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It was in the carly 1980s that I met NUJ for the first time.
My meeting with him was to discuss matters of mutual
intercst surrounding two institutions | was closely associated
with at the time — the Department of Economics at University
of Colombo and the Sri Lanka Association of Economists
(SLAE) which was established only a fow years ago. This
first meeting, in the Mercantile Credit head office in the Fort,
had left behind in me vivid memories of his life and style of
work as a private sector leader of finance, I had the

opportunity to meet him on a number of occasions since then, _

privately as well as in formal gatherings, The NU biography.
portraying NUJ's personal traits so intcrestingly. takes my
mind back to these cncounters with NUJ. We discussed a
variety of things in these mectings — about the promotion of
fhe teaching of economics in Sri Lanka, development of the
newly cstablished SLAE and contemporary cconomic and
financial issues. What remains from these early encounters
with NUJ however, is the text of an interesting address he
made in 1984, edited and published in the SLEA journal

Upanathi Vol. 3:2 (July 1988) under the title “Current i

Approaches to Banking in Sri Lanka: A Critique and Some
Suggestions for Reform™.

NUJ's statement that he "came from a humble family and
did not have any privileges of class or caste” has been cited

- at several points in the biography. This statement strikes a

familiar chord with many of us who have come up through
educalion - together with determination. commitment and
hard work - (o rise to leadership levels in the society in their
respective chosen fields of specialisation without the support
of family, class or caste privilege. Those in later generations
would perhaps cite the push they had received from the
cducational reforms of the mid-1940s, the so-called
Kannangara reforms, as a major factor in their upward social
mobility, particularly the free education component of these
reforms. NUT however, grew up in a system without these
state-sponsored subsidy schemes. In the absence also of
adequate family support, NUJ was compelled to depend
heavily on his individual qualities of, using his own words -
determination, tenacity, purposefulness and cultural values -
tor upward social mobility. NUJ was indeed famous fo. his
strongly held ideology, being averse to state intervention in
private lives, including state-funded subsidies,

The biography under review would undoubtedly have been
cxeeedingly ditficult and time consuming fo compile. This
would have been particularly so in the case of the early

54

chapters covering NUJ's childhood, adolescence and early
youth, given the paucity of written records, Although some
of these early chapters have, as a result, little dircetly about
NUJ's life story, the biographers have made good use of
publications on contemporary social conditions letting the
reader make his or her own judgements about NUJ's early
life. In writing this biography, well-known publications
describing and analysing Sri 1ankan socicty and polity during
the latter half of the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries
(scholarly work of local and foreign authors, as well as of
colonial administrators, together with numerous official
documents) have been extensively and cleverly used without
losing sight of the objective of biography writing. The .
carefully selected photographs and illustrations arc excellent
historical material sometimes worth more than hundreds of
words. The long list of acknowledgements indicates another
facet of the time-consuming and laborious nature of the
compilation of this particular biography - identification of
persons to meet, arranging interviews, and choice of material
1o be included. In drafling the sccond half of the volume the
authors appear to have benefited from greater availability of
material from NUJ's personal files as well as from more
abundant publications. The rescarch and writing skills of the
authors may have been intensively taxed in drafting these
chapters as the interesting components of the more abundant
material had to be selected to be presented in a balanced and
interesting manner as part of a bibliography.

As already noted, an interesting aspect of this biography is
its skilful combination of the lifc history of NUJ with the
relevant social history of the times. On the basis of my
personal interest, let me sclect a few chapters and the social
history component that is covered in those chapters. Chapters
3 to 5 examine some aspects of social conditions during the
first half of the twentieth century under the British raj -
conditions that exercised a sizeable influcnce on individual
lives of many contemporaries. The commentaries about the
educational facilities of the time, largely developed by the
Christian missioharics, though briet, are intcresting,
particularly as conditions have undergone revolutionary
change following the significant educational reforms of the
mid-1940s and after. The biographers record NUJ's own
judgement that it was his alma mater St. Aloysius College,
Galle which inculeated in him some of the excellent gualitics
which helped him become what he eventually turned out 1o
be - namely determination, tenacity, purposcfulness and
cultural values. T personally have had no exposure to
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