six state universities function directly under the Ministries indicated in parentheses: (i) The General
Sir John Kotelawala Defence University (Defence), (ii) Buddhist and Pali University, (iii) the Bhiksu
University (Higher Education), (iv) National Institute of Education (Education), (v) University
of Vocational Technology (Vocational and Technical Training), and (vi) Ocean University (Skills
Development and Vocational Training).

Note: the information of the universities and their controlling Ministries are as listed in the UGC
website (date accessed 15 August 2022). Ministerial portfolios are regularly revised and renamed in Sri
Lanka, usually whenever a Cabinet is re-appointed.

3 Trading Economics website: https://tradingeconomics.com/sri-lanka/public-spending-on-education-total-
percent-of-gdp-wb-data.html.
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INFORMALITY, MASCULINITY,
AND AGGLOMERATION
IMAGINARIES

Nipesh Palat Narayanan

Introduction

Discussing the island-ness in the imaginary of Sri Lanka, Jazeel (2009: 400) has argued:

Like all geographical facts, however, the Sri Lankan island is also a mapping; a way of
seeing and imagining space that itself has a representational history. This is not to deny the
materiality of island form, but it is to stress that the common-sense reality of Sri Lanka as
inviolable, self-contained and unified politico-cultural island space is a fact that has been
enabled by particular ways of writing ‘Sri Lankan space’.

In this chapter, I refocus on the concerns raised by Jazeel (2009) from the island-ness of Sri
Lanka (see also Chapter 1); narrowing it to imageries of agglomerations within this island and
particular ways of writing this space. Agglomerations in Sri Lanka, as elsewhere, present complex
socio-spatial constructs. Everyday life cannot be separated from these socio-spatial constructs
where it unfolds. These socio-spatial constructs are most often gendered. The chapter, therefore,
aims to engage with literature to argue how the agglomeration imageries (e.g., how a city or village
is imagined) are gendered in nature and how it affects work. I will primarily structure the chapter
using the construction of ideal village imagery (mostly from the discipline of anthropology) and
modern metropolis imagery (mostly from the discipline of geography and development studies),
to discuss and outline the discursive construction of agglomerations, using the vantage point of
masculinity. Thereafter, I will outline how these imageries impact working lives, especially from
the vantage point of informality.

Informality constitutes practices that are not registered by the state (Cirolia and Scheba 2019;
Palat Narayanan 2019). However, not all unregistered practices are termed informal, meaning that
informality is an academic categorization with its own politics of knowledge. To illustrate: a cluster
of houses built without proper permits will fall under informality; however, a luxury condominium
with similar status may not necessarily be studied or categorized as informal (Nagaraj 2016;
Rasnayake 2019). Or, street vending is informal because it evades direct taxation while app-based
taxi services, which also evade taxation, are not informal and are usually categorized as platform/
gig economy. Furthermore, informality is studied as a trait present in countries of the Global
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South while similar processes in the Global North evade the label of informality (Jaffe and Koster
2019). Without going deeper into discussions on informality and its knowledge politics, I mobilize
informality as a category and not a thing in itself.

Rather than informality in general, I will concentrate on informal sector work. The informal
sector is a subset of informal practices, which deals with work and employment not registered
by the state (thus generally not paying direct taxes). In Sri Lanka, with an unemployment rate of
less than 5% in 2010 ... 62.6% of the total employed population worked in the informal sector
[as of 2010] ... This included 85.6% of agricultural workers and more than half (51.0%) of non-
agricultural workers” (Arunatilake 2013: 496). In absolute numbers, informal work in Sri Lanka
largely exists in non-agricultural sectors and in urban areas (cf., Gunatilaka 2008).

Governmental regulation and protection of formal sector work in Sri Lanka are far more
advanced than elsewhere in the South Asia region (Ruwanpura 2022). Nonetheless, there are two
important aspects to informal sector and work. First, informal sector usually avoids direct taxation
as informal businesses are not registered, inclining the state to formalize informality. Second, as
economies grow, there is a general belief that the informal sector contracts (Thrig and Moe 2004).
The latter point is important because state policies take informality as a factor rather than an
indicator, i.e., they tend to reduce informality directly to claim a more developed state rather than
measuring it to understand the state of the economy.! In this process, only some informal works
get categorized as informal.

In the following sections, I will first develop how masculine imageries of agglomerations are
constructed. Thereafter, I will outline how the categorization of informality is based on these
imageries. [ will begin by investigating the notion of masculinity and its relation to agglomeration
imageries and work, in the next section.

Men and Masculinity
Jani de Silva (2014: 439) has argued:

Masculinity is, in many ways, tied to the body. Attributes such as valour, violence, aggression,
composure, and deference are all inscribed upon the body and acted out through bodily
practices, mien and postures. Thus, tropes of masculinity are — openly or subtly — conveyed
through bodily demeanour.

Body and gender performativity are linked to the understanding that gender is socially
constructed and the body performs these constructs. Within these constructs masculinity is
assigned the dominant position. Ariyarathne (2021) has demonstrated how gender stereotypes
are performed, either willingly or via socio-statal coercions to gain access to the label of being
a man. Furthermore, I have also discussed how gender norms are evoked by bath (a rice and
curry meal) packet sellers in Colombo to market good food, irrespective of their gender identities
(Palat Narayanan 2022). These works points how gendered identities are ascribed to certain
kinds of activities, and these are socially and spatially dictated. For example, a woman walking
alone at night in an upscale shopping mall in Colombo is acceptable, but the same act in some
neighbourhoods of the same city would be frowned upon or at worst coercively corrected.? 1 focus
on the sociocultural basis that not only legitimizes but actively promotes these coercions.

These controls do take larger sociocultural forms. de Mel, Peiris and Gomez (2013) have shown
the social acceptance of manhood is dominance and violence, where men need to defend the
honour of the house. This arises from the general view of men being responsible for earnings,
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disciplining household members, and engaging in the public sphere.® Sri Lankan electoral politics
and to an extent the independence movement against British colonialism have been mobilized
around defending the honour of the motherland. Taking electoral politics, for instance, the recently
deposed president Gotabaya Rajapaksa proposed to discipline the nation in his election manifesto.
This evocation is not new, previous presidents have used similar rhetoric, e.g., Ranasinghe
Premadasa in the 1990s. I am taking two politicians from opposite ideological spectrums and
political parties to point to the social embeddedness of disciplining and its wider public resonance
with regard to the masculine positioning of the state.

Connell (2016) has further argued that these socially dictated gender roles, their social
embeddedness, and their manifestations need to be historicized, to illustrate the colonial nature of
hegemonic masculinity. Further, Mama (1996) has argued that the associations and performativity
of gender are not a result of gender relations but constitutive of it. de Alwis (2002: 675-676) in
similar lines have argued:

Sri Lankan women, be they Sinhala, Tamil, or Muslim, continue to be constructed as the
reproducers, nurturers, and disseminators of “tradition,” “culture,” and “nation.”

Nation, culture, tradition, etc. are not a result of gender relations, but gender relations and
categories of sex, construct them. To understand the masculine imageries in this light, we need to
constantly shift scales between the agglomeration and the nation, both of which are interrelated.
Nation is constructed by politically articulating its components, and agglomerations of urban, rural,
and beyond are one such component. These articulations construct histories, guide development,
and outline modalities of control (including on work).

As elsewhere in South Asia, in Sri Lanka too, the colonially imposed notions of gender were
internalized and promoted as a code endemic to the culture of the land. Christian sanctity of
marriage/sexuality and regimental European classification of sex were legally imposed, primarily
to manage land. Therefore, at the core of this colonially imposed gender and sex classification,
is control over land and private property (cf., Grossholtz 1984; Mathanaranjan and Swaminathan
2017). Contemporary gender constructs could also be read in a similar manner, one that of the
biopolitics of development. In this sense, the state takes on a masculine role for interventions in
agglomerations. To do so, the state needs and thus constructs agglomeration imaginaries. These
agglomeration imaginaries in turn legitimize intervention, where a crucial aspect is the accepted
notions of what bodies should be doing which activity/work.

To illustrate, in the 1990s, the notion of ideal Sri Lankan (Sinhala) village was evoked to
convert them to production centres via garment factories. These factories, geared for export,
idealized the work by women, the main labour force in these factories, as a contribution to
build the nation (Lynch 1999). The idea being that the development of villages will lead to the
development of the nation. This conceptualization legitimized exploitation and enforcement of
gendered control over women’s bodies. Jumping scales to the urban, the Megapolis Plan, which
is the plan for urbanization of Western Region, made similar claims, of developing Colombo as
leading to development of Sri Lanka (Ministry of Megapolis and Western Development 2016;
Palat Narayanan 2020; Ruwanpura, Brown and Chan 2020a). They all point to differently imagined
spaces. In the rural construct, particularly relating to the garment factories, women’s bodies were
imagined as the guardians of Sri Lankan morality and their hard work (and sufferings) as building
the nation (Lynch 2007; Gunawardana 2013; Hewamanne 2021). In its urban iteration, they were
replaced with masculine entrepreneurial zeal (Ruwanpura et al 2020a; Ruwanpura, Rowe and
Chan 2020b; Radicati 2022). A rural-urban distinction has become a frequently invoked category

223



Nipesh Palat Narayanan

to understand the mobilization of masculine imageries. This is not to say that the distinction is
necessary or actual, but the imagination of this difference is important to understand the formation
of agglomeration and the work carried out within them. This will become clearer when we look at
the rural and urban imageries in the following sections.

Ideal Village and Tameable Bodies

One way to understand the construction of rural agglomerations in Sri Lanka is by juxtaposing
two contradictory phases: first, prevalent during British colonization and immediately after
independence, the notion of rural backwardness and second, prevalent post the 1950s nationalist
revival, the renaissance of the glorious past and ideal village (Brow 1988; Tennekoon 1988). Both
these constructs of the village determine the regulation of work by bodies occupying these spaces.
I outline how these conceptions could help us in understanding the changing nature of work,
agglomeration, and gender relations.

Discussing the colonial nature of Colombo, Perera (2016: 23) has argued that “Ceylon did
not produce modern Colombo, but Colombo produced Ceylon.” The colonial enterprise resulted
from a maritime empire, one that prioritized ports as a means to exploit the hinterland (Perera
1998). The British captured Colombo, and it became the keystone of colonial exploitation. The
port-centred colonial enterprise had very little understanding of the rest of Ceylon, especially
that which was considered rural (Sathananthan 1991). The colonial rendering of the rural was
one of underdevelopment. At one level, development meant bringing rural bodies more towards
the British ethos of private property. This conceptualization of rural agglomerations of Sri
Lanka legitimized the view of development via enabling the rural land holding gentry to bestow
development alongside mending backward (native) ways of living.

Grossholtz (1984) has illustrated how the British colonial government policies were based
on the intent to change backward ways of living via development. Unwillingness to work in the
plantations was considered backward/lazy behaviour and coercive mechanisms were devised to
dispose the villagers of their land and force them into wage labour. Much of the labour imports
from the south of India to Sri Lanka was also legitimized on the ground of native unwillingness.
Taxation on petty landholders and aiding the large holdings was possible, as the rural development
was imagined to be provided by large landholders like the plantation owners. This conception, rather
than uncovering structural issues leading to problems in rural areas, such as poverty, malnutrition,
lack of medical facilities, problematized bodies and their practices, such as lacking work ethics,
unhygienic lifestyle, social backwardness, legitimizing the paternalistic role of the state (cf.,
Sathananthan 1991). This conceptualization of rural Sri Lanka did not change post-independence,
in part due to the continuity of actors. D.S. Senanayake (the first Prime Minister of independent
Ceylon), who was the Minister of Agriculture and Lands in British Ceylon, had, for instance,
proclaimed in 1935 that rural development means re-establishment of rural gentry as a key policy
intervention. To recap, the village was imagined as a production site (mainly plantations) and
villagers were seen as backward societies that needed to be taught to become productive labour.

Post-independence, in Sinhala majority areas, the government did not engage in active
dispossession of small land holders nor coercively force population in rural areas to wage labour.
Nonetheless, the rural imagination as backward continued. Out of the multitude of factors, an
important facet is the construction of the role of the state and the imagined bodies for which it was
acting. Here the state took a paternalistic/masculine attitude, one that must mend backward living
manners of rural polity for its own good. This imagination meant that state acted out of good will
and the backward polity has no agency.*
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The second phase inverted this imagination to some extent. Intensifying ethnic tensions in Sri
Lanka and the rise of nationalist electoral politics changed the notion of rural backwardness in the
1950s. In particular, the 1956 electoral victory of Sri Lanka Freedom Party (SLFP), led by SWRD
Bandaranaike, shifted the prevalent imagination of rural Sri Lanka. Bandaranaike’s electoral attack
on Sir John Kotelawala, the third Prime Minister of Independent Ceylon from the United National
Party (UNP), was towards his western modes of life, namely, lavish parties, personal foreign
connections, and disregard for Buddhism. This attack necessitated an alternate native vision for Sri
Lanka, which was largely based on Sinhala Buddhist revivalism (Rambukwella 2018; Venugopal
2022; see also Gamage and Rambukwella, this volume).’

SLFP’s electoral victory brought political legitimacy to Sinhala Buddhist nationalism, which
was largely rural based (Goonewardena 2020; Venugopal 2022). This notion of Sri Lanka and the
country’s culture imagined as inherently Sinhala was based on an idealized notion that the pre-
colonial village that was rich with technical advancements especially around irrigation system,
moral superiority of Buddhist ways of life, and social composition where Brahmanical ideals of
subservient women safeguarding the purity of house/home were supposedly upheld (Leach 1959;
Tennekoon 1988; de Alwis 2002; Jazeel 2009; Udalagama 2021). Furthermore, Haniffa’s (2020)
work has shown, for example, how agency-less bodies of women were rhetorically mobilized by
opposing groups of both the Sinhala nationalist and Muslim elites, in strikingly similar masculine
formulations.

The idea that rural bodies need to be modernized for development continues albeit the space
they occupy evoked a glorious past in the 1950s. This past glory in its contemporary nature
usually reinforces patriarchy (cf., de Alwis 2002; Herath 2015). Furthermore, the Sinhala Buddhist
notion of rurality also necessitated a state to materialize it. In the post-independence period, UNP
governments saw the urban as a locus of civilization, resulting in interventions for changing
rural ways of living (Tennekoon 1988). Contrarily, the ideal village which was the epitome of
Sinhala civilization could not be rendered in a similar fashion. Thus, the role of the state became
to safeguard the correct ways of living (Brow 1988). Women’s role in safeguarding the home or
illustration of good girls in the garment industry are emblematic of these socio-spatial constructs
(Lynch 1999; de Alwis 2002; Udalagama 2021).

Socio-spatial constructs mobilized by the state had immense impact on the everyday lives of
people. The monogamous family unit is the core around which the ideal village is constructed. A
rupture to this ideal came with the overseas migration of women as domestic workers. In 2010 the
state took policy initiatives to restrict the migration of mothers with children under the age of five
and replace it with the migration of men. The rationale of the policy was that the women staying
at home would contribute to raising the next generation and building the nation. This move was
possible because of the patriarchal notions, where women are carers and men the breadwinners
(cf., Samarasinghe 2020). Migration restrictions further pushed women to work in informal
sector and domestic work within the country. This is in contrast with the garment factories, where
women’s labour was rendered as necessary to build the nation, but this time by taking them to the
formal sphere. These moments reflect how masculine imaginings control the work and domination
of working life.

The evocation of a glorious past perhaps manifests most strikingly in the Mahaweli Irrigation
and Development Project, an enormous irrigation planning project affecting around 40% of Sri
Lanka’s land mass (Tennekoon 1988; Widger and Wickramasinghe 2020). Rice cultivation in the
dry zone and repopulation of new villages were possible as a consequence. However, 85.6% of
agricultural work is still informal as of 2010 (Arunatilake 2013). Moreover, the past (Sinhala)
glory imagery embedded in the Mahaweli development, as Tennekoon (1988) has argued, led to
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marginalization of ethnic and religious minorities in Sri Lanka.® This is a process that demonstrates
the deeply entangled nature of agglomeration imageries; of space, work, and state interventions.
Let us now turn to see how these imaginations manifest in urban spaces.

Modern Metropolis and Global Workers

The construction of urban also follows a similar pattern as that of rural. These imaginations
form the ways through which state intervention affects the majority but often benefits only the
elite. Historicization of this pattern is important to understand beyond the upsurge of literature
on urban development in post-war Sri Lanka (after the end of the civil war in 2009). This focus
is partly for a good reason in that many post-war urban interventions have diluted democracy
and violently benefitted only the elite (Correspondent 2013; Godamunne 2015; Ruwanpura
et al 2020a; Hewamanne 2021). Additionally, although the urban is thought to be seen by the rural
populace as an antithesis of traditional values, the state is engaging to modify this (Moore 1984).
The contemporary post-war clustering notwithstanding, these urban interventions are neither new
nor uncommon elsewhere in the world.

One of the first scientific plans was attempted for Colombo by inviting Patrick Geddes in the
1920s (Perera 2008; Wahab-Salman 2021). The plan argued that the potential for economic growth
had to be harnessed by the state using multiple interventions primarily geared towards the expansion
of Colombo (Geddes 1921). Reading beyond, the premise which legitimizes this intervention is
the imagery of a Colombo-focused development through which the entire country will develop.
This imaginary has not changed much ever since. Newer terms like ‘world-class city’ are now in
use, which reiterates the similar need to expand Colombo as foundational for developing the entire
country (Nagaraj 2016; Palat Narayanan 2020; Ruwanpura et al 2020a; Radicati 2022).

Colombo has always been (locally) imagined within the global network of capital flows,
although the sole focus on foreign direct investment is new. Hennayake (2013) elaborates this
point using the local-global discussions, by disassociating it with specific geographies (west, non-
west, etc.). Hennayake’s (2013) reading of globalization is pertinent in understanding the past
renderings of urban agglomeration as well as newer rhetoric of making (at least Colombo) world-
class. These imageries of the global from being like Singapore to being a developed country are
socially produced. Radicati (2022) has further analysed the everyday partaking of different actors
like real-estate agents therein. In this imagination, informal work is often rendered as unimportant
and undesirable as it is delinked from global capital flows and is reminiscent of (past) rurality.
Further, Monteith and Giesbert’s (2017) work shows how informal workers in Colombo aspire to
be seen (and treated) as legitimate to the city and how they often emphasize the value/legitimacy
of their work.

The delegitimizatio