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Preface

Research into the national security concepts of states has been an important component of
UNIDIR’s research programme for many years. After the early monographs that were
published UNIDIR has now begun to publish research reports describing and analyzing the
basic concepts that shape and influence the foreign and security policies of states including
their approaches to disarmament. We are convinced that this series of research reports will
engender a greater understanding of national policies in the international context facilitating
the discussions and negotiations that go on.

The epochal change in international relations that we have witnessed, from the bipolar
confrontation of the Cold War to the more co-operative global system with the United Nations
being empowered to perform its Charter functions, has affected all countries. The contours
of the new world situation have still to be defined. In this transitional period several research
reports on the national security concepts that were being written have had to be revised or
delayed. Thus UNIDIR hopes to publish more reports in this series in the future.

This research report on the National Security Concepts of the Democratic Socialist
Republic of Sri Lanka is a comprehensive description and analysis of the security and
disarmament policies of a small developing country in South Asia. Dr. Vernon Mendis is
excellently equipped to write on the subject with his long diplomatic experience and his
academic credentials as a distinguished Sri Lankan scholar. The views expressed in the book
are of course his own and do not necessarily reflect those of the Government of Sri Lanka.

Dr. Mendis describes the basic features of Sri Lanka and provides an interesting account
of the historical evolution of the country. This provides insights into the formulation of the
country’s present policies on disarmament and security issues. The writer also analyses issues
in their national, regional and global contexts giving us the background to Sri Lanka’s current
ethnic crisis; describing regional initiatives like the Indian Ocean Zone of Peace Declaration
and the South Asian Association for Regional Co-operation of which Sri Lanka is the current
Chairman; and outlining the growth and development of the Non-aligned Movement of which
Sri Lanka is a founder-member and former Chairman.

The views expressed in the book are the responsibility of the author and not of UNIDIR.
We do, however, commend it to the attention of our readers.

Jayantha Dhanapala
Director
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Introduction

This study is an attempt to survey and analyse the national security concept of Sri Lanka
throughout its exceptionally long history as a sovereign state of around 2,500 years. Sri
Lanka’s security problems are the product primarily of its geography, where geopolitically,
it can be said that it occupies one of the most exposed and central positions for any country
in the world. Sri Lanka is at the heart of the Indian Ocean which along with the
Mediterranean is one of great oceanic cockpits of history in the world. While the
Mediterranean was the cockpit of the most ancient East and later Western history, Sri Lanka
played that role in Asia. The latter can be compared to that of historic islands like Cyprus,
Crete, Malta in respect of the course of European history. The difference however is that Sri
Lanka is much larger and is in fact one of the biggest among the island states in the world.
It has served in several capacities like islands of this kind as an entrepot, a mid point meeting
place for ships and mariners in the course of long inter oceanic voyages, a harbour, a source
of primarily religious and exotic goods in demand in those times, an emporium for
international merchandise and a landfall. In the early centuries of the first millennium of the
Christian era trade in this region was at its height and the accent was on the commercial
importance and potential of the island.

The history of the island in terms of security concepts can be divided broadly speaking
into two phases with the 16th century as the rough dividing line. During the first phase, the
security factor arose as a result of its participation in the power politics of the region. In the
second phase, Sri Lanka became and was viewed as important to the security of other
countries. The first phase covers the period from the beginnings of an organised kingdom in
Sri Lanka till the establishment of its seat of power in the Western provinces. The second is
from the time of the entry of Western powers to the scene until the present day. Throughout
the first period the island’s security problems if and when they arose almost exclusively from
the Indian subcontinent except for two incursions from South East Asia and China later.

From before and during the first half of the first millennium Sri Lanka did not seem to
have a security problem except of contending with sporadic invasions from South India which
were like the Danish invasions of Britain. In fact in the 3rd century BC Sri Lanka established
a very close relationship with the contemporary Mauryan empire in India through the person
of its great Emperor Asoka. The latter used Buddhism and its propagation as a vehicle for
preaching a message of peace in international relations. Later Sri Lanka became a centre of
Buddhism and it is possible that it consciously carried out a role as an apostle of Buddhism
in this region. In the early centuries of the first millennium Sri Lanka attracted great Buddhist
scholars from South India and China and had friendly relations with the latter to which it sent
a number of delegations. It is plausible to think from these events that Sri Lanka at this time
was following the Asokan model of pursuing Buddhism and its ethical code as a means of
promoting peace. After the Sth century the situation changed and a new element entered the
situation in the form of prolonged civil wars inside the country. The first of them was
associated with the artist-builder of the famous rock fortress of Sigiriya whose brother who
had fled to India returned with an army and overthrew him.! During the 6th and 7th centuries

! This refers to the well known episode in Sri Lankan history where Kassapa murdered his father the famous King
Dhatusena and became King as Kassapa I. He was the creator of the celebrated Sigiriya or "Lion Rock" which is believed
to have been a fortified palace. The fame of Sigiriya rests on its unique architecture as it is built on a massive rock and the
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2 National Security Concept of Sri Lanka

there were protracted civil wars in the course of which the practice developed for contenders
to obtain mercenary armies from South India to fight for them. The outcome of these events
was that adventurers from India began to take interest in the affairs of the island while local
leaders looked upon India as a sanctuary and as a source of military aid and patronage. This
trend culminated in the installation of a ruler Manavamma in 684 on the throne of
Anuradhapura by the South Indian Pallava ruler Narasinhavarman. It seemed as if at this time
Indian political concepts and theories had entered the island replacing the earlier Asokan ideas
with militaristic approaches. This rather aggressive spirit even entered into the field of
religion where during the 4th century there was a violent conflict in which the Mahavihara,
the centre of orthodox Buddhism was attacked by the Sri Lankan ruler Mahasen under
instigation by an Indian religious teacher. This shows the impact of Indian ideas of the post
Guptan period reflecting the influence of classical Hinduism. Sri Lanka was thus following
the power patterns of South Indian politics and this led it inevitably to involvement in the
prevailing power struggle in South India for mastery. This was a balance of power contest
rather than one aimed at territorial expansion or annexation. Sri Lanka adopted a policy of
offensive defence where on the one hand it allied itself with a particular State namely, Pandya
and on the other hand it sent expeditionary forces to South India to help its ally. Inevitably
the tide flowed back and Sri Lanka was engulfed in it, with its defeat and occupation by the
Cholian empire.

After this Cholian chapter the poilitical pattern of alliances with Indian rulers continued.
This policy however backfired because the Sri Lankan kingdom became a plaything of South
Indian power politics. A new pattern developed in which the Sri Lankan kingdom sought the
assistance of Indian rulers who intervened in the island on behalf of the Sri Lankan ruler
reducing the latter to satellite status. This was in fact the dilemma of the 13th century where
though the Sri Lanka ruler got valuable assistance from India the latter took the opportunity
to manipulate politics within the island. During the 14th century Sri Lanka was undisturbed
by threats from India, perhaps because the Muslim traders were its allies and they in turn
probably had rapports with the Turkish overlords of India. In the 15th century this relationship
with India came to an end and presumably the Turkish conquerors did not wish to extend
their commitments to the island.

The second phase began in the 16th century with the arrival of the Portuguese in Sri
Lanka as the first of several invaders from the West. Not long after, they were drawn into
local conflicts where one local ruler following the traditional policy of defensive pacts allied
himself with the Portuguese and his rival had the help of the kingdom of Calicut from South
India. The result of this conflict was that the Portuguese gained control of the maritime
seaboard. The ruler once more true to his diplomatic instincts, invited the Dutch to expel the
Portuguese resulting in their replacing the Portuguese as conquerors. Initially the Dutch had
no enemies to fear from the outside and their problems were with the Kandyan kingdom with
whom they waged a Cold War. In 1784 as the aftermath of the War of American
Independence the situation changed radically when because of the Dutch alliance with France,
the British perceived the Dutch as potential enemies.

It is from this point that the conception of Sri Lanka being a threat to a Third Power
gained ground and basically it continues to be the major problem until now. This is not a case
of fearing aggression by Sri Lanka but of the latter becoming the instrument of a third party.

frescoes believed to be of celestial beings which embellish its walls.



Introduction 3

Thus the British occupied the Dutch possessions in Sri Lanka in 1796 ostensibly to prevent
them falling into the hands of their enemy the French. The importance of either defusing Sri
Lanka or possessing it was its strategic potential in respect of the region and of India in
particular. This importance centred on the port of Trincomalee which was deemed essential
to gain naval mastery in the region. Thus Sri Lanka became a coveted object both negatively
and positively as possession gave a strategic advantage and neutralizing it denied it to a third
party.

After independence in 1948, the first Sri Lankan independence government feared for its
security because of prevailing turmoil in Asia and it opted for the Defence Pact with the UK
for protection. This suited the UK admirably because its own need for an ally and the
strategic situation of Sri Lanka rendered it ideal for the purpose. At the same time Sri Lanka
explored regional avenues for security. The defence pact policy was repudiated by the SLFP
government which opted for neutralism and later Non-Alignment as a basis for security acting
through international initiatives. This was based on faith in peaceful coexistence as an
alternative to confrontation and the belief that a policy of outward goodwill will be
automatically reciprocated. It was the carefree attitude of the blacksmith in the English poem
as expressed in his words "I envy nobody no not I and nobody envies me". This policy of
neutralism pinned its hopes on the United Nations as a guarantee for peace and security
particularly of small nations unable to fend for themselves. This policy did not restrict itself
to being an act of faith or pious hope but attempted realistically to strive for peaceful
settlement of disputes and international co-operation through the initiatives of the Non-
Aligned movement. The latter gained much prestige during the seventies and seemed to
measure up to expectation of the Third World. During the eighties the picture changed with
conflicts between members and deterioration in their economic problems in a background of
intensified tensions particularly in regions. It seemed that while the international situation was
reasonably stable, tensions were being shifted to the regions possibly by collusion of the big
powers who were content to act through proxies.

The history of Sri Lanka’s security problems is an apt illustration of Toynbee’s famous
verdict on the decline of states that "we are betrayed by what is false within.? Invasions from
outside have coincided with disunity and division within, which the former exploited. If ever
there was a case for the need for solidarity it is Sri Lanka’s experience in this regard. It is
necessary therefore to identify the sources of this disunity in order to consider means of
dealing with it. In early times it was caused by fractional strife and rebellious against the
central authority but later there was a polarization of the country into rival kingdoms which
resulted in a power struggle between them. In post independence times the causes have been
ethnic minority grievances and socio-economic disaffection both of which have led to
insurrections. The ethnic problem was aggravated by the support extended to the local
authorities by their fellow ethnic communities abroad while the revolutionary movement drew
inspiration and perhaps support from Communist societies and terrorist groups abroad. In all
these cases the security forces of the country were called upon to shoulder the burden and
save the country from severe disruption and possible collapse.

% Quoted by Amold Toynbee in Study of History Vol. IV, Oxford University Press, 1939, pp. 120, from poem by
George Meredith - Loves Graves viz
In tragic life, God wot
No villain need be! Passions and spirit the plot
We are betrayed by what is false within.



4 . National Security Concept of Sri Lanka

These domestic events in the independence period particularly in the last decade has
caused soul searching about its foreign policy and its security implications. After the
repudiation of the defence pact policy by the SLFP government the security of the nation was
entrusted to the United Nations and other international initiatives. In a sense this meant that
it turned its back on its own region hoping or assuming that it would fall into place within
global UN and other international movements for peace and security. This was a serious
oversight because in the first place experience showed that the UN was not effective as a
regional or international police and international movements were themselves divided or
lacked the power and the influence to make an impact. In fact the great powers tended to
make their own security arrangements where they would probably countenance establishment
of spheres of influence and other forms of power sharing for mutual advantage. Small
countries were thus left in a dangerously exposed condition at the mercy of these vagaries of
the international power game.

The defence of a small state which had rejected the defence pact option lay in its
diplomacy. Also it seemed self evident that this diplomacy should begin at home and have
its roots in its own geographical environ. While an universal umbrella was consistent with the
ideals of the UN Charter still in practice, it would be out of reach when dealing with
neighbourhood situations. This vital aspect was neglected in the universality approach. If, at
all, the latter to be effective called for a high powered diplomatic machinery on a global scale
such as Sri Lanka which is hard put to maintain its own modest system, could never have
been able to mount in its wildest dreams. What was needed was a strategic deployment of
diplomatic resources according to a given strategy. The security dilemma of Sri Lanka are the
apprehensions and threat perceptions which others have of it regarding its possible use by
others. At the same time one should not underrate its value even in this nuclear age as a naval
base for use by flotillas of nuclear powered submarines.

The situation calls for action at various levels and of different kinds. At the root should
be a neighbourhood base which is probably the more difficult to attain. It should be an
interlocking combination of the neighbouring countries for political and economic cooperation
which provide a foundation for their security. The formation of SAARC to fill the void is
timely and it could make a decisive contribution as a means of confidence-building and also
conflict resolving.®> The danger to avoid is of the big powers becoming preponderant and
perhaps swallowing the minnows. It should also not be a closed zone but should admit
participation of outsiders for mutual advantage. The second level is that its combination or
Sri Lanka individually should have an extended regional base. That would counteract
excessive dependence on the neighbourhood group and actually supplement the latter. For Sri
Lanka this should mean the countries of South East Asia with which it has long standing
historical and cultural links all being rooted in a similar cultural configuration. At the third
level in the ascending scale should be close bilateral links with the peripheral and outside big
powers such as Australia, Japan, China, the former USSR and the USA. The formation of a
regional organization on the lines of the OECD in which these big powers will participate
with the regional states is worth considering. This would discourage the big powers from
pursuing conflicting policies and have the effect of containing their activities within a

3 South Asian Association for Regional Co-operation which was established in 1980 as South Asian Regional Co-
operative forum (SARC). It has since made impressive headway and become Regional Organization comparable to ASEAN
which holds annual Summits at Head of State level. It has the potential to play a major role in shaping the future of South
Asia.
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framework. To complete this scenario it is essential to introduce some element of
disarmament or restraint in militarization and for this purpose the adoption of the nuclear free
zone or peace zone concept could be considered. If on the other hand there is a prospect of
the UN sponsored measures such as the Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty or the
Comprehensive Test Ban materializing they would have the same effect as a denuclearized
zone. In whatever form a denuclearized or demilitarized atmosphere is deemed essential to
free the states from threat perceptions and divert expenditure incurred on them for
development.

The other scenario which has to be explored is the domestic situation which is the
corollary of the external factors. A state today faces many challenges because of the impact
of democracy, of education and economic development. They produce the phenomenon of
rising expectations where the more one gives the more one needs. Thus governments are in
a process of being called upon to be giving more continuously without any increase in the
quantum of resources. These challenges could be dissatisfaction over government policies in
which case they are rectifiable by normal means. This would call for statesmanship,
appreciation of the problem and meaningful and timely measures which could avert a
breakdown. These are the duties of a democratic state and to deal with these problem a
primary requisite is a healthy, clean and efficient administration manned by officials with
dedication and technical competency. The administration of a modern state unlike that of a
colonial regime requires not only public servants with basic education but those with special
skills as the character of administration has changed and developing countries need
managerial skills, planing abilities and a professional approach. In this context one of the
greatest tragedies in the developing world is its growing politicization of the governing
machinery and dependence as it was said of George III on the King’s friends.* Insurrections
which are socio economic phenomena have been a common feature in history but not so the
kind of ethnic movements one is witnessing today where within the confines of a unitary
state, small groups are setting themselves up resorting even to arms with the help of willing
accomplices outside. This calls for a combination of firmness and statesmanship the first in
asserting the lawful authority of the state and the second in taking measures of restructuring
if necessary and a recasting of the political system so as to defuse such demand and give a
sense of common purpose to the nation. This calls for meaningful measures rather than
political tactics which could exacerbate the situation. In Sri Lanka this approach has been
attempted in the introduction of devolution and measures for greater community participation.

The role of the security forces therefore should continue to be to deal with enforcement
of law and order and combat attempts to subvert the state. This is itself a heavy drain on the
state because of the sophisticated nature and cost of modern arms and the availability of such
arms to terrorists. A modern army in fighting terrorists find that they are meeting their match
in armaments and equipment. However there is no alternative if a state is to survive and not
be reduced to chaos by subversion and terrorism and general destabilization. Many big states
have made a fine art of destabilization which is to undermine another state by insidious means
under cover of good relations. This is done through supply of arms, training of militants

4 George III British monarch of the Hanoverian line who reigned from 1760 to 1820. However in 1820 he retired due
to ill health and the Prince of Wales took over as Regent. George III is associated with a personal form of government where
he tried to rule independent of Parliament through personal nominees known as King’s friends. Horace Walpole commented
on this as follows : "It is intimated that he means to employ the same Ministers but with reserve to himself of more authority
than has lately been the fashion".
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working according to a master plan of an undercover organization. The agency known as
Research and Analysis Wing (RAW) has been referred to frequently in relation to events in
Sri Lanka.’ Another very severe handicap to a state when contending with domestic
insurrections are the international campaigns of malicious propaganda and disinformation
directed against it to prejudice world opinion. These campaigns have to be met by diplomatic
action and vigorous counter measures at an international level.

The structure and deployment of armed forces, their relations with normal security
agencies will depend on their identification and appreciation of likely threats. In Sri Lanka
the experience of combatting three major insurrections would have given them ample
experience in anticipating the likely dangers and preparing for them. In Sri Lanka these
deterrent activities have to be necessarily confined to the territorial limits of the island rather
than attempting to its coping with foreign invaders. If it ever comes to that the only hope is
the UN which has been a vain one on many occasions. The sympathetic support of friendly
states could be of help but this also calls for cultivation and building up of such durable
friendships in advance through intensive and purposeful diplomacy.

At the present time super powers, big and small states face uncertain prospects. They are
alike vulnerable to the epidemic of ethnic conflicts, minority movements which are spreading
throughout the world threatening the very foundations of states and sovereignty. The recent
experience of Canada, the Soviet Union, India, provide evidence of this danger which can
destroy the existing state structure. This can trigger off a number of highly dangerous trends.
They can destabilize states and make them vulnerable to absorption by others in which case
there would be a power struggle to gain the ascendancy, which would increase tensions.
Secondly states endangered by these threats would seek the help of others and here again
there could be rivalry. Others will reassert their authority and become more authoritarian at
the expense of democratic rights. Thus international tensions will if at all increase and the end
of the global tension will only make way for proliferation of regional and local tensions.
Super power rivalry in a sense was able to contain regional conflicts but now they may resort
to a sphere of influence policy. Small states which are caught up in this turmoil face the
prospect of being swallowed or reduced to satellite status and it will be with great difficulty
that they could preserve their sovereign identity let alone behave like sovereign states. The
strengthening of regionalism would be one answer which would afford a forum and a group
within which to assert their identity. There is always the alternative of becoming the ally of
a super power through offer of bases but recent history is no advertisement for it where
patrons have jettisoned their allies when conditions changed and there is a move to eliminate
foreign bases. Thus in considering security concepts for Sri Lanka in the future the answer
seems to be that it should fall back on the level of regional security and concentrate on
strengthening relations with the generality of states in the region on a foundation of special
ties with the neighbours within a framework of SAARC or otherwise which will secure it
against neighbourhood pressures exploiting local disturbances and at the same time ward off
great power penetration of the region. The UN and international movements for their part can
play a complementary role of affording an umbrella of disarmament and at least nuclear
restraint for the regional efforts.

This study of the concept of National Security of Sri Lanka considers the subject in three

5 Research and Analysis Wing which was established in 1968 and was the official Intelligence Agency of the Indian
Government which conducted undercover operations in neighbouring countries.
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parts. The first deals with the general background of the island and gives an introduction to
the different facets of the country such as its history, geography, political and social systems.
The second chapter analyses factors which renders its security vulnerable, in the light of past
and present experience. This covers a wide range of subjects such as geographical location,
ethnic composition, state and prospects for the economy, social problems, political trends and
constitutional issues, national aspirations, each one being a potential source of disruption with
security implications. The argument is that in a small developing country like Sri Lanka,
vulnerability is not confined to aggressive pressures or actions by outsides powers alone and
can be due to destabilization and unrest caused by socio-economic factors which open it to
outside intervention on various grounds. They need counter measures which may be described
as social defence as distinct from armed forces, which will strengthen and invigorate the infra
structure and foundations of the nation.

Part II comes to grips with the subject proper and approaches it from three standpoints
and perspectives. These are national which concern unilateral initiatives through one’s own
efforts, regional which are endeavours in association with neighbours, and global which are
activities at the United Nations and multilateral organizations aimed at realising security. In
the case of Sri Lanka these are represented by the initial policy of deterrence through a
defence pact, to regionalism through the Colombo Powers and Afro-Asianism and finally
universality as practised by dynamic neutralism and Untied Nations initiatives. It seems that
in the evolution of security concepts and policies, the wheel has now turned a full circle as
at the present time Sri Lanka membership in SAARC and its expectations of it suggest that
it is being considered as a feasible security option for Sri Lanka. In SAARC unlike previous
initiatives of this kind like the Colombo Powers or the Afro Asianism of Bandung, is a
organized, concrete regional body conceived by the member states as a means of fostering
both economic co-operation and harmony between them. It embodies institutional machinery
for the implementation of its objectives at a political and administrative level. Its groundwork
of technical committees is a practical way of coordinating activities in various development
fields.

Part III is a survey of the contemporary situation and attempts to identify the coming
challenges and the responsibility which will devolve on the security forces. The emerging
picture is of intensified rivalry inside the region between regional states and outside powers
with the latter concerned about the possibility of destabilization through regional rivalry. The
only antidote for this is regional solidarity provides that this would not place the smaller
states at the mercy of the big powers. Regional rivalry can be healthy competition in trade
and economic relations but they can be transformed into militaristic confrontation with grave
consequences to peace and security in the region. The Armed forces will be obliged to gear
themselves to the evolving situation. So far in the light of experience for the last 30 years the
focus of the Armed force has been on internal unrest and insurrection. The need for vigil in
this regard will be much greater in the future but it may be necessary to consider an external
dimension to this where some degree of defensive systems for the protection of coastal waters
and air space should be considered. This is part of the legitimate self defence of a nation
which is recognised by the UN Charter and it will act however modest it is as a deterrent to
an outside intruding with impunity. Experience has shown that the posture of resignation and
bowing to a show of force has not protected the country from victimization. Obviously non-
violence and innocence does not win respect or security and it is just as well that the country
should consider measures of self defence to the furthest extent that its resources will allow.
A policy of sheer trust as a concept of security such as was attempted in the late 50s and 60s
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has lost credibility in the light of recent experience. An ideal would be a setting of a peace
zone which will reduce militaristic rivalry but not militate against legitimate self defence.
Other measures should also be considered at a national level to gear the nation and people
to face up to challenges. These would have the effect of instilling a sense of purpose and
resolve to the nation and of responsibility to the people that the future of the country lies in
their hands. Thus a new chapter is opening in concepts of national security where the country
should attune its policies in the light of experience and the new challenges and arrive at
policies and solutions appropriate to them.

The record of Sri Lanka is essentially of efforts on its part to pursue security through
peace, through a repudiation of the defence option at times in favour of trust and goodwill.
Yet sadly it has been continually a victim of threats and invasion from outside partly because
of its strategic situation where it is vulnerable to the political tides of one of the most
embattled oceans in the world, namely the Indian Ocean. Immediately after independence Sri
Lanka enjoyed a period of relative peace when it was able to pursue pancha sila oriented
Non-Aligned policies in respect of its security. During the last decade the situation changed
and Sri Lanka has been faced with serious domestic insurrections which are being exploited
by outside forces seeking to destabilize it. These circumstances have obliged the country to
fall back on defensive measures through the action of its security forces to safeguard its
sovereign independence. These measures are being forces upon it and are without prejudice
to the whole hearted commitment of the country to peace which has been the mainspring of
its outlook through history.

This study should therefore be treated as a case in point of the security dilemma of a
small Third World state at the mercy of forces, subversive and destructive of its integrity and
independence, despite a fervent desire on its part for peace and to live in harmony with
member states in the international community. This series of studies should therefor serve as
an eye opener to the international community on such problems which are not normally
highlighted as the emphasis in studies of Third World countries is usually on their economic
dilemma. It should induce the international community to address its mind to the subject
without shrugging it off as some internal or regional matter which can be settled by self
appointed regional policemen. It is hoped that the experience of Sri Lanka and of several
other countries in contending with these dangers will bring about an appropriate response
from the international community, since this is an integral part of the responsibilities of the
United Nations in respect of international peace and security as envisaged in the UN Charter.
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Background






Chapter 1

Historical Introduction of Sri Lanka

History

The recorded history of Sri Lanka appears to have begun around the 5th century BC when
according to a legend related in its ancient and generally trustworthy Chronicle - The
Mahavamsa a band of adventurers had arrived on the island from India and established
settlements. Whatever the credibility of this story, they were clearly the last of many waves
of settlers whether Indo Aryan or otherwise who had entered the island at least 1,000 years
before from the Indian subcontinent or elsewhere and had colonized it with their own culture.
This was agrarian in character and characterized by the use of iron and a socio political
system based on small decentralised and self contained units. Prior to these settlements there
were probably prehistoric societies of varying cultural levels in the island the vestiges of
which remained and which coalesced with the later settlers and laid the foundations of a
durable civilization. The legendary visitors of the 5th century BC were linked with Indian
kingdoms and their advent gave an impetus to the process of political and social evolution
in the island leading to the establishment of the kingdom of Anuradhapura under a ruler who
claimed sovereignty over the island. From the outset this kingdom showed signs of creative
genius, one of them being the beginnings of a system of tank irrigation. During the 3rd
century BC an event occurred which was historical turning point and transformed the kingdom
of Anuradhapura from a parochial society into a sophisticated state. This was the friendly
relationship which was established between the Anuradhapura ruler Devanampiya Tissa and
his illustrious contemporary the Mayryan Emperor Asoka the immediate outcome of which
was the introduction of Buddhism to Sri Lanka through the personal emissaries of the
Emperor. The patronage extended by the great Emperor to his Sri Lankan colleague and the
willing adoption of Buddhism by the State and people was an immense political and cultural
boost to the Anuradhapura kingdom which gave it international recognition and launched it
on its career as a rising state in the region. Not long after it acquired a distinctive role in the
region as the centre of Theravada Buddhism, after the decline of Buddhism in India following
the eclipse of the Mauryan. The fostering of Buddhism within the country and its propagation
outside became from thereon a cardinal objective in the policy of Sri Lankan kingdoms as
well as their premier historical contribution. The history of the Anuradhapura kingdom as it
is called which was the first of a succession of kingdoms which ruled Sri Lanka throughout
its history, lasted till the 10th century AD. This was a period of great achievements which
represented almost the zenith of Sri Lanka civilization, where its rulers excelled as temple
builders, as patrons of the Buddhist faith and order the well being of which was one of his
solemn duties. In this capacity he was responsible for great architectural creations in the form
of temple complexes, stupas and similar works which are among the greatest of their kind in
the world. Sri Lanka thus created an unique chapter in the history of Buddhism and its art.
The other unique contribution of the Anuradhapura kingdom was a sophisticated system of
irrigation through the building of massive storage tanks and a network of feeder canals for
the cultivation of its staple crop rice which earned for it the reputation of the Granary of Asia.
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This system is a marvel of engineering with no parallel in the world and is a testament to the
technical genius of its people and the stature of its rulers.

During this period the Anuradhapura kingdom had extensive links with states in the
region. The predominant influences were from India in the form of Hinduism and Mahayana
Buddhism but it also had commercial relations with Aksum in Africa and the Persians. A
highlight of these regional contacts was its relationship with China where Sri Lanka sent
several delegations to the Emperor and also traded in various goods primarily of a religious
nature. This relationship was linked with the rise of Buddhism under the Tang dynasty. In
overall terms, Sri Lanka was an entrepot and an emporium for the trade of the region where
merchants and sea farers met in the course of their voyages and exchanged goods. Sri Lanka
was thus at that time at regional and international crossroads. The reports of travellers and
contemporary records testify to the role of Sri Lanka in this regard.

Politically during the latter part of the first millennium AD, the Anuradhapura kingdom
was overshadowed by security threats from South India, where it became inevitably involved
in the power struggle in the peninsula between rival kingdoms. Despite sound statesmanship
and courageous leadership it was unable to avert its conquest at the end of the 10th century
by the maritime empire of Chola. The Cholian occupation lasted 70 years and was followed
by the new kingdom of Polonnaruwa which was situated South-East of Anuradhapura and was
logistically and strategically better suited to meet the escalating military pressures from South
India. This kingdom is famous as it produced two kings who are considered to be the greatest
rulers of Sri Lanka. They were Vijayabahu who expelled the Cholians and Parakramabahu 1
who is deservedly called "the Great" from his exploits in launching invasions against Burma
and South India and his ruthless unification of the country under his imperious rule. His rule
and personality was the highest point in the fortunes of Sri Lanka up to then but after him
there was a precipitous drop when the kingdom dissolved into anarchy which was exploited
by adventurers and rivals. The upshot was the installation of a kingdom in Polonnaruwa by
a foreign adventurer and the expulsion of the Sri Lankan monarchy from the land which was
the scene of its glory. In the 13th century, with the expulsion of the Sri Lankan kingdoms
from the North, Sri Lanka entered a new era in its history the keynote of which was the
efforts of the monarchs to re-establish themselves in the South-West of the country in a seat
of power from which they could resume exercise of their sovereignty. This became an ordeal
because of the challenges which the monarchs had to face from all sides by way of hostile
kingdoms within, insurrections and external rivals and invaders. In the 13th and 14th centuries
the capital was moved to a number of places mainly rock fortresses for defence but the
resultant kingdom were shortlived because of the overwhelming odds. During the 15th century
there was a respite under the kingdom of Kotte which asserted itself and revived some of the
glory of the past. However in the 16th century the Portuguese entered the scene initially as
traders and their impact transformed the political scene.

The 16th century ushered in yet another crucial era in the fortunes of Sri Lanka which
has been described by some historians as the European period. Its keynote was the effort of
successive European powers namely the Portuguese, Dutch, French, British in that order to
secure a foothold commercial or territorial in the island. The first two by adroit handling of
their relations with the Sri Lankan kingdoms and exploiting of their divisions were able to
gain the maritime provinces but failed to overcome the hill country kingdom of Kandy which
held out through a mixture of diplomacy and defensive combat. The French and the British
appeared on the scene almost simultaneously in the course of their colonial rivalry but the
British were able partly through their naval superiority to outmanoeuvre the French and with
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the Revolutionary War in Europe occupied the maritime provinces of the island at the end of
the 18th century. Fifteen years later they gained possession of Kandy and became masters of
the island.

The period of British occupation of Sri Lanka lasted from 1815 to 1948. The initial
importance of the island was as a strategic base in their struggle against the French in India
and as a bastion for the security of India. The security factor became less important after the
end of the Napoleonic war and the founding of Singapore as a naval bastion. The British then
developed a plantation economy in the island, starting with coffee and then tea which became
very lucrative and transformed the basic economy of the country. It now became an export
economy dependent on the sale of primary commodities through foreign trading interests
instead of the self contained agricultural economy it had once been. On this economic
foundation, Sri Lanka developed as a typical colonial society where while the interests of the
rulers were paramount it still reaped various benefits like English education, the growth of
a Western educated intelligentsia, and administrative and judicial system based on the rule
of law and British concepts, the gradual distribution of wealth among certain strata of the
inhabitants and the beginnings of participation in representative government. All these trends
had their inevitable sequel in the early 20th century with the rise of an affluent and educated
class and a progressive demand from them for self government. The Congress movement in
India and the general upheavals in the world following the First World War were an impetus.
Yet both India and Sri Lanka had to wait till after the Second World War and the chastening
experience of the Pacific war for the British to finally concede independence which they did
in 1947 for India and Pakistan and in 1948 for Sri Lanka.

It is 42 years to date since Sri Lanka resumed its independence and this has been
understandably a period of tremendous developments, transformations, progress, achieévement
and also turmoil and turbulence. This is to be expected when a nation starts on its own,
handicapped by the disabilities of colonialism. However to date Sri Lanka has been able to
maintain an unbroken continuity of political and social life. Politically Sri Lanka embarked
on its career as an independent state with a Westminster democratic constitution which was
however modified into a republican form and later into the Executive President form which
it is at present. This system however acting through a basically biparty structure produced a
succession of 6 democratically elected governments evenly balanced between the two major
parties where the Freedom Party (SLFP) had 3 and the United National Party (UNP) now in
power also had 3. Party ideologies have changed from the initial Conservative to espousal of
progressive socialistic by all parties aimed at amelioration of serious socio economic problem
in the country centering round disparities. Foreign policy has been marked likewise by an
initial conservatism symbolized by the Defence Pact with the UK in 1948 to later regionalism
and then Non-Alignment which since 1961 is the keynote. Within the region Sri Lanka has
been active as a member of the Colombo Powers (1953-1956), Bandung community and Afro-
Asianism, Non-Alignment and now membership in SAARC. In many spheres the nation has
made much headway such as in high standards of literacy, cultural upsurge, industrial and
scientific development, economic advancement where the Mahaveli Ganga scheme is
outstanding as a multi purpose scheme. It has attained self sufficiency in food and developed
many industries and exports through measures like the Free Trade Zones. Since 1978 the
country has followed a free enterprise, open economy policy aimed at promotion of the
private sector and entrepreneurship and restructuring of State ventures and public utilities.

Much of the economic benefits derived from these policies, which were reflected in
substantial increase in the per capita income and GNP, were lost however through conflicts
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and violence arising from ethnic problems and insurrections which have necessitated
tremendous expenditure on defence more than the nation could remotely afford let alone a
developing country striving earnestly to alleviate the lot of its peoples. These conflicts which
were sparked off in 1983 led to several years of armed conflict, destruction, colossal loss to
property and threats to sovereignty. These were followed by a terrorist movement from the
mid 1987 which further devastate parts of the country and unleased an atmosphere of
lawlessness and rebellion against authority. These problems have by and large been brought
under control through the firm stand of the present government. Not the least of these
problems was the threat to sovereignty and foreign intervention in internal affairs, sabotage
and exploitation of internal problems which resulted and demonstrated in a way the
helplessness of a small state when faced with subversion by foreign elements in league with
local disaffected groups. Many problems still remain and the security factor and vulnerability
to foreign infiltration continue to be of utmost importance. However preoccupation with these
subjects does not mean any sacrifice of urgent.domestic problems such as poverty and want
and proposals of the government notably the Janasaviya movement of the President are aimed
at producing quick relief.!

Geography

Sri Lanka is an island situated off the South-Eastern tip of the peninsula of South India, lying
between 5,55° and 9,50° North latitude and 79,42° and 81,52°E longitude. It has the shape
of a pear and an area of 25,332 sq miles which is about a quarter of the size of UK and
almost the equal of Ireland. It is separated from the Indian subcontinent by a narrow strip of
ocean known as the Palk Strait which is 15 miles broad at its narrowest point. The island
stands on a continental shelf which extends a distance of 5 to 25 miles off the South and East
dropping abruptly to great depths. This is a vestige of a geological connection between the
island and the Southern part of India which may have been a part of some massive continent
since submerged but leaving vestiges of rocky island off the North of Sri Lanka which on the
Western side from a broken land bridge known as Adam’s Bridge and on the east the Pedro
banks and the shallow sea between them is the Palk Strait. This shelf today is a coral bed
teeming with marine life.

Structurally the physical features of Sri Lanka are similar to that of the Deccan in South
India and confirms their earlier geological connection. The island can be divided into the hill
country occupying a fifth of the total area and a coastal belt which is narrow in the South and
West but broadens in the North into a vast plain which was called the dry zone and was the
scene of the ancient civilization. The length of the island from North to South is 279 miles
and its breadth is 140 miles. Its vegetation which covers its entire land surface varies from
the lush luxuriant forests and flora of the hill country to the scrub jungle and dry growth in
the arid zones, reflecting the differences in rainfall between the hill country and the plains and
there are intermediate zones mainly cultivated with food crops which are lush and fertile. The
hill country which appears like a rock fortress in relation to the rest of the country has a
mountain range with an altitude of 7,000 feet that tapers down to a secondary level of 4,000
ft after which it descends gradually to the coast except in some areas where the drop is

' For full exposition see Address by the President entitled "Providing assets to the assetless” to a high level officials

conference on 13 February 1989, published by Presidential Press Secretariat, Colombo 1989.
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precipitous. It served literally as a rock fortress in the 3 centuries preceding the British
conquest. Its rainfall, in the form of the annual South-West and North-East monsoon, varies
from 40 inches in the North and East to up to 200 inches in the centre and South-West. Sri
Lanka is well supplied with rivers, there being 16 principal ones, of which the longest is the
Mabhaveli in the North with a length of 206 miles. The majority of these rivers that originate
in the hill zone are in the South and altogether add not only to the fertility of the soil but also
to its scenic grandeur. These non-navigable rivers were harnessed by the ancient civilizations
to feed and sustain their magnificent system of irrigation. In the modern age they are the
source of multi purpose development schemes like the Mahaveli Diversion scheme and the
earlier Gal Oya valley of the 50s which provided hydro power and brought millions of acres
under cultivation. Their role in the life of the country has been in irrigation for food
cultivation rather than in navigation and trade.

Population

According to the latest available figures, the population of Sri Lanka at the present time is
16.58 million. This represents an increase of about 30% since 1971 when the population was
12.69 million. This is an annual increase of about 1.5% which is good compared to other
Asian countries. Sri Lanka has a mixed population composed of 3 principal ethnic groups,
namely the Sinhalese, Tamils and Muslims and smaller groups of Burghers and Malays. These
races have entered the island at different times in the course of its history and contributed to
form a single nation. The earliest were the Sinhalese who were Indo-Aryan in culture and the
Tamils representative of Dravidian culture from South India. The Muslims were immigrants
from the area of the Persian Gulf and Red Sea initially and later from Western India who
came from the 7th century in an increasing stream as traders and settled in coastal areas of
the island as commercial communities. The Burghers and Europeans in general are the
descendants of representatives of Western powers which established themselves in parts of
the island from the 16th century culminating in its conquest by the British. The latest
immigrants to the island were the group known as Indian Tamils who were brought from
South India by the British administration to work on plantations and hence inhabit part of the
hill country. The present distribution of races in the island is 74% Sinhalese, 12.7% Tamils,
5.52% Indian Tamils, 7.5% Muslims and the rest those of European origin and Malays. As
regards their geographical distribution, this has changed with the vicissitudes of history and
the present position is that the Sinhalese are concentrated in the South, West and Centre, the
Tamils are predominantly in the North and East while the Muslims are predominantly grouped
in the South, East and West of the island.

The ethnic diversity in Sri Lanka has given it a multi cultural character as the races
correspond to different faiths. While Buddhism is predominant as the religion of the majority
community the other faiths have made their contribution in an atmosphere of religious
harmony and freedom. The others are Hinduism for the Tamils, Islam for the Muslims and
there is also a Christian community. This is the outcome of a historical background where
originally the ancient civilization was Buddhist in character. In the course of history other
races and cultures have entered the mainstream of history and given rise to cultural diversity.
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Political

The early political system was that of kingdoms where the king had almost absolute powers
tempered by respect for tradition and other responsibilities of his office such as patronage of
the religion and the order which enjoined on him a life of virtue and righteousness. This
system remained until the island fell to colonial invaders. British rule which followed was no
less absolute except for the participation in the closing decades of the rule of a Legislature
with limited powers. However the supreme power of the Governor remained. During that
period there was local agitation for self government and political freedom from colonial rule.
The grant of independence by Britain in January 1948 was accompanied by a Constitution
which was modelled on that of Britain and embodied many of its features. These included
provisions for two houses of Parliaments one of which was elected by universal suffrage and
a Senate or Upper house in part nominated by the latter, where executive power resided and
was exercised through a Prime Minister and Cabinet representative of the majority party.
There was an independent Judiciary enshrining the principle of rule of Law. Under this
constitution Sri Lanka was a Dominion in the Commonwealth and acknowledged the Queen
of the UK as its Head of State who in turn nominated a Governor General as ostensibly her
representative. This was in contrast to India which opted for a Republican constitution. Sri
Lanka obtained such a constitution in 1972 when the earlier one was revised by the abolition
of the Senate, and the replacement of the Governor General by a President nominated by the
Government as Head of State with almost the same powers as the erstwhile Governor
General. Another change was the adoption of Sri Lanka, its ancient name, as the official name
of the island instead of Ceylon. There was a second revision in 1978 when the second
Republican Constitution was adopted which vested executive power in the President as Head
of State who was elected by a referendum. While other features of the earlier constitution
were generally retained, a new feature, being the adoption of a system of proportional
representation for voting of candidates, was introduced.

The Sri Lankan Constitution after independence has been unitary in character reflecting
the centralized system of administration and rule inherited from British times. There was a
significant change in this with the adoption in Parliament in 1988 of the Provincial Councils
Bill which set up a system of devolution for power sharing between the Centre and elected
Councils in the provinces. Power is exercised in terms of the classification of subjects into
three categories which are exclusively for the Councils, for power sharing and the reserved
list for the centre. This system was adopted in response to an agitation from ethnic groups
and provincial opinion for a devolution of power which would recognise their interests and
give them a share in responsibility. The operative principle of Sri Lankan politics is the party
system which is yet another input from Britain and modelled on the same lines in being
essentially bi-party in character. The main parties are the United National Party and the Sri
Lanka Freedom party which have held power alternately with an equal number of terms.
There are a number of small parties representative of minority interests and leftist ideologies.
In their comparative philosophies the UNP throughout has been an advocate of free enterprise
and open economy while the SLFP has been socialistic in approach favouring nationalization.
In foreign policy the UNP was initially restricted in its initiatives while the SLFP was for
universality, which led to Non-Alignment. These differences have narrowed, as Non-
Alignment is the official policy avowed by all administrations and in other respects too they
are less pronounced. The problems of development of Third World countries do not allow that
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much room for variance of views, and hence there is a growing uniformity of outlook among
parties.

Economy

The economy of Sri Lanka has developed through many stages. In the early kingdoms it was
mainly agrarian based on the cultivation of its staple crop rice which it did very successfully
through what was called the hydraulic culture. This was through an artificial system of
irrigation which in this case was a feat of engineering. This rice age ended around the 12th
century with the shift of the centres of power to the South-West of the country where it
developed a commercial economy based on the export of spices. It was this setting that
attracted European powers to the island and through their efforts to control the spice trade,
conflicts arose which led to its conquest by Britain. British rule in economic terms was
associated with the development of a plantation economy where commercial crops like coffee,
rubber and tea were cultivated at the expense of food crops resulting in the island’s
dependence on food imports and export earnings for its revenue. These plantations were
controlled by British business houses and were a facet of the colonial power structure.
Domestic agriculture was neglected and so were the cultivators who constituted the bulk of
the population.

These problems were inherited by the independence regimes whose main preoccupation
had been to rectify them and create an independent economy which will ensure the best
interests of the people. This has been a massive effort on many fronts. The main features are
the campaign for self sufficiency in food through restoration of the hydraulic culture, immense
multi purpose development schemes, industrial policy for local needs and export which has
yielded good returns in fields such as garment manufacture, and diversification of exports to
tap the country’s full potential, a significant breakthrough being gems. Plans for the
restructuring of the economy to enable efficiency in performance are afoot which would
attract foreign investors for profitable joint ventures. In these economic perspectives for
development there have been differences of approach as between different administrations.
The SLFP governments favoured a policy of nationalisation operated through State
enterprises. This was the keynote of policy from 1970 to 1977. This period saw other
significant steps for liberation of the economy from foreign controls, in the nationalisation of
plantations foreign owned interests like oil and insurance which brought all these activities
under State control. There was a decisive break in this policy by the UNP administration
where in accordance with its philosophy of free enterprise, it announced an open economy
marked by relaxation of controls, reduction of subsidies, incentives for local industry,
encouragement of foreign investment, and similar measures aimed at liberalization of the
economy from state control, and freedom of action to the entrepreneur. A symbol of this new
order was the creation of Free Trade Zones the best known being the Greater Colombo
Economic Commission which is inter alia a centre for joint ventures with foreign partners.
The open economy policy yielded impressive results in the increase in the GNP and the per
capita income, the availability of goods and the decrease in unemployment. It created an
atmosphere of buoyancy where the entrepreneurial spirit flourished. These healthy trends were
adversely affected by the heavy load of expenditure on defence, which the government had
to bear after 1983, owing to local conflicts. This tremendous burden had a disruptive effect
on the economy, cancelled out gains and caused problems of crisis proportions. Coping with
these problems has been the main preoccupation of the present administration of President
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Premadasa which took office at the beginning of 1989 and this has been achieved with a
measure of success which holds promise of good prospects in the future.

An important feature of economy of post Independent Sri Lanka has been the role of
economic aid. From the outset it was a recipient from several sources of different kinds of
aid but in the last decade a major source has been through the Aid Consortium of the World
Bank which has made decisive contributions for the major development undertakings of the
government. Its latest grant in October 1989 of 780 million rupees was of crucial significance
and a measure of confidence. As regards the economic future of Sri Lanka this will depend
on the extent to which it can generate sufficient income both foreign and otherwise which will
enable it to finance its development schemes which are the key to infrastructural change and
also measures aimed at the ameliorating of the needy sections of the community.

Sri Lanka in the World

Sri Lanka is one of the best known islands in the world, whether in ancient or modern times.
The evidence for this is the number of names by which it is called and the wide range of
literary references to it in the literature of the world. It was known as Taprobane to the
Greeks, Palaesimundu and Taprobane to the Romans, Serendib to the Arabs, Tambapanni and
Lanka to the Indians, Si lan to the Chinese and Ceylon to the European powers who came to
the island from the 16th century and thereafter, until 1972 when it reverted to its classical
name of Lanka. In literature it is referred to in the Indian epic Ramayana, in the works of the
Roman writer Pliny who drew from reports of members of Alexander’s expedition to India,
in the Geographia of Ptolemy, in the travel literature of the time like the "Periplus of the
Erythean Sea", in the writings of Arab authors based on reports of travellers like Abou Zeyd,
the Tales of Sinbad, in the official annals of Chinese dynasties which are meticulous and
precise records, in the books of visitors from China like Fa Hsian. This gives an idea of the
range of countries and civilizations in which the island was known. References to it abound
in modern literature, one of the best known being that of D. H. Lawrence. The reason for this
wide knowledge of the island and its reputation was first of all its unrivalled location at
virtually the dead centre of Asia and of the highways between the Far East and the African
and Arab worlds. This situation was a matter of incalculable importance because it meant that
it was a kind of port of call or staging post for travellers and mariners in those vast regions
extending from the East African coast to the coast of China, traversing in the process so many
centres of civilization such as the Horn of Africa, the Red Sea, the Persian Gulf, the coast of
India, Sri Vijay, kingdoms and principalities in South-East Asia and finally the immense
coastline of China. Another reason were unique products which seemed to literally dazzle
visitors and these were its precious stones. In the Arab chronicles this is a recurring theme
and even the Chinese refer to this item. To visitors from the Far East such as the scholar
pilgrims from China, the main attraction was Sri Lanka’s reputation as a centre of Buddhism,
held sacred therefore in the eyes of Buddhists the world over. The physical beauty of the
island is referred to but clearly the precious stones were a greater attraction. It is possible that
certain legends in the Homeric epic the Odyssey are echoes of the island, like the story of
Circe and the sirens because these same legends are attributed to the island by mariners who
refer to sirens luring the unwary traveller or the story of Kuveni as related in the chronicles.
Clearly the country, the people and the government were very receptive to the outside world
and this is demonstrated by the story of a Roman who was cast adrift on the shores of the
island and was so impressed by the kindness and hospitality of the King and the inhabitants
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that he took with him a delegation from the island to the court of the Roman Emperor
Claudius. From all these accounts it is clear that Sri Lanka was not only well known but well
liked.?

2

See H. A. J. Hulugalle, "Ceylon Yesterday, Sri Lanka Today", Sturreforlaget- AB Sweden, Early Travellers, 1976.






Chapter 2

Factors Relevant to National Security

By factors relevant to National Security, one means those features in a State whether of
geography, situation, internal politics, population, socio-economic condition, attitudes and
ideologies and other facets which can render it vulnerable to security threats from outside and
within. Every country is open to such threats but some more than others depending on the
nature of these factors. States could ordinarily take measures to eliminate threats in respect
of factors which are controllable but there are circumstances, such as external aggression by
a powerful invader which it is not possible to unilaterally eliminate. In the order of security
threats there is one which is exceptional and act independent and irrespective of specific
circumstances. This is the vulnerability of all states regardless of size and power to attack and
destruction in the event of a nuclear war. There are no safeguards which can be taken against
mass destruction in a global nuclear conflagration, except the elimination of the possibility
of nuclear war through the action of the international community. One will therefore only
consider those features in a state which under ordinary circumstances and under normal
conditions could open it to security threats.

As far as Sri Lanka is concerned its historical record throughout its 2,500 years of
existence which itself is exceptional for a society is an open book, in which one can identify
all these major security threats. Its history in the recent past going back to the start of the last
decade is in fact an object lesson in this vulnerability to threats which was experienced as
never before in its long history. The present time is therefore an ideal moment in which to
undertake such an analysis and investigation, in that one has witnessed all these relevant
factors at work in the last few years. There was a similar situation during the 13th century
when a combination of factors beset the island and engulfed it.' This parallel shows the
possibility of the recurrence of patterns of vulnerability in Sri Lanka.

The factors which are relevant to the national security of Sri Lanka are necessarily
personal to it and may not apply to other states. These factors are rooted in its geography and
historical experience and specific attributes which are built in. Other countries may have some
of these factors but they would not operate in the same way which would be peculiar to the
particular circumstances prevailing in Sri Lanka. Thus no general rule can be formulated that
a particular set of factors could produce an outcome because in each country the factors
would act differently. The factors relevant to Sri Lanka can be divided broadly speaking into
two categories, namely, external and domestic. The external side concemns primarily its
geographical location, its neighbourhood and regional environ, its relation and role in the
neighbourhood and region. The domestic factors are mainly its geographical configuration,
the composition of its population and being heterogenous relations within, its political system
and the nature of its political forces and life, its economic situation and prospects, its social
conditions from the standpoint of social justice and other aspects, its cultural profile and
aspirations, its ideology and value, the general national psychology as borne out in history and
the record of behaviour.

! For details see V. L. B. Mendis, Currents of Asian History, Lake House Investments Ltd., 1981, Chapter 5.
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External

Geographical location is an unalterable fact of nature and geology that can shape the destiny
of a country. It is an inescapable reality which can dictate the pattern of its history. The
differences in the historical experience of countries is largely the result of their respective
locations. The task of a nation therefore is to evolve a policy through which it could adjust
itself to these realities. The cardinal geographical facts of Sri Lanka are threefold, namely:

1L
2.

3.

Physically it is an island of considerable size;

It is located very close to the South Indian peninsula with only a distance of 15 miles
between them at the narrowest point;

It stands at the centre of the region at a point which is almost equidistant from the East
coast of Africa and the coast of China and is the intersection between the sea lanes
linking Africa and the Far East and Europe and the Far East and Australia.

These three basic factors have been of incalculable importance as we shall see in shaping the
course of history of Sri Lanka.

1.

As an island it has no frontier or border problems as its boundaries are its shoreline. As
an independent geographical entity it has developed a distinctive political and cultural
personality and a civilization. It is an island which is physically compact and integrated
unlike other states in the region which are groups of small islands like the Maldives or
a vast archipelago like Indonesia. Its considerable size and the range of natural resources
with which it has been endowed has enabled it throughout its long history to create and
sustain a highly advanced civilization which was known and respected in its time, and
until the present day. To that extent it belongs to the category of the great island
civilization of the world like Britain, Ireland, Japan and New Zealand.

The advantage as an island, of being an independent state and personality has been
cancelled out to some extent by the very close proximity to the Indian subcontinent at
the latter’s Southern extremity. As a consequence of this contiguity Sri Lanka has
cultivated close relations with Indian kingdoms and has been a recipient of political and
cultural influences from the subcontinent. At the same time this stream of influences has
also engulfed the island in the affairs of the continent to its detriment. Thus Sri Lanka
is in the paradoxial position that while it is an independent state and personality, still
because of its links with the Indian subcontinent it is prone and susceptible to
developments from that quarter which could be threats to is sovereignty. Conversely
from the standpoint of kingdoms of the subcontinent, there is a tendency by the latter
at various times to regard the island as relevant to their security. The classic expression
of this view was the statement of the Indian historian Panikkar that "Ceylon is integral
to the defence of India". This is a concept of the subordination of the island to the wider
interests of the subcontinent. This juxtaposition of being apart but yet so close has given
rise to a situation which has repeatedly manifested itself in history where Sri Lanka has
been continuously and inexorably subjected to the impact of developments in the
subcontinent at times with disruptive consequences. This is not to suggest that there is
some delibarate pressure from that quarter to involve Sri Lanka but that the geopolitical
situation tends to draw the island into the affairs of the subcontinent or be at the
receiving end.
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Sri Lanka’s location on the sea lanes and maritime highways crossing the region
represents another geographical dimension which alternates with the subcontinental
dimension and conflicts with it. During the early civilizations Sri Lanka had extensive
trade links in the region and served as an entrepot while being politically close to India.
After the advent of European powers to the region, the history of Sri Lanka took an
independent course quite free of events in the subcontinent until the expansion of British
power in the subcontinent when the situation changed and the island became enmeshed
in the power politics of British India. The pattern of events and relations which resulted
from the geographical location of Sri Lanka should be further considered in some detail
with special reference to the security implications and threats. The relationship with
India became of paramount importance because of the contiguity where as we will see
later even the early settlers in the island originated for the greater part in the
subcontinent. This relationship was two-fold in character. Initially it was the Mauryan
empire of North India, whose Emperor Asoka Maurya established friendly relations with
the contemporary Sri Lanka ruler Devanampiya Tissa. One result was the introduction
of Buddhism to the island through the personal intervention of the Emperor who sent
his son as an apostle. This act established a very enduring foundation for the
relationship between the two countries, as well as for the civilization of Sri Lanka which
since became a centre of Buddhism from where it was propagated to the rest of Asia.
It should be emphasized that this relationship with the modest kingdom of Sri Lanka and
the exalted Mauryan Emperor was free of any security implications for Sri Lanka. In the
second half of the first millennium, the focus of Sri Lanka’s relations with India shifted
from the North to the South where it entered into close contacts with the succession of
kingdoms which arose in South India. As a result Sri Lanka was drawn into the power
politics of these kingdoms and became to an extent diplomatically involved in them. At
the same time there was a tradition of interaction between Sri Lanka and South India
where aspirants to power or pretenders or unsuccessful candidates for kingship tended
to recruit mercenary armies from South India to fight their battles in the island. This
happened particularly during civil strife or secession disputes in Sri Lanka and there was
one significant event where such a candidate who had taken refuge in a South Indian
continent was installed as the ruler in Sri Lanka by his South Indian patron.? This
interaction apart from opening Sri Lanka to infiltration from South India gave rise to a
large population of South Indian soldiery in the island which was a grave security threat
to the ruler. This was the background to the events which let to the conquest of Sri
Lanka by the Cholian empire of South India in the beginning of the 11th century. In the
aftermath of the Cholian conquest and following the expulsion of the latter, South Indian
kingdoms continued to play a dominant role in Sri Lankan affairs both as allies of the
ruler against his local enemies and at times in possible collusion with them. This was
the context of the shift of the seat of power by the ruler from the North where the
kingdom had stood for 17 centuries to the South-West in an effort to find a new capital
from where to resume his sovereignty.’ This security threat originating in South India
ceased in the 14th century with the conquest of that area by the Turkish dynasty of
North India.

3

1bid. p. 84.
Ibid. Chapter 5.



24 National Security Concept of Sri Lanka

Concurrent with the relationship with India, Sri Lanka also had extensive links with other
countries both in the region and outside. The character of these contacts varied with the
countries concerned but their context was the central geographical location of the island where
it served as a staging extending from the coast of China to the Horn of Africa and thence to
the Red Sea and beyond into the Meditteranean. These were friendly, cordial relations in
which clearly the island and its people enjoyed a good reputation. Specifically these contacts
on the western side were with Aksum and Persia and possibly Roman Egypt. On the Eastern
side the focus was the relationship with China which was primarily cultural, Sri Lanka did
play a role in the spread of Buddhism in China. In the centuries immediately after the Cholian
conquest, Sri Lanka had the unusual experience of invasions from unexpected quarters. These
were by a ruler from a kingdom near ancient Cambodia during the 13th century and by the
naval expedition of Admiral Cheng Ho in the early 15th century which reportedly kidnapped
the ruler of that time.* These were both isolated events which however indicated certain
changes in the power patterns of the region, with China attempting to assert itself. These
trends were arrested with the appearance of European powers from the 16th century.

The first European power to establish contact with Sri Lanka was Portugal when its
representatives visited the island in 1505. They entered into a trade agreement for the
purchase of a quantity of cinnamon with the local ruler at the latter’s request but did not show
any particular interest in the island. The situation changed a few decades later when they were
sucked into the power politics of the island as the ally of the ruler of lowland kingdom of
Kotte against his brother in a civil war between them.’ From this beginning which gave them
a foothold in the island, events led to their conquest of the maritime provinces of the island.
Their efforts to capture the hill country kingdom of Kandy failed. In the middle of the 17th
century they were ousted and replaced by the Dutch at the invitation of the ruler of Kandy,
who was outwitted by the Dutch as his expectation was that they would confine themselves
to the expulsion of the Portuguese but they remained in occupation of the earlier Portuguese
domain. An uneasy relationship prevailed between them and the Kandyan king with the latter
grudgingly entering into a trade arrangement with them but anxious to be rid of them though
unable to effect it.® The opportunity came around 1762 when the rising power of Britain in
India showed an interest in the island and sent an envoy to discuss trade. Beginning with the
contact the British became increasingly interested in the strategic value of the island in the
context of their power struggle in India against France. With the outbreak of the
Revolutionary war in 1795, Sri Lanka became to Britain a place of cardinal importance and
accordingly they sent an expeditionary force which occupied the maritime provinces
ostensibly in trust for the Dutch. However at the Treaty of Amiens of 1802 they gained
possession of it and in 1815 they took advantage of dissension within the kingdom of Kandy
to overrun it thus gaining contro! of the whole island.’

The conclusion which one can draw from the European experience was the importance
which was attached by European powers to the island and the circumstances in which they
gained possession of it. Two facts emerge. Firstly, the importance of the island to the
Portuguese and Dutch was commercial as a source of supply of good cinnamon, and to the
British and French it was strategic. The strategic importance centred round the relevance

See G. P. V. Somaratne, Political History of the Kotte Kingdom, Deepanee Printers, Nugegoda, Sri Lanka, p. 65.
Ibid. p. 175.

For background see S. Arasaratnam, Dutch Power in Ceylon, Amsterdam, 1958,

For background see University of Ceylon, History of Ceylon, Vol. 111, Colombo, 1973, Chapter IV.

<N o w o a



Factors Relevant to National Security 25

logistically of Sri Lanka in relation to the power struggle in India and in particular of the
harbour of Trincomalee situated on the North-Eastern coast of the island. If there was one
factor which attracted the British to Sri Lanka it was certainly the desire to gain possession
of it as a vital naval base in their military and naval struggle against France from as early as
the War 