The Causes of Communal Conflict in Ceylon

OMMUNALISM is & discase which afflicts the body politic in India and
Ceylon. 1t i¢ one of the main obstacles to the attainment of self-
government in both these countries.  Arguments are advanced in

favour of and against it, and remedics are suggested for its cradication. But
few persons have tried to understand the root causcs of this ailment. Most
persons have their own explanations.  Some trace it to caste, race and religious
distinctions. Some consider it a creation of crafty politicians or of an un-
scrupulous British Government. There is no doubt communal divisions
‘“sually coincide with caste, race and religious groups. It cannot be denied
that communalism will not be so acute if there were no foreign government
to 'fake advantage of these divisions or no local politicians to exploit them to
Maintain themselves in power.  But the reasons for the existence of divisions
or the presence of a few who exploit them are not necessarily the root causes
©Of the conflict. Others get nearey the truth when they attribute communalism
to economic causes especially the struggle to secure Government and other
aPpointments. An attempt is made in this article to examine the communal
conflict in the light of recent historical developments. These reveal that
COmmunalism in its modern form is a very recent development. Tt came
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into existence as a result of the rise of the Middle Class, and the conflicts are
mainly duc to a struggle within the Middle Class itself for the spoils won from
the British through the recent constitutional relorms.

What is Communalism 2 Ceylon during the last one hundred and fifty
years has developed more or less into a nation state. It went through a political
unification in 1815 when the British occupied the Kandyan Kingdom. It
has gone through an administrative unification as a result of the adoption
of a uniform system of government for the whole island. Tt has further gone
through an cconomic unification. The roads, the railway and the telegraph
have broken down the isolation of the various villages and districts while trade
has linked the interests of the various parts of the island.

already mentioned, the people have not grown into a Ceylonese nation suffi-
ciently cohesive, for instance like the British nation consisting of the English,

the Scots and the Welsh. They consist of a number of communities among|

whom there is very little intermarriage such as the Sinhalese, Low-country
and Kandyan, the Tamils, the Muslims and the Burghers. To these may be
added the major and minor caste groups of at least the Sinhalese urban areas.
Though the interests of these groups are linked together and their welfare

depends on the advance of the country as a whole, the members of these|

groups often place the interests of their own community before those of the
people as a whole creating communal conflicts and hindering national progress.
One of the most urgent needs today is to reconcile these conflicting interests
and to do this it is first of all necessary to understand the causes of the conflict.

That communalism of the type we see today is a recent development is
supported by the history of Ceylon.
Jesuit Fernas de Queyroz, the Englishman Robert Knox, the Dutch Governors,
James Cordiner and other English writers of the nineteenth century have
left us pictures of Ceylon with its various divisions of society, but in none of
their writings does one come across a communal conflict of the modern type-

The Sinhalese-Tamil problem which is the most acute today can hardly
be traced back even to the last century. Before the tenth century, AD.
there is no evidence of any serious difference between the Sinhalese and the
Tamils. Up to that time the Tamil immigrants seem to have intermarried
with the Sinhalese, as they do today in the Sinhalese coastal districts, and

* gradually merged themselves—in.the Sinhalese population. After the Colal

occupation of Ceylon in the eleventh century they appear to have come iB

These changes§
have in turn so knit together the interests of the various communitics that¥
today no community can act independently. Ceylon cannot again be dividedf-
into three separate divisions of the Low-country Sinhalese, the Kandyan}
and the Tamil districts. But though the country has been unified in the waysf

European writers such as the Portuguese

larger numbers and formed a fairly powerful body in the northern part of they

island. And when Magha of Kalinga at the beginning of the thirteent
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il Kingdom.
the centres of Sinhalese civilization at this time, partly owing to South
% invasions, began to drift from the Dry Zone, first to the north-west,
to the highlands and finally to the south-west of the island. Thus the
Jese and the Tamils became divided by territory, onc occupying the
ne and the other the Dry Zone, by language, one speaking Sinhalese
he other Tamil, and by religion, one following mainly Buddhism and the
Hinduism. But there arose no conflict between the Sinhalese and the
| peoples. It is true that Sinhalese and Tamil kings waged war for the
sion of their kingdoms, but the Sinhalese and the Tamil peoples as a whole
d on their agricultural activities, each race trying to eke out an existence

Xhe same is true of the Kandyan Sinhalese and the Low-country Sinhalese.
the seventeenth century there was little or no difference between these
B groups, but during the ssventeenth and the eighteenth centuries the
bact with the West transformed to some extent the conditions in the Mari-
{ Provinces while hardly any change took place in the highlands where the
Randyan rulers tried to exclude their people from all foreign influences. But
during these centuries there was hardly any friction among the two peoples,
andeyen when the British occupied the Kandyan provinces and gradually

~developed a common system of administration for the whole island, there

. o - - — ” ;
miti)ﬂclo?}?;zz i; ‘EEZ gteﬁgwrje of each 1gg1quf§>}nlg that their interests did not
The position of the Muslims is somewhat different, but they too hardly
ever came into conflict with the other communities in the nineteenth century.
The Muslims consist of Moors most of whom are of Indian origin and Malays
whe -ha:ve come from the East Indies. Most of the Moors are today either
culturists or traders. They were at first mainly traders, but a large section
of them settled in the Batticaloa district as agriculturists when the Portuguese
expefled t.hem from their territory. The rest since the British occupation
lmc carried on their trade with little competition or opposition from the
goer races of the island. The Malays were soldiers under the Dutch and
o d in the same capacity under the British till the Ceylon Rifles was dis-
ded. Since then they have either entered the Police Force or taken to
ﬂﬂm occupations.
Owin’gltlz g)lufghers difter frpm the other perrr.kancm inhabitants of the island
thems deﬁel.r ]?uropean origin. The occupation of Ceylon by the British gave
the GOVefan:te a@x;zjmtage ?ver t}}e other races, and they held high posts under
ing. the ept and rendered eminent service as doctors, lawyers and teachers.
i Lo angl?}ftem}l}(}; cefltu‘ry they worked together with the other com-
Part in hs pontei(}‘/ﬂc]iferr:)c;stthteylonese movements and played an important
. ¥ he country.
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well as to contractors. The plantations did not produce food for their
ibwkers, and it had to be brought from Colombo and elsewhere. The products.
d the plantations had to be sent to Colombo for export to England and other
- countries. This involved a great deal of work and provided employment
for hundreds of transport agents. Food, clothing and other necessaries had
" o be supplied to those who worked in the plantations, and small towns with
" poutiques and shops arose in plantation areas. Colombo developed into a
. commercial city providing work for all types of people. Those who accu-
mulated wealth by taking to these new enterprises and other new occupations
Why do they, whenever constitutional issues are raised, not sink for the com. began to open up or buy estates, and gradually a small proportion of the tea
mon good their interests which clash with those of the others? To answer| estates, more than half the rubber estates and most of the coconut estates
these questions it is necessary to go back to past history once more. At the " came to be owned by Ceylonesec.
time of the British occupation, this island was a land of villages more or less . The new system of administration created by the British required a large
self-contained, and the chief occupation of the people was the cultivation of pumber- of Government servants. To satisfy this demand, the Government
paddy which they grew for their own consumption. Society was co-operative established English schools and gradually a large number of persons from all
and static. The life of the people was based on ideas of caste, and they did, races and castes, though in unequal proportions, found employment in the
not ordinarily expect to change the position to which they were born during Government services. In 1833 the British Government established a system
the course of this life. The system of Government was feudal, and its work  of law-courts throughout the island bringing all people from the Governor
was carried on with the services performed by the people each according to " downwards under a common system of law. The establishment of these courts.

In the nineteenth century there was a certain amount of conflict in thig
country. The Sinhalese chiefs at first opposed the British and the Government
gradually crushed their power. Later they accepted their subordinate position
and gradually became supporters of British rule. During the later period the
conflict was again between the rulers and the ruled especially between the
“European unofficials and the British Government. But there was little or
no conflict among the various communities, and they generally lived ip
harmony.

Why do these communities then no longer live in the same manner? g’

his caste. led to a demand for lawyers and the changes in social and economic conditions.
The British Government from the beginning of its rule did not approve of ~ §ave employment to large numbers.
this social system or the form of government which gave little opportunity Up:to 1869 education in Ceylon was conducted mainly by the Missions at

for commerce and left no 1'%)£n {0 }.1‘&]%(3}‘)&111}/ of labour. Anxious to develop  their own expense. In that year the British Government accepted responsi--
the resources of the island, it abolisked rajakariya in 1832, breaking down the'  bility for vernacular education and agreed to give grants to Mission schools.
ancient co-operative feudalism in which each man had his niche according to-  This led to an increase of English schools and a large teaching profession
his occupation, and prepared the way for the development of the present com-  gradually came into existence. The rise of towns and the development of
petitive commercial age by leaving every man to choose whatever occupation| —estates led to a demand for doctors trained on modern lines to look after the
he liked irrespective of his caste. It next began to place society on a commercial| ~ Sanitation of these places and the health of the people who lived in them.
basis. In order to increase the revenue of the country, it encouraged the| , Tl;fse and other causes led to the establishment of the Medical College and
establishment of plantations. It sold Crown lands at a nominal rate, exempted| * the development of the medical profession.
plantations from the land tax, and used most of the revenue derived from the Thus arose the new Middle Class consisting of planters, merchants, trans-
sale of land in constructing roads to the plantations. mvagents, lawyers, doctors, teachers and Government servants, and they
These changes not only brought European capital and European planters %found that though they formed the most influential part of the com-
into this country but also brought about an important change in the social munity they had very little political power. In the country districts the

system. At the time of the British occupation the society of Ceylon consisted , _daﬂts of the ancient ruling families still carried on the Government
mainly of two classes : the ruling class of the officials of the Court and the ruler§ € N the urban areas in which they lived all the high administrative posts.
of the districts and the working class of agricultural peasants and craftsmen 4 a few exceptions were in the hands of the British.

There were few traders as trade was mainly a Government monopoly. Thd ,?he new Middle Class in order to acquire power did not plan to rise in

British by their reforms brought into existence a new class between these twq | llion against the British like the Sinhalese chiefs. They were educated
groups, the present Middle Class. gnglish and knew how the British Middle Class came into power. They

The establishment of the plantations provided new avenues of work fo & before them the example of the European unofficials who tried to gain
the people of the country. The clearing of the jungles and the constructiof »e'o-‘tro_l of the Government by securing an unofficial majority in the Legislative
of mills and factories gave employment to skilled and unskilled labourer i c,ll' They too began to agitate for a reform of the Legislative Council

44 45




UNIVERSITY OF CEYLON REVIEW

so that they might have a share in the control of the Government.  In 1qgiz
they gained a few concessions and in the time of Sir William Manning they
obtaire:d an unofficial majority and exercised a certain amount of inthicnee
over the Government.  In short the Middle Class gained a considerable amoung
of political power which they exercised through the State Council and the local
self-governing institutions. They captured most of the high posts in the;
Government which were once almost exclusively held by the British.

The Middle Class differed from all other groups. Tt crossed all existing
groups drawing its members from all of them. It ignored the foundations on
which all other groups rested and based itsell on differences of wealth and§
enlightenment. Its members united for various purperses especially 1o sife-
guard and develop its intcrests. But thev did not break away [rom the
existing divisions and did not develop into a separate community as there]
was yet very little intermarriage among the various groups.  And now with]
the accession to power, the various scctions of the Middle Class instead of
uniting further began to compete with one another.

This struggle within the Middle Class itself is explained in various wave,
Some point out that it is due to the fact that the demand for territorial clecto-
rates by the Ceylon Natinnal Congress, though justifiable on the ground that
they alone satisfy a modern state, led to much misgiving. The minority
leaders feared that they would have little chance of being chosen by a general
electorate while the Tamils feared that it would lead to a reduction of the
proportion of their members. Some point out that it is due to the fact that
the growth of national feeling, which arose as a result of the unification of the
island and grew in strength with the opposition to British rule, led to a revival
of the ancient cultures which instead of uniting the various communities
divided them. Others attribute communalism to psychological factors.
They point out that some of the Burghers are so communal because they fear
that the growth of a Ceylonese nation would lead to their own extinction as
a community. Some of the Sinhalese would not be so keen to preserve their
civilization and culture if they had no fear that they would be swamped
by Indians or that world forces were too strong for the survival of a small
community like theirs. There is, no doubt, some truth in all these statements.
But the attemipt to preserve and develop ancient cultures need not necessarily
lead to conflicts. In fact such eflorts should receive every encouragement
as they would help to enrich the culture of the nation as a whole.

But the chief reason for the present conflicts seems to be that the varinusv
sections of the Middle Class soon realized that the spoils won from the British
were insufficient to satisfy all groups. The number of places in the Legislative

- Council and the local bodies were limited and the posts in the Government}
and other services were insufficient to meet their growing needs. The result
was that they began to struggle among themselves and sought the aid of theif
respective communities to attain their ends. This was not difficult as the .
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The Burghers thongh small in number are an influential ccmmunity as
they are almost exclusively a Middle Class body. Their main object today
is to avoid a complete loss of that position to which they attained before other
communities entered into serious competition with them.

The position of the different castes is not very different. It is not possible
in this article to show how they have abandoned at least in the Sinhalese urban
and suburban areas their old foundations and have changed into communal
groups. Some castes owing to the privileged or the advantageous position f
they held at the time of the British occupation were able to benefit more than f
the others by the new changes. Today their progress varies and the Middle
Classes of those communities who have been left behind are struggling to keep |-
pace with those of other communities who had got ahead of them. ‘

When the Donoughmore Commission arrived in Ceylon to deal with the:
question of constitutional reforms the communal claims were placed before
them. But the Commissioners showed little sympathy with these demands. -
They no doubt realized that communal representation would only impair that
unity given to Ceylon by over a century of British rule. The Earl of Donough-
more who accompanied Montagu in his Mission to India and took part in the
discussions on constitutional reforms knew how difficult it was to abolish .
special electorates once they are granted. The Commission recommended
exclusively territorial electorates and the grant of the franchise to all men and
women of a certain age. In other words they did not concern themselves
with the division of the spoils won from the British. They showed greater
interest in the uplift of the masses who had little interest in communal squabbles
that had developed in the body of the Middle Class.

But the Middle Classes did not give up the struggle. They found that
with the grant of the universal franchise the ultimate power lay with the’
masses. They realized that the racial groups that formed the masses were’
not hostile to one another as the causes of conflict enumerated above did not
operate among them. But they knew that they were communal for other ‘
reasons. The masses were not influenced to the same extent by the new

O = oo et oA, e e

economic and social forces that brought together the various sections of the K

Middle Class and gave them a common outlook. The Middle Classes now began

to exploit this latent feeling of community and caste and spread their conflicts |, al

and jealoucics among them for the attainment of their objects. @
The exploitation of this communal feeling is most apparent in the struggleSj h

of the Middle Class for the attainment of power and status, especially at| Ji
elections to the State Council and the local bodies. But it is not many who| 4
can be members of the State Council and the local bodies and the interest in| —~
their rise cannot extend to a very large circle. The conflict in reality is due :
much more to appointments in the Government and other services and it is| -
in the securing of these posts that communalism is most exploited. i
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F VITALISM AND BECOMING: A COMPARATIVE STUDY

ord Morley® dealing with Indian constitutional reforms wrote to Lord
. “Thallsuspect what they (Indians) really want a million times beyond
ditical reforms is access to the higher administrative posts of all sorts,
pough they arc alive to the inseparable connection between the two.” Another
welt-known authority? bas pointed out that the Hindu-Muslim problem in its
modern form emerged first in conmnection with the demand for simultancous
%mations for the Indian Civil Serviee in England and India.  The Muslims
realized that such a change would not benetit them and refused to take paxt
in the agitation.

It is not maintained that there sre no communal conflicts at all among
the masses. Such a conflict was scen not long ago between the Indian and
the Ceylonese workers. It is also not sugyested that commuunal conflicts are

. due to economic causcs alone.  Recent history has shown that the British
helped to change the society of Ceylon from a co-operative and feudal into
a competitive and commercial basis.s The changes cffected led to the rise of
the Middle Class, but it did not develop into a separate community.  The
various sections of this class coon realized that the Government and other
posts were insufficient to satisfly their growing necds, and hegan to compete with
oneanother. And in order to achicve their ends they consht the aid of their
respective cormmunities and transformed their individuel conflicts into a com-
munal conflict. Thus communalisim is essentially a Middle Class problem
and the chief causes of conflict are cconomic,
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