
Victory and more war  

 
The capture of the east and the taking of the war to the Wanni have to be 
balanced politically against the economic costs of doing so 
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The identity of the killers of Chief 
Secretary, Eastern Province, Herath 
Abeyweera is unknown. Police are said to 
suspect the LTTE. Sadly however, what is 
known is that killings of this nature are 
highly likely to continue and even increase 
in this recently ‘liberated’ province. 

To coin a phrase, militarily it may be 
"cleared" but the politics of the place 
remain as murky and one might add, as 
bloody as ever. Military offensives give 
way to political assassinations, the closer 
the province gets to being kitted out with 
its own, separate political and 
administrative arrangements. 

Started again 

And it has all started even before the official victory party could be had and savoured. Perhaps we kill 
and party with near equal ease… 

Politically, the government cannot be denied its victory celebration. It will be some time yet before 
another. The real challenge therefore for the regime is to optimise the political capital to be had from 
this victory and hold the masses behind them over the next two to three years which according to its 
own estimates, is the earliest likeliest date for another round of celebrations. 

And this of course will not be easy, a war in the Wanni aside. Popular support and sacrifice for the war 
are sustained by victory, not stalemate or defeat. And a regime wedded to the bread and circuses for 
the masses school of political mobilisation must know that putting on the circus is at times a lot easier 
than producing the bread. 

What’s in it 

Furthermore, the masses will always want to know as to what is in it for them as regards military 
victory. Unrewarded sacrifices down the coastal belt for the ephemeral goal of peace, stability and 
prosperity along the eastern one, suggest a national unity and cohesion that belies two and half 
decades of ethnic conflict. Keeping its large southern majorities intact and the east from imploding will 
preoccupy the regime after the July 19 tamasha. 

Clearly the costs of keeping the peace in the east are going to be as high or higher than the costs of 
capturing it. A former senior member of the defence establishment and commentator, Air Vice Marshal 
Harry Goonetileke has pointed out that some 10 -20,000 troops will be required to defend the east and 
that the 50,000 new recruits that the security establishment plans to enlist will cost billions of rupees in 
remuneration alone. 

Long term perspective 

Add to this the hardware and our penchant for paying over the odds for clapped out equipment and 
the bill soars. And whilst it does there is the rising cost of living in the rest of the country and the rising 
rate of inflation. 



The regime would have been better advised to have communicated the long term perspective on its 
pursuit of military victory than to launch into premature celebration. The demonstration of gratitude to 
the security forces could have been made in any number of ways more profound and enduring than 
the tamasha planned. 

Moreover, the tamasha planned in a seeming re-run of the Kumaratunga/Ratwatte pantomime in 1995, 
will do little to heal any wounds east or elsewhere. It is likely to lead to further polarisation and 
compound the challenge of reconciliation. 

Telling the truth of course is not the politicians’ way and certainly in the case of the current regime the 
predisposition is to think short term, on the hoof and on the trot. 

Turn authoritarian 

Consequently, there is every likelihood that as things do not turn out as expected, the regime will get 
increasingly authoritarian under the guise of national security. In effect, it could end up at a point at 
which its overarching imperative will be that of defending itself against the rest of us who dissent and 
disagree. And offence will be the chosen form of defence. 

The capture of the east and the taking of the war to the Wanni has to be balanced politically against 
the economic costs of doing so. The only way to do this is to begin by spelling out the challenges 
ahead, rather than by going overboard with celebration and the advertent or inadvertent promise of 
further certain victories in the offing. 

It also requires a redoubled effort and a sense of urgency with regard to the political settlement, 
military victory makes possible. Were it to be the case that there is no political settlement envisaged 
since military victory will also be a political victory for the status quo, this needs to be spelt out and the 
tedious yarn of the APRC brought to a conclusion. 

Straight talk 

Like the CFA, one suspects it is done for the benefit of the international community. Perhaps the latter 
should tell the regime that it need not be spun out for their benefit. 

Indeed, the government has to do more than reiterate that it is ready for negotiations now that it has a 
military feather in its cap. It also needs to respond to the criticism that if negotiations are the priority, 
everything suggests that the LTTE will not negotiate from a position of weakness. What happens in 
this situation? 

The strategy presumably is to force them to the table if sitting around a table is still considered to be 
important. This of course means war. And given that the point of war is victory, the reiteration of a 
willingness to negotiate rings hollow. On the other hand if the unspoken expectation is not victory but a 
stalemate, those who make the sacrifices need to be told this. 

Another phase 

The capture of the east is the beginning of yet another phase of the war and given the ideological 
leaning and perspective of the regime it will be embarked upon as one to the finish. 

Likewise the LTTE. They want the mother of all battles in the belief that whatever its outcome, 
politically they will benefit. In this respect as well the two sides reinforce each other. 

The responsibility for telling it like it is and will probably be, lies with the opposition if it so chooses, and 
civil society whether it chooses to or not. 

There is a lot of suffering that can be prevented in the next two to three years by some sober reflection 
and plain speaking. 



 

 
Beyond federalism?   

 
(From left) Sri Lanka’s chief negotiator during the 
UNP regime, G.L. Peiris, Japan’s Special Peace 

Envoy to Sri Lanka Yasushi Akashi, Norway’s then 
Deputy Foreign Minister Vidar Helgesen and LTTE 

negotiator the late Anton Balasingham at peace talks 
in Hakone, Japan. It was during the UNP 

government’s peace talks with the LTTE that the 
parties agreed to probe the federal idea  

By Asanga Welikala  

This writer has been associated for the past several years 
with that much-maligned minority that can be broadly 
labelled ‘liberal federalists’ on the question of peace and 
constitutional reform in Sri Lanka. 

Allowing for individual nuances of emphasis and premise, 
Sri Lankan liberal federalists are those who have 
advocated (a) a negotiated resolution to the ethnic conflict 
(b) along the lines of a federal-type constitutional 
settlement that accommodates the secessionist ethno-
territorial Tamil minority in the north and east (c) within a 
united Sri Lanka through regional autonomy and power-
sharing at the centre. 

The key assumptions of this worldview are that a politically 
liberal conception of a unified Sri Lankan citizenship is 
both possible and desirable, that this notion of citizenship 
involves recognition of multiple identities, and that this can 
be institutionally expressed through federal-type 
constitutional arrangements reflecting some appropriate 
configuration of the shared-rule/self-rule ideal.  

That the constitutional prescriptions of liberal federalists retain enduring relevance in respect of peace 
in Sri Lanka is beyond reproach, for the federal idea as the fundamental organising principle of a 
constitutional order embraces a range of options from devolution to confederation. 

For reasons canvassed below, however, liberal federalists’ political premises about democratic 
citizenship and the ethno-political foundations of the Sri Lankan State would require to be 
fundamentally revisited, if the objective is a viable and united Sri Lanka. 

Oslo Declaration 

Even though the federal idea in Sri Lankan political debates is older than the post-colonial state itself, 
it only enjoyed a brief moment of mainstream respectability in the aftermath of the Oslo Declaration of 
December 5, 2003, when the government of Sri Lanka and the LTTE stated that their future 
explorations of a substantive settlement would be guided by the federal idea. 

The LTTE’s commitment to federalism understood in a conventional sense was less than unequivocal 
from the start. Its subsequent ISGA proposals (which made no reference to Oslo) revealed that to the 
extent the LTTE felt constrained by the normative parameters of federalism at all, its understanding of 
federalism was highly unorthodox, asymmetrical, and concerned only with the maximisation of 
autonomy for the northeast. 

Counter-insurgency measures 

In the south, the federal idea has been comprehensively defeated in the general election of April 2004 
and the presidential elections of November 2005. These two elections have seen a significant 
realignment of the southern polity with the ascendancy of majoritarian nationalism, not only in the 
belief in a military solution to what is perceived as an essentially terrorist problem, but also in the 
rejection of any notion of political power-sharing apart from the most minimalist administrative 
decentralisation. 
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Accordingly, we have seen the robust pursuit of counter-insurgency measures against the LTTE, with 
the government claiming victory in the east. 

The government vows similar commitment of purpose and conviction that the LTTE will be defeated in 
the north as well. Many believe that the northern campaign is the litmus test for the hawks, in that 
while capturing the east is not unprecedented (although holding it would be), regaining and controlling 
the ethnically more homogenous north is another matter altogether. 

In a sense, this gravely misses the point, because conflict resolution is more about how the Sinhalese, 
Tamils, Muslims and others may coexist within a viable constitutional state, than about whether the 
LTTE or the government prevails in the battlefield. As the late Kethesh Loganathan used to frequently 
remind this writer, federalism in the northeast is about a people and a region, not an organisation. 

Nevertheless, this is the current context that confronts any attempt at envisioning post-conflict 
possibilities for Sri Lanka. It is a context in which two nationalisms are pitted against each other, their 
differences sharpened and entrenched by armed conflict, and further complicated by factors such as 
the position of the Muslims, and Karuna’s assertion of Eastern Tamil distinctiveness. 

Primordial ethno-nationalism 

The ideological reversal of the federalists in southern electoral politics and dismissal by the LTTE are 
made worse by what appears to be a distasteful reassertion of primordial ethno-nationalism, in which 
many of the liberals’ most cherished values are defiled and destroyed. 

It is clear in this context that what Sri Lankan liberal federalists face is not only a strategic challenge of 
popular persuasion; it is also a fundamentally theoretical challenge of how democratic politics and 
constitutionalism is conceptualised. It can be contended that the very idealism that characterises the 
liberal federalist project is also a failure to understand the real dynamics of ethno-nationalist politics, 
which has led to that project being totally sidelined. 

The challenge before liberals therefore is how to rationalise political conditions of competing 
nationalisms in a way that can promote conflict transformation. They are ill equipped to do so with their 
traditional theoretical tools such as individual autonomy and freedom of choice because this discursive 
language clearly has no traction in the popular imagination of Sri Lankans of whichever ethnicity. 

This is why teleological liberal arguments about the need to conceptualise an overarching and 
inclusive Sri Lankan political identity based on liberal principles of justice such as equality, fairness 
and respect for diversity have failed. 

Of course, liberals have been concerned to recognise diversity and institutionally guarantee respect for 
it through federal autonomy of regions. But the flaw in this approach is that it elevates a politically 
deracinated conception of liberal democratic citizenship as the identity of the state, and relegates the 
more resonant sources of popular identity such as ethnicity to be dealt with regionally within federal 
structures. 

Regional autonomy 

In this sense, liberal citizenship is actually a unitary ideology that conceives of a single, modern, 
values-based nation that must constitute the state. This reveals the liberal disdain for pre-modern 
notions of collective identity such as ethnicity, the persistence of which is an inconvenience that must 
be addressed through regional autonomy (suitably attenuated with human rights guarantees etc), in 
the wider interests of conflict management and peace, and not least in the hope that nationalism will 
one day wither away. 

It is not only in conflict-affected plural societies such as Sri Lanka that liberals become irrelevant 
because of this approach to statehood; in prosperous and peaceful liberal democracies elsewhere, the 
experiences of Scotland, Quebec and Catalonia demonstrate that liberalism has had to make 
fundamental theoretical adaptations in order to rationalise powerful dynamics of sub-state nationalism. 



In Sri Lanka, what is clear is that armed conflict among nationalisms has consolidated a historically 
fragmented and plural society into two distinct polities. Any possibilities that were there for the 
constitutional accommodation of political space in the traditional liberal mould are now no longer 
available. 

The current military phase of the conflict will result in the consolidation of that separation, not 
unification of the polity, regardless of whether the LTTE (or indeed the state for that matter) is left 
standing at the end of it. 

The existence of multiple nationalisms therefore has to be taken at face value. Short of successful 
secession, the challenge before liberals then is about how to conceptualise statehood that guarantees 
liberal values yet addresses the ground reality of plural nationalisms. It is essentially a modernising 
challenge of transforming hard and intolerant ethno-nationalisms into nationalisms that are collective 
identities which can coexist within a multinational state. 

Acrimony and division 

Substantively, the departure from liberal orthodoxy lies in abandoning Sri Lankan nation-state building 
(i.e., the constitutional construction of a Sri Lankan political identity), as the principal purpose of post-
conflict constitution-making. Likewise, the acrimony and division that has been generated by the 
current cycle of military conflict, especially in the manner it is conducted, has rendered conventional 
federal forms inadequate for the construction of a future Sri Lankan state. 

In this context, the future Sri Lankan identity can only be a minimalist legal personality. The political 
legitimacy of the state will need to be derived from the full and equal recognition of multiple 
nationalisms. Liberal individual autonomy can be guaranteed, but in the relationship between citizen 
and State, its exercise would be institutionally mediated through the self-determination of the sub-state 
nationalism to which the citizen belongs. 

Thus, federal-type arrangements in the architecture of state are not entirely rejected, but they would 
look more like a confederation than liberal federalists have so far been willing to countenance. It is 
only by overturning the unitary presumptions of liberal citizenship that underpin federal 
constitutionalism that liberals can hope to make any relevant intervention in conflict resolution in Sri 
Lanka. 

The danger of complete exclusion from the political process is that only liberals have the intellectual 
wherewithal to salvage democracy and human rights in a future constitutional settlement, which would 
otherwise be concluded by ethno-nationalists or conservatives. Needless to say, the ideas expressed 
here would be anathema to majoritarian nationalists in the south. 

However, the fact is that it is precisely their intolerance and myopia that has brought Sri Lanka to the 
present pass, and if that leads to secession, it is their problem. But for liberals, the challenge put 
simply is whether we are prepared to contemplate a multinational confederation, once the guns fall 
silent. 

 

 

Progress in efforts to prevent interpersonal violence 

Governments around the world are taking new and stronger measures to quell interpersonal violence 
and its life-long health consequences, a new World Health Organization (WHO) report shows.  

This week in Scotland, 200 of the world’s leading experts in preventing violence gather for "Milestones 
2007," to assess the advances that have been made, identify strategies for further expanding these, 
and advocate for increased investment by international development partners. 
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"With an improved understanding about what works to prevent violence in families and communities, 
the violence prevention field has reached a critical turning point," notes Dr Catherine Le Galès-Camus, 
WHO Assistant Director-General for Noncommunicable Diseases and Mental Health. "Milestones 
2007 is an opportunity to draw lessons from the good work being done in many countries and define 
ways to scale up implementation in countries around the world." 

Increased efforts to scale up violence prevention come when health policy makers and practitioners 
begin to fully understand the long-term consequences of violence. 

For instance, a 2004 WHO study reported that the lifetime impacts of child sexual abuse account for 
approximately 6% of cases of depression; 6% of alcohol abuse/dependence; 6% of illicit drug 
abuse/dependence; 8% of suicide attempts; 10% of panic disorders, and 27% of post traumatic stress 
disorders. Other studies have also linked child physical abuse, intimate partner violence and sexual 
violence to excessive smoking, eating disorders, and high-risk sexual behaviour, which in turn are 
associated with some of the leading causes of death including HIV/AIDS, cancers and cardiovascular 
disorders. 

"Globally, the greatest challenge to scaling up violence prevention efforts remains a lack of investment 
in scientific, large-scale outcome evaluation studies, especially from low- and middle-income 
countries, where both the burden of violence and the cost of failure to invest in effective prevention are 
highest," notes Dr Etienne Krug, Director of WHO’s Department of Violence and Injury Prevention. 
"With those studies in hand, we would be well placed to scale up and globalise prevention."   

Milestones 2007, is being hosted for the World Health Organization by the Scottish Violence 
Reduction Unit in Kincardine, Scotland, United Kingdom, from 17-19 July 2007. It is the third in a 
series of meetings marking the anniversary of the launch of the landmark World report on violence and 
health released by WHO in 2002. 

The report demonstrated the extent of the impact of violence. In 2002 (the latest year for which global 
estimates are available) an estimated 1.6 million people lost their lives to violence; more than 90% of 
those deaths are concentrated in low- and middle-income countries. Physical, sexual and 
psychological abuse undermines the health and well-being of many millions of people in all countries 
on a daily basis. Suicide and homicide are the fifth and sixth leading causes of death in people aged 
15-44 years. Between three and seven million adolescents and young adults receive hospital 
treatment each year for a violence-related injury. 

Evidence shows that a major proportion of violence-related death and suffering is avoidable through 
investment in positive approaches such as parent training; home visitation services; reducing alcohol 
availability and access to firearms; helping high-risk adolescents to complete schooling; changing 
cultural norms that condone the use of violence; and providing adequate emergency medical care. 
Cost-effectiveness studies show that most of these strategies are less expensive to implement than 
paying the costs of responding to violence. 

— WHO  


