PEACE WATCH - Jayadeva Uyangoda

Crisis as Opportunity

C tises, as the cliché goes, offer opportunities for their

constructive management; Explodad in the open, a crisis is
first of all a wake up call. Tt t2lls us that there i something really
wrong in the pre-existing state of affairs, 1t is an Invitation 1o
dizgnostic thinking as well as corrective action. The present pelitical
crsis in Sri Lanka is no exception. Constructively handled, this
crisis can be transformed into an impetus for a qualitatively new
phase of Sri Lanka's political life. Handlad ineptly, it has the
potential of dragging Sri Lanka imto a future the shape of which
will bz thoroughly unpredictable.

The conflict between the President and the Prime Minister came
to the open in an immediate conjuncture associated with the cthnic
conflict and peace negotiations. Delineation of this conjuncture is
uzell to understand some positive post-crisis trejectorics; When
the President moved Into laking over the thrce UNF ministrics, the
LTTE had just unveiled its proposals for an interim political
scttlement to the sthnic conflict. Through these propesals, the LTTE
also made a decisive intervention in the country’s political process.
The LTTE's message was that even an interim solution to the ethnic
conflict would require a radical re-urganization of the S Lankan
state’s structures of power, This in a wiy shocked all factions of
Colombe’s political establishment. Thay appeared to have sxpected
the LTTE o come out with a set of proposals acceptable 10 them
without much difficulty. The gravity of the LTTE’s proposals for
re-organizing Sinhalesc-Tamil ppwer relations was such that the
next phase of negotiations would have simply been impossible
withoul what onc may teom as 'meling ¢lass unity” In Colomba, It
is hard to imagine the UNF government alone, and facing active
resistance from the SLFP, negotiating sn interim settlement with
the LTTE., That Is where the ¢risis contained igs [irsl opening [or
opportunity. '

Although the LTTE does not seem (o have provoked (the November
crisis in Colombe, the crisis expesed the ruling class vulnerability
in the face of the LTTE's political challenge, Perhups, an
unintended reweard of this crisis for beth the TNF and PA is that
they could defer for quite some time a seripus response to LTTE
proposals. Both partics have been totally unpreparcd for any
constructive enpazement with the LTTE's |SGA framework. The
irony of the whole episode is such that the Prime Minister should
particularly thank the President for offering him a breathing space
by shifting the locus of political debazte from the LITE proposals
to PAUTNF conflict.

Iowewer, this delferment cannot remaim too long. The ruling elite
in Colombo cannot postpone the crisis by resorting to tactics of
avoidanee such as calling for fresh parliamentary elections. Fyven
afler the elections, in a matter of justa few months, they will be

confronted with the two issues that constitute the crux of the politics
of Sri Lanka in the presenl momenl: armiving at a negotiated
settlement with the LTTE and legislating constitutional reform.
These are tasks that no sitgle faction of the Sinhalese ruling class
— UNP or the SLFP -- can supcessfully carry et by excluding the
other faction. These are also tasks that require, il one may use the
Marxist language, the political unity of the ruling class.

Ruling Class Unity

T he absence of ruling class political unity has been ane of

the major characteristics as well as consequences of Sri
Lanka's intensely competitive parliamentary politics. In the past,
deep divisions between the UUNP and SLFP enabled subordimate
social elasses as well as minonty ethnic communities to utilize
that disunity for their advantage, The intermediate-as well as
working classes entered into alliances with the SLFF in 1936, 1964
and 1970 against the backdrop of space created by the factional
polarization separuting the SLFP from the UNE. Itisthe same logic
that enabled in the recent past the CWC and the SLMC 10 bargain
with the SLFP as well as the UNP to finther their community
intergsts. However, in the present stage of Sri Lanka's ethnic
conilict, those traditional alipnments of class and ethnic forces do
not make much sense unless they are formed 10 advance projects
of peace and state reform. What is sctually called for today = not
the revival of old class slliances, but forging a fundsmentally new
regime of class and ethnicalignments which should manifest itseif
at a multiplicity of levels. A1 the center of the new regime of
alignments should be the political unity between the two leading
factions of the Sinhalese ruling class, the ITNPand the SLFP fora
limited perlod of time and on a limited and specific program. Such
a historic compromise will enable the ruling elites to unify 1f they
are to play the role of the leading ¢lass ageney for takine S0 Lanka
forward from its deep-rooted conflicts and crises.

The second dimension of the new alignment of forees is located in
the domain of ethnic foundations of the Sri Lankan state. I the Sri
Lankan state {5 1o move forward as a nation-state, its primarily
Sinhalese ethnic foundation has to be radically altered. The
broadening of the ethnic foundations of the state, which is necessary
to decpen the state's political quality, reguires first and foremost 2
new charter of unity between Sinhalese, Tamil and Muslim cthnic
clites, backed by the masses ol their respective societies. The
nogotiations that began Jast yeur are a necessary starting point for
such & democratic reconstitution of ethnic foundations of the Sni
Lankan state. Dut they are not adequate: Negotiations should result
mea setlement agreement that will bring about war termination as
wellas political-constitutional refonms. Actually, sach a settlement
agreementshould bave the guality ola fresh social contract, a new
Deginning and the capacity to provide gualitatively new political
life for individual citizens as well as ethnic groups. The next phase




o B peace process in Sri Lanka will have to be one that culminates
= sees & gealitative re-oreanization of the ethnie bases of the Sri
Lamesn podiny. Similariy, the new constitution should be the charter
i e re-unification of the polity 1o a framework of gquality
=e sRmalism

These 5 a third, and no less important, dimension of political
Slemments. It suggests that the democratic forces of all ethnic
Seetions should politically unify in.a broad coalition in order wo
sy the muling elites in the dircction of @ reform agenda strongly
Eoended on democracy, pluralism and social Justice. [If the
Semecratic civil socicly is nol palilically unified, the ruling class
s which we mapped ovt gabove is very likely o transform itself
mio &= authoritarian allignce. Actually, an organized and unified
Semocratic oi vil society can play the role of the agency for a radical
polimical change that the present crisis calls lor.

Mediation
T he ruling class political unity appears 1o be both difficult
and complex at the moment. Since the UNP and SLFP are
eckad In 2 major conflice for political power, they do not secn
way out even Lhough some of their leaders may sée the point in
solitical unitv. Thers is no political leader on cither side who has
e moral autherity and charisma to charter such a course of wnity.
Actually, leaders of both the SLFF and UNF [ind it quite difficult
to transcond short-term political caleulations as well a experiences
of personal betrayal and bitterness. This fios made i weenly
secevsury in Calombe o work cut o mecharisim for mediared
Salagiie between the leaders of the Sinhulese political elite, The
malility wo grosg this point I one of the mafor shortcomings af the
rode af tfie interaodional cammerity inSei Lanka ¥ present pedce
process, Av some civil soviety political amalysts have repeatedly
emphuyized, Sri Leka ha ) daal confics reguiving mediared
setifement — the etfmic conflice aid the confict ar the fevel of the
ruling efite. Thev are wow o clovely infertwinea that the
manugement of one s Tinked 1o the constructive handling of the

oty

Meanwhile, the next phase ol the peace process will provids space
for warking oul the political unity of the elthnic elites. Interestingly,
52 SLMC is now working o the Mushim commumity’s proposals
foran interim solution, But, @ parallel political discussion s not
taking place in the Sinhalese socierv. The TINP's minimalist
oropozsls unveiled in Jung-this year are grossly inadequate to
ermpple with the | TTE propesals. The PA devalution proposals of
1995 provide o frnmework: that needs to be fursher widened and
mpdated. What fhe 1INP and SLFP leaders should ondenake as a
maiter of urgeney is a dialegiie among themselves o work oul a
e hady of proposats towhich the Tamil and Muslim commumties
can respond with some respect and serinusnass. The TINF leadership
2252 mazor shara of that responsibility: 1 they Tail to reformuolate
=4 apdaie their proposals foran interim administration in the run
== io the next phase of the peace process; negoliations, once revived,
=0 hardly produce any significantly constructive oulcome.

A

Colombe's political drama is nol vet over. It can still take an
unexpected turn. The two mestings botween the President and the
Prime Minister have introduced a considerable measure of stability
1o anotherwise volatile situation. For this progess wmoye forward,
it has 1o be linked to the twin task of faking the pesce procoss
forward and effecting constitullonal reforn. The best course of
action available to the President and Prime Minister 15 to co-chair
the evulving protess.

From Conflict to Accommodation

T he official communiqué-about a vecent meeting between

the President und the Prinve Minister, hasa clinical, mattor-
of-fuct, tone, It does not say much about the substance of their
deliberations, Obyviously, there is no agrecment reached between
the two Ieaders on any of the contentious polilical issuey that have
iade It necessaiy for thom tomeel, One silver lining in an otherwise
gloomy picture of this situation is that they huve agreed to meet
azain to continue the *dialogus.’

Both the President and the Prime Minister are in a crisis of their
own making, although they might not perceive it that way. For
months, they have been enpaged in an exercise of mutual
outhidding, working towards & séro-suim oubeobe i the conflict
benween the two centers of stale power, e presidency and the
parliament. What exploded in the open Jast week is the inevitable
outcome of a power-siruzgle embadded in a multiplicity ol conlexls.
The dvnamics of inter-party competition as well s fuetional und
personal rivalries have emerzed in o latge-than-life fashion azainst
A backeround of constitutional impedinents to accommodative
sovermance. Somewhat unintended, ver profoundly symbaolic, is
the fact that the UTTE had just presented to the government its
proposals for re-constituting the entire state sirbéturie. The challenge
before the President and the Frime Minister now is o manage this
comflict in such & way that its potentially destructive consequences
are amrested and political stability restored.

Zero-Sum Gains
T hedominanl tendency in the two camps immediately afler

the Movember 03 showdown has been to continue to seek
ero-sum oulcomes rom the conllict. The bvo leaders-have also
been under constanl pressure from those around them o further
outhid each other by opting for unilateratism: Some of the recemt
gotions of the two leaders are also larzely govermed by strategies
designed for unilateral gains, In her call for @ patriotic grand
alliance. the President kept open the option to isolate, attack and
even dismiss from office an uncooperative LTNE. Tn his call for the
President to take over the responsibility of peace talks; the Prime
Minister retained the oplion of ensurine a disastrous failure for the
President. Some of the immediate aides and advisors of the two
leaders might prefer continuing confrontation, leading to greater
eacalalion. [tisin this context that the commitmient of the President
and the Prime Minister o contmue their dialogie has bacome
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important. Indeed, there have been signs of de-cscalation
particularly from the PA side. The PA Executive Committes's view
that the LTTE propesals, though unacceptable, were a basis for
negotiations 15 a way [orward from the earlier hard-ling position
adopted by the SLTE The Daily News cditorials under the new
dispensation are not only conciliatory, but also strongly supportive
of the peace process,

Mueanwhile, among powerful sections of both vamps, there seems
to bo a prefarence for fresh parliamentary elections. Mid-lemm
elections under normal circumstances would have been a credible
option to léta political crisis resolve itsell, Howewver, n S Lanka’s
present circumstances, an election campaign is less likely to
contribute to political stability. On the contrary, il may cscalate
political tension amidst much vielence. An election campaign will
also force the main contenders W defer any serous consideration
being given 1o the next phase of tegoliations wilh the LTTE.
Furthermors, in an election campaign defned By wimost hostility
belween the UNF and the SLEP, the Tatter s most hkely (o lake a
stronely Sinhalese nationalist stand, in allianee wilh the JVE Lo
isolate the former from the Sinhalese electorate. Tn such a conlexl,
the LTTE's 15GA proposals will be transformed into the main
griterion of demarcation hetween the UNF and PA, Passion and
hatred, nol reason and moderation, would be summoned to make
political judgment. Heighiened electoral passion is highly unlikely
lo provide for the Sinhalese polity & constructive framework for
responding 1o LTTE s proposils. Besides, there are no signs that
there will be an electoral vulcome producing a sStable regime,
Dissolving parliament and holding fresh parliamentary elections
is more likely 1o prolong the present impasse than resolve it

Opportunities

5 was pointed out ata recenthy held civil society cansulation
A on the present situation, the crisis also offérs epporiunities
fior Its constructive manageinent, Such an approach requires from
the twa sides that they find a framewaork of accommodation within
which not only the prescot crisis is managed, butalso the bwo major
national issues, the peace process and constitutional reform, are
effectively addressed. The centrality of the peace process, despite
its itractable nature, 1o political stability s beyond question.
Similarly, the present crisis is largely locaied in the canstitutional
framewark within which the three main organs of state power —
the execytive, the legislature and the judiclary — have been pushed
mio & relationship of con frontation. In fact, both the President and
the Prime Minister are produces and victims of the present
constitution and there is no reason for victims to fght it out G
death. They should emancipate themselves from the shackle. That
rieguires joinl aclion.

Reforming of the presant constitution is also ar the hean of any
muaningful attempl o resglve the ethnic conflict In fact, almost
all the political sctors, specifically the UNE. PA and the LT'TE.
agree (hal a political solution 1o the ethnic conflict requires a radical

re-warkmg of the 1978 constitution. The disagresiments are about
the extent to-which one should po. Ironically, the PA and the LTTE
have been most radical on this score. In facl, (he differences between
the LTTE's [SGA propusals and (he PA's constitutiona!l reform
package of 1993 are much less than the gull between the LTTE
propasals and the UNF governmenl's proposals for an interim
admmistration, Meanwhile, it needs 10 be noted Wal long-lean
reselution ef the crisis in Colombo as well asa political sulution Lo
the ethnic conflict are hoth intzrow ined with a constitutional refonn
agenda. This is pechaps the immediate goal to which the UNF and
PA should mow re-direct their encrgies. A joinl constitutional reform
commitiee, co-chaired by the President and the Prime Minister,
would provide an excellent and ereative opportunity for parinership
and inclusiviny,

A modality ofworking together tor the UNF and PA should be one
that does not a1l into the rap of either a “national government’ or
i “grand alliance.” Withoul a concrele program lor political reforms,
neither 8 nalional govemment nor @ grand alliance can survive its
inngr contradictions, particularly in & thoroughly [ragmented polity
like ours. What the PA and the UNF need today is a political
framework of accommodation to Ffacilitale colleolive iniliatives (o
the peace process and constitutional reforms that are ¢entral (o the
sugcess of the next phase of negotiations with the LTTE. Such a
framework of accommodation can ideally rest on the analvsis tha
the President’s taking over of the Defense Ministry resulted in
restoring, (o Some measurs, the political equilibrium between the
twir tivdl centers of power in the absence of constructive
cohabitation. Perhans, the UNF might feel that the asvinmetrical
relationship that earlier existed between the two power cenlers i
naw: altered in favor of the President. Yer, what would really be
detrimental to the peace processis the continuing tension between
the Fresident and the Prime Minister, either propelled by the
urtwillingness of the LUNE to accept the post-November 03
equilibrium, or by & PA desire to weaken the UNF ina preludztoa
‘patriotic grand ailiance’ with a multiplicity of smaller allies. The
President’s sugeestion, made in her TV address 1o the nation, that
the Prime Minister should continue to lead the negotiation process
while she takes responsibility of national security is a non-starter,
because the framework it offers to the Prime Minister is
responsibility without power. The UNP's preferance to get the
defense portfolio back to successfully earry forward the peace
process has the same drawback. It acenrds the President
constitutional responsibility forseccurity without aetual power Wht
tha November U3 crisis supgests as an altarnative is the sharing of
baoth power and responsibility. Power-sharing, alone with burden-
sharing, should he the conceptual premise on which a framework
of accommiodation can ideally rest. Such a framework will also
stahilize the newly effected power symmetry in Colambo, which
is cricial to carry the peace process forward in its forthcoming
nhasge.

Can the PAand UNF agree on a moralorium ol hostilities seeking
partnership m the peace and constitutional reform processes? 1F
thay can, it would be an important first step towards constructive
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&= == Sessh, Because it will create an
son Saoach de-gscalation of tension
leaclers who regresent equally powerful
= The next step will involve working out
swork of sccommodation through dialoguoe.
d somit meakiirss necessary forsuch
&hﬂcﬁ!m civil society as well as the
sy would certainly be there to share the

== o=l creative options.

Phase of Negotiations: Don’t Wait

% B Southern polity ready Lo do serious political business

s B LTTET Unless the Sinhalese political class makes

% et i the next few weeks to do pretty serious political

a5 the LTTE in the coming months, the paths of political

2 North and the South may not intersect again for some

i cmms. One needs 10 make this prognostic assertion even at
ol Seng branded s alarmist.

e e indend quite a lot of arguments ill being made in the

Sies Sehare 1o not maintain any political engagement with the
&= The advocates of non-palitical engagementwith the LTTE
® & wide political-ideological spectrum ranging from extreme
== nationalism to Tamil human rights activism in Colombe.
e Smtaless exireme nationalists advecate a line of primanly
e engagement. According to the Tamil human rights activists,
s wish the LTTL amount to appeasement of fascism, Such talks,
& S mesue, can only lead 1o a ‘totalilarian peace.’

Alernative Perspeclives

M sanwhile, there are twa other perspectives that present

siemative appraaches for political engagement. One such
gesspective argues that political deatings with the LTTE should be
ssmsmional 1o the demonstration by the latter that its behavior
Semours with the norms and standards as set out by the international
ssmmunity. In this ‘conditionality approach,” the LTTE should
=atsinate jtself and earn recognition and respectability through
U= wonds as well as deeds: The Tokyo donor conference of June,

Wil e [ TTE. The second argues that political engapement with
e LTTE should not besconditional, ‘since it is the political
smpmeesnent alone thiat would build capacities within the LTTE
== Tamil society for much needed demoeratic transformyation: In
s wransformarary approach; there is emphasis on the
achmowledgement as well as recopnition of the major concessions
mmace by the LTTE as constiteting an scceptable starting point for
puiincal engagement. The LTTE's unilateral shift from external to
el self=determimation: s declared comminment to federalism.
&= e decision o engage with the Sri Lankan state through
smi=mationally facilitared talks in a background of the ceass-fire

Whch the LTTE boyeotted, exemplified this strategy of dealing:

agrecment are the major concessions which the transformationists
highlight.

Indeed, in Colombo danor and int=lectual circles, there still is a
dabate over the merits and demerits of the conditionality and
transformatory approaches toward the LTTE, There now ssems to
be some convergence of the two emergmg. When Chris Patten of
the European Union addresszd a gathering in Colombo before he
went 1o Kilinoehehi, he was articulating a particular, one may sav
hard, version of the combined conditionality-transformatory
approach. The Sri Lunkan journalists who questioned him on the
validity of the very idea of his meeting with the LTTE leader were
obviously strong eritics of the political engagement approach. Their
assumption was that political engagement would only legitimize a
terrorist entity that kas not yet demonstrated any remorse of its
past decds or even any serious evidence of sélf~reform, In contrast.
the EL Commissioner appeared (o hold the pasition that continuous
political engagement defined as furthering dialogue with
condilionality will facilitate possibilities for changes in the LTTE
in the direction of norms and standards as set out by the international
community.

There [s nlso a soft version of the transformatory approach to the
LTTE, It argues that the desired process of transformation cannol
ke externally imposed and that the change is moet likely to oceur
over o period of transition. The key word here is *Transition” in all
sides to post-civil war reform. The external agencies should
facilitate internal dynamics and potantials for réform that may
requing a series of interim phases, In controst, the conditionality
approdch seeks reforms enly in the LTTE. It has not yet seen the
necd for changes i the Sinhalese polity or the state as a whole, It
also assumcs that the changes in the North should oceur and be
demonstrated rapidly, in accordance with atinetable as set out by
the external actors. As the Jopanese government learned recently
wilh some shock, that approach is not the mast productive one in
deniing with the LTTE. It appears that the donor community has
been re-examining this approach, although some countries and

“ngencies still prefer the hard-conditionality stratepy.

For the Southern political class alse, a strategy based on a
transfermatory perspective is noeded to deal with LTTE in the
period shead, This has become particularly necessary in the context
of emerging consenaus betwien the TINF and the BLFP on & jeinl
approach to the peace process. We may note in passing that the
UNFSLFP wlks have generated much anxiely amonz minarity
partiez. Some of them see @ pan-Sinhalese allisnce emerging
threatening minority interests, Any reconfiguration of political
forces is bound to create its own winners: ahd losers. Thoss who
strategize the UNF-SLFP accommodation should take steps to make
that process inelusivist, addressing the ethnic minority fears.

Divergent Approaches

Ithough the Fresident and the Prime Minister have a
generally shared understanding that the peace process should
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pontinue. {heir strategic approaches to the LTTE have been guile
divergent. The SLFP approach during the past two years las been
one of “hard conditionality,” backizd up by the military srength. In
cantrast, the UNF approach has been one of *soft conditionality’
backed by Intemalional suppord. In case the President and Prime
Minister apres to work legether in pursuing peace, what would be
necessary is nol a combination of their two contending approaches,
but working out ol a new approach that will enable them to engage
the LTTE in amutually iransformative framework, Whart it means
is that if the next phase of the peace process s 10 produce a
significantly constructive outcome, change and transformation
should occur in the North s well as in the South, and in the three
mian piditical actors who are based in Colombo and Vanoi. Peace
processes should best be seen as practices producing transformative
ouleomes for all those who are engaged in them,

This backdrop makes it necessary for the Sinhalese political
teadership to quickly sefile their dispuie over the power strogale
and begin ta seriouzly examine the LTTE proposals for an interim
administration. It is a real pity that their attention 15 not yet dEwn
to formulating a construetive response to the LITE's [SGA
proposdls. The UNF had only one initial response and that even
failed to seriously examine the constructive possibilities offered
in the ISGA framework. The SLFP presented an ideologically
infarmed negative response while some eivil society actors in
Colombao have been excessively legalistic in their understanding
of the LT'T'E s approach to lransilion from its secessionist project.
Thir limitations of liberal constitutionalism, in il unitarist as well
a5 ndrrow devolutionist versions, are now guite apparent.
Incidentally, the only positive development 1o emerge in this regard
during the past few weeks i3 the fact that both the President and
the Prime Mimster have articulated the position that the ISGA
proposals constitute a basis for future nepotiations.

Disappointment

eanwhile; the general sentiment among the Tamil people

appears to be pne of disappuintment over the inability
demonstrated so far by the Sinbalese leadership to offer a serious
and constructive response o the LTTE proposals. As | have noticed
in-i recent visic te the Morth, they even feel slightad. In political
conversations with Tamil people, one can see a sense of deep
disappointment and even the possibility of being let down once
again by the Sinhalese political leadership. They feel that the MOL
has not been adequately implemented and that de-militarization of
the civilian life in Jaffha has been conveniently lorgotten by the
covernment. This mood of disappointment was of course
heightened by the political uneertainty that suddenly erupted in
Caolomba just a few days after the LTTE unveiled its proposals.
Tha government does net seem o conmunicate with the Famil
people atall. They dan't get positive political messspes from the
South. They get only negative signals, The President and the Primie
Minister as well as the UNF government’s chiet negotiator need to
realize that any further delay in exploring constructive engagemant

with the LTTE around the ISGA proposils would underming the
confidence of the Tamil people on the peace process as well as the

capacity of the Sinhalese political leadership ro do serious polities
with the North.

The necotiation process needs to be revived soon. The exploration
of the conditions under which the next phase of 1alks might 1ake
place should not be delayed under the pretext of either the political
negofiations bepween the UNF and SLFP or the hudget debare. If
talks do not résume soan, theee should be other forms of palitical
engagement between the LTTE leadership and the govemment

Otherwise, as | noticed in the North, a new process of estrangement
between the Sinhalese und Tamil polities might emerge under the
conditions of uncertainty credted by the present process of no wars
na peace.

Power-Struggle in Colombo: Implications
for the Peace Process

P resident Kumaratungz’s taking over of three key mimisters
of the UUNF zovernment occurred just four days after the
LTTE unveilad its proposals for an interim self-governing authorty,
It is unfortunzte that the power struggle between Prime Minister
Wickremesinghe and President Kumaratunga exploded ot such a
cructal mement of Sri Lanka’s peace process. What the two leaders
could have ideally done is o consult each other as to how o respand
to LTTE proposals in order to expedite the aext phase of peace
negolintions. Instead, President Kumarstungahas chesena sirategy
of hostile confrontation. The implications of this mfoldng power
strugele for the peace process are yet 1o be-seea

The LTTE proposals for the interim administration seck re-
constitution of the Sn Lankan state, within g framework of dual
power, o the Northern and Eastern Provinees. This vision is
conceptualized in the nolion of interim ‘self-goverming ' authority.
It seeks a fairly advanced form of pawer-sharing more than in a
regular federal model, The framework of state as envisazed in the
Tiger proposals comes closer to a confederation model.

There seem to be three crucial components in (e Tiger proposals.
First is the setiing npof the institutions for what they call the
interim self-coverning anthority (1I5GA). The scope of powers of
these mstitutions and their relative autonomy fiom the structures
ol the Sri Lankan state are clearly conceplualized and clabomated,
The second componenl ln the propesals Is the broad political-
eological principles within which the LTTE has worksd out the
basic contours of a negotiated politieal settlement, from interim To
linal. These are basically the so-called Thimpu principles, namely,
the Tamil nationhood. the right of the Tamil nation to selt-
determination and the unified political unit ol the North-East within
which the Tamil self rale should he terntorialized. The third
component sugeests the course of action ance the five-vear inferim
period comes to anend,
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Bevyend the Constitution

s mawmy commentators have noted, the LTTE proposals go

Sewond the existing constitution. This [eature of the
Smewats b also aronsed sharp reactions from many erities. But,
S CETE s spproach 1o a settlement to the conflict, whether interim
S oement s one that envisages resconstitulion of the Sri Lankan
e Faomn the militant “Tamil nationalist perspective, a crediblz
sl sliernative to secession and a separale state has to be one
S s et governed hy the limitations of the existing constitution.
Sesides. both the TINF and PA have also agreed thar the existing
comseution is madegoate to address the core issues of the ethnic
somier. The PA and President Kumaratunga have even gone to
W= =ven of saying that the existing constitution is an obstacle to
wmakne any progress towards a settlament. On that paint, the BA,
UNE and the LTTE share a common perspective:

e confederationist dinension of the L1'TE"s perspective on the
SOA gives o maximalist character to the proposals; This has
svompeed many eritics to say that the [SGA proposals are a recipe
S separation, In the UNF government’s initial response too it was
seted that the LT'TE propossls carried a fundamental divergence
S the govemment's own proposals.

wastesd of dismissing the LTTE proposals asunacceptable; there is
= aliernative way to look at this issue in order to advance the
segotiation process. The LITTE®s maximalist proposals are a
s=sponse (o the UNF government’s minimalist propozals. Similarly,
e LTTE has also addressed core issues of the ethnic conflict and
S those core issues should be seen in a settlement from the Tanul
=ationnlist perspective. At least, the LTTE van no longer be accused
oF avoiding the core issues. From the perspective of negotiations,
e next task is to find a common ground between these two
=compatible positions, the minimalist and maximalist. If the two
#es are really committed to a settlement, the government cannot
g2 down from 1ts minimalist position as much as the LTTE
Sapefully cannot go beyond its maximalist position: Since the
Segotiation positions of the bwo sides are now on the table and
s there is a wide gulfberween the two positions, there 15 indeed
smouch room for the resumption of negotiations. There 1s also an
snhancad role for the mediator. Mediation and negotiation are
Sscessary mot when parties agree, but when they disagree.

Power Struggle

owever, the prospects for early resumption of talks are now

caught up in the unfolding power struggle in Colombo.
Oviously, the UNF administration, deprived of its partial control
o e Delence Ministry is now a weakened entity. Its immediate
S is also not stuble since the President has the option either to
se—camstitute e regime, ur even o dissolve paritament. The
salfical uncertainty thal surrounds the fate of the government
sakes zarly resumption of talks rather dificule Actually, the power
srussle Between the UNF and SLFP leadership, or the rivalry

Between the two riling families and the 1wo ruling individuals in
Colombe, has now taken precedence over national priorities, This
is &ri Lanka's real misfortune, Sti Lankan people have leaders who
push Uselr personal baltles to the center of the netional agenda
precisely st u time when the process Wowards managiog the countoy's
ethinte eonllict has entered & crusial lurning podnt.

However, President Kumaratungza who has now emerged a5 the
center of beth the state and the govermment cannot ignore the
negotiation process or the LTTE's [SGA proposals. Tndecd, the
momeantshe tock ever the thres UNF ministiies, the LI'TE proposals
also fell on her table and she cannol aow pass the buck, because it
has come to stay there as long as she remains committed 1o her
new role inthe structure of governance. This reguires her o ignore
the advice of some political friends whose company stie has recently
enjoyed, Working out an agenda for the resumption of polifical
engagement with the L.TTE i5 & crucial and immedizte {ask. As she
has already indicated, she will have to abide by the cease-fire
sureement.

But the real challense for President Kumaratunga will be about
b she should respond (o the LTTE's 1SGA propasals. Some of
her key advisors have already dismissed them as totally
unacceptable. Such a negativist reaction can hardly pave the way
for the resumption of talks with the LTTE, Tha problem with
President Kumaramunga is that most of her constltutional and
political advisors think and act on putdated cateenrics concerning
the state, sovereigny, devolution and group rights, althoush she
hirself has mads a significant break from archaic constilutionalisg
thinking.

President Kumaratunga’s other challenge concerning the [ TTE
proposals is not (o let her party répéat her mother's mistake of
1972, When the Federal Party presented a federalist constititional
framework 1o the Constituent Assembly, the United Front
sovermment of the SLEP, LSSP and CP dismissed that federalist
proposal, with no adequate discussion, branding itas o siepping -
stone 1o separation. The lack of political categeries of thinking to
creatively respond 1o a federalisl constitutional proposal was
covered up by a fetishistic attachment to the notions of the unitary
state and the unity of the people. Thirty one vears later and alter
two decades of civil wer. the LTTE which has waged wer fora
separate state has now come out with its propesals for pelitical
unification on its terms: One may disapree with them. It is also
easy to dismiss them as a recipe for secession, B that will be
only & repetition of the same old mistake that proved itself to he
devastatingly costly, A lternativas offered by the Tamils hayve always
heen seen by Sinhalese [leaders as exiremist, non-fiesotiable and
unacceptable, It is now up 1o President Kumaratungs, sdeally in
collabioration with Ranil Wickremesinghe, to alter that cyele of
mistakes. That indecd presupposes & paradigm shift in political
thinking and vision. Will our leaders stand that test? Events in the
next few weeks will provide us an answer,




Many Negotiations to Shape the State

i Lanka’s politics at presentare in a state of flux. Observers

and actors outside the political establishment in Colombo
havenoticed it quite elearly and stated this fact no uncertaln terms,
arousing ire from some quarters. The Norwegians while suspending
their role ef negotiation facilitators commented on the absence of
n clear eenter of stale power in Colomba, For that comment, they
continue to draw, as the cliché goes, a lot of flack and that Aack
primarily comes from the Colombo and Chennai - press, Mr.
Prabhakaran in the Yanni bas also commented on (tin his November
27 speach, much 1o the annoyance of his detraciors.

Colambe’s pelitics ls indeed in fux, because tie 3ri Lankan staie
at present is in & conjuncture of transition. hs defining feature Is
the unecertainty of the exact direction in which the stzte will mowve
in the sense of its class dynamics, political alliances, ethnic relations
and military character, The fact that there are four negotiation
processes taking place in St Lanka at the moment is an indication
that all the majer political actors Kiow that things are in Giet in a
Mux, Thess are nepgotialions that seek 10 re-censtituts e island’s
post-colonial state, s ethnie foundations, its ¢lass character and
spcial bases of power, alliances ol govermunce and, lnally, the
yisionas well as the mission of the stale. Actoally, in this state of
flox and transition, there are imany political forces, including civil
saciety groups, who endeavor to define the Sri Lankan state’s paths
ol change. Theso projects of political change are guits
understandably competing oncs. Thathas made the state the primary
site of contestation and strugele, Delinealion of thesk conteststory
prajects af negotiation providesa uselul key 1o the understanding
of Sri Lanka’s present state of palitical Nux,

Re-Structuring the State
S ri Lanka’s primary negotiation projeet has been 1aking place
between the LUNF government and the LTTE. In this
negetiation process, the most radical state reform proposal has been
developed by the LTTE, which has pursved a secessionist paal for
over two decades, The UNF government has o far been somewhat
hesitant to come out with a clear slate relormist agenda. The LUINF
proposals for an interim administration are distinetly conservative
documents in the sense that they seek to re-create the same old
bureavcratic structure for the Morth and East. The UNF propesals
ignere the fact that in the North and Esst an armed struggle for
separate sovereignty has constituted an nlternative process of post-
eoloninl state formation. The LTTE proposals, in contrast, constitute
a project of radical restrocturing of the existing Sn Tiankan siate.
They seek o future of shared sovereianty, They also seek areswriling
of the constitutional compact on which the 8r Lankan state rests.
This explains why the LTTE's interim governance proposals have
aroused fears and anxletics among those groups who possess the
exizting Sri Lankan scate,;

In its political engagement with the LTTE, the UNF has been
sending out mixed signals aboun its vision for 8n Lanka’s political
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future, 1t appears that the hard core of the UNP, which has organie
chass links with the entreprencurial class, 1s quite conscious of the
factthat a negotlated dutcome for the LTTE will have to be located
putside the existing constitutions] framework ofthe state. [lowever,
even the LTTEs proposale for an interim set up go beyond the
conventional understanding of federalism with which the pdvanced
sections of the UNF — thev eren’l very many of them, one muust
adrmit - are camfortable. Then, the task for the UNF in the future
negotistions presupposes the complex tazk of establishing a
commen ground between conventionu] federalism and radical
confederationism.

Framework of Accomodation
T lie second negoliation initative is batween the President
and the Prime Minister [t intends to establish-a common
framework of accommodation between the two main centers of
Eovainance, as represented by the pwo leaders. Ina lundsmesntal
seise, these negoliations are aboul farging pelitical unity between
the twe rival power bloes of the Sinbaless ruling class. Quile
significantly, the day-1o-day negotintions are conducted by two
senall commitiees headed by two aides who have professionally
been privite seclor mansgers. These lalks for ruling class unity are
taking place ata time wlen the capacity ol Sei Lanka's post-colonial
stats [or relonm is under severe lesl. The LTTE s négotiabion Lt
lias [oa way put enomoeus pressure an the raling elasses (o refoom
the stare, During the war with the LTTE, pariicularty after 1987,
the Sinhalese ruling class could successfully wnore and defer the
stale refirmy needs, under yarious pretexts. For example, the [TNE
could successfully undermine the PA's constitutional reform zffons
of 1997-2000 with no good reason. Unlike the war, peace talks
have brought the siate reform agenda to the center of ruling class
imperatives. It is in this backdrop thal entering the next phase of
talks as well as negotiating a compromise with the LTTE reguires
the political unity of the two power Blocs. Rullng class political
umity is fundamental to any breakihrough in futore peace
negatiations with the LTTE,

I successlul, an UNF-5LEP working alliance will constitute a very
significant realignment of class and palitical forces with far reaching
consequences for the future shape of the Sri Lankan state. It will
send signals to the emerging Tamil ruling class that a dialogue has
al last become possible, Similarly, a unitied Southern ruling cluss
approach Lo talks with the LTTE will certainly provide the muoch-
needed capacity of the state 1o reform itself in a federalist, if nof
post-federalist, direction, More important, it will also provide class
backing as well as politleal legitimacy to reforrns that are diffieolt,
potentially divisive, and even prong to provoke vialent reactions
from the extrenie nationallst sections of Sinhalese sociely as well
g5 the state appararus. At the same time, an UNF-SLEP political
unity, even on a limited agenda and without a formal alliance, i3
likely to be seen by the cthnic minoritics a4 8 pan-Sinhalese alliance
threatening their interests. As often happens in pelitics, any
realignment of forces at the miting class level will create significant
winners as wellay losers. A way forward is-to view the initial LINT-
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#s a hilateral cohabitation thatwill eventually
sroes hesis for multi-lateral peace negotiations,

e S process of negotiations, the radical nationalist 1VP is
Smempnes & forge & political alliance with the SLFP. This alliance
S Seme sought at a time when the S Lankan ruling elites are
e smormous pressure o reform the state in 2 divection of
e -hased power sharing. The SLEP-JVE alliance move is
sy seearheadid by the JVP and it has a distinetly anti-reform
Sesetes Althouph some wections of the SLEP are passionately
Ssmsaaning for this coalition, President Kumaratunga does not
s 0o Be guite keen on it Actually, the SLFP i5 toen betwzen two
S pofincal paths, accommodation with the UNT or the alliance
WEE fhe VT It is quite interesting that in a backdrop where
st sections of the SLEP have not been in faver of the
smmoced alliance, the JVP isexerting intense pressure on them to
Some on board. The JVP appears 1o be ol the view that thers are
s ==rical conditions ripe for the emergence of a political coalition
penile] o the one of 1936 that brought Sinhaless intermediate
Slmsses to power on an essentially Sinkialese nationalist platform.

Different Goals

he coalition intentions ol the SLFP and the 1V P areanimiated

by different objectives and zoals. The prevatling electoral
svsem in Sri Lanka forees parties to form broad alliances. The
main parties oul of power usuatly tend to seek alllances with minor
parties in the epposilion. The SLFFP possesses o long history of
aitiances with Left or working class parties. Meanwhile, the SLEP
el the VP have maintained a working relationship for nearly
four vears, The present negotiations are meant to formalize and
Sastitutionalize that relationship in a programmatic coalition,
Sigmificantly. new negotistions for cohabilation arrangements for
&5 President and the Prime Minister began while the SLEP-JVP
cealition talks had been progressing. Bul in the SLEP, there are
pressures an the leudership to diteh the talks with UNPand forge
a==ad In favor of the alliance with the JVP. Indeed, the hostilitics
emong the UNP and SLEP groups at all levels areso strong thal
many sections of the SLEP, now out of power, think that the only
way for them to retum to power is through an electaral pact with
B IVE

Meanwhile, the JVP's strategie soals ol 4 coalition with the SLFP
wr= derived Irom the assessment that they eould eventmally cmerge
=5 the mamn Sinhalzse nationalist political foree, displacing the
SLFP Like the LTTE, the IVP has long-term strategic objectives
concerning state power. In its assessment. it has the capacity to
gy the vanguard role of a broad coalilion of the Sinhalese
s=lanalist lorees. The proposed alliance with the SLEP under its
sS=ological leadership and prosrammatic dircetion would:be the
comerstone of e new alignment of forees that the JVP is secking
2o sstshlish.

I forged, the SLFP-JVP coalition will be an alliance between one
se=tion of the Sinhalese bourgeoisic and the intermediate ¢lasses

of Sinhalese society. As such, it will have the potential of becoming
& distinetly conservative and anti-reformist entity. ldeologically. it
would be strongly Sinhalese nationalist. lts vision of political
reforms would be one that privileges a centralized state while the
provincial council system continues 10 remain an appendage of
the central executive. [nalliance with the JIVE the SLEP s most
likely 1o loze electoral support among the ethnic and religions
minerities. 1t also has the potentinl o re-polarize the Sn |Lankan
polity alongethnic identity lines, pushing the ethnic eonflict into a
qualitatively new phase of escalation. The modemist sections of
the SLFP appear to be sensitive to this risk. But, their enmity
towards hath the UNT and the LTTE is:so strong that they canno
rationally think ef even a working accommuodation with the Ranil
Wickremesmighe administration. This 18 perhaps why President
Kumaratunea and Ranil Wickremesinghe have asked two business
executives tohead the cohabitation negotiation commitiees.

Muslim Issue

he attempts by the Muslim political parties and groups 10

forae a common front among themselyes in order Lo obtain
separate represantation ul the next phase of peace talks constilute
the fourth level of negotiations in Srl Lanka odoy. The Muslim
particy are also negotiatmg with (s UNP, directly and indircetly,
L secure (hal status of separale representation In talks with the
LTTE. The political risks that the Muslim parities hiave been facing
since the UNF-LI'TE negotiations began have been enormous, They
feel that the Sinhalsse and Tamil elites might enter into a peuce
d=al af the expense of Muslim interests. Thereéfore, they have been
pressing for separate Muslim representation at peace falks on the
belief that the eventual political solution should be worked out
through riparile negotiations,

This Musliry assertion for szparate representation &t peace talks
runs counter tothe LT TE s straiegic approach 1o negotiations which
posils. that the initia] talks and agreement should be berween the
LTTE and the Southern polity. In thelr approach, the national
Iiuslim political parties are a constiluency of the Soulhem polity.
Thus, the LTTEs approach [s first to negotiate an agreement with
the Southern polity and then 1o proceed towards separate
negaliations betwean the 1LTTE and regionnl Muslim leaders,
Indeed, these twa approaches to peace talks are grounded on
divergent perspectives on siste power and power sharing, They
seek particular combinations ol state poser that shonld emerge as
the nutcome of the conflict and peace processes. Because of the
fraumentation af its political leadecship, the Muslim polity is finding
itexmremely diffcull o work out & consensus on how to successfully
influence the emerzimge post-civil war process in Sri Lanka,

All these negotiations have one thing In common, They seek to
shape the emerging architecture of the Sri Lankan state. For pofitical
analysis, what neads to be closely watched is the dvnamics and
shape of class and political allianczs that are strugeling to emerge
al the moment.
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A Costly Stalemate

T he standoff between President Kumaratunga and Prime
Minister Wickremesinghe goes an, even bevond the deadline
of Décember 15 which they themselves had setto resolve it. Pechaps,
the stalemtate in the talks between the twa leaders might continue
through the Wew Year as well. Unless the two leaders decide to offer
a Mew Year gift to the people of Sri Lanka In the farm ofa
compromise, 2003 will ba remembered a5 a wasted vear.

The events after “November (4, when the conflict between the
Presicent and the Prime Minister exploded m epen, indicate that the
center of mravity of Sri Lanka's crisis has now shifted from
Kilinochehi to Colombo. Inanalytical terms, one muy actually say
thit 5r Lanka's preseni polilical conjuncture is dominated by o dual
conflict. One involves, insymbalic 1@mme, Colombo and Kilinochehi
and it is about the resumption of negotiations between the government
and the LI'TE, The other is located in Colombo and it is between the
bwi competing centers of power personified by the President and the
Primie Minister, The mability ol the President and the Prime Minisler
o find a negotiated settlenvent 10 their conflicl has pushed the igsus
of nogotiated stalemats batween (e UNF government and the LTTE
12 the background. But sooner rather than later, the latter will rebound
with greater force. forcing both the President wnd the Prims Minister
to regret that they wasted yet another historical epportunity to manaoe
Sri Lanka's primary crisis, the sthnic conflicl.

The gravity of the conflict that has exploded open as a power struggle
hetween (e President and the Prinse Minister is guite wel| undersiood
by the people. Citizens of every walk of life have boen appealing o
the two |eaders 1o setile their dispule in a compromise-in order o
take the peace process forward, Hut, driven by a distinct inability 1o
share state power, they have pushed the entire country into another
petied ol uncertainty and instabllity. Thev have also displaved a
remarkable capacity v ignore enlightened public opinion. This is
where Bri Lapka's ruling: elite seems to be having a distinct
commuonality with the ruling elites in Pakistan and Bangladesh: the
inability and refusal to read the writings cn the wall.

Setbacks

he writings in 82t are on the wall in big letters. Actually, the

wear 2003 13 coming toan end with two crugial sethscks for
Sri Lanka that have the polential to-assume the character of being,
irreversible, The first is the erosion of the political momenium for
the next phase of the peace process. The sccond s the diminishing
space for repid economic recovery, The progress of the peace process
and the thrust for veonomic recovery are interlwined. 11 the President
and the Prime Minister make their political caleulations interms of
enlightened class interests. rather than unenlightened self-interes:.
they would have recopnized the fact that once the momentwm for
advancing the peace plocess as well #s rapid svonomic recovery is
lost, it i not all that easy 1o recover 1hat mementum. Investors and
donors are unfikely (o wail dll these two individoals setile thelr
differences as much as the LTTE iz highly unlikely 1o stay in
philasophical contemplation till the leaders of the Sinhalese ruling

clite sort out their hostilities. Neither will history forgive them for
messing up a rare opportonity for taking the country out of & crisis
for the creation of which their parents, uncles and family members
have been singularly responsible.

Meanwlile, the lack ol pregress in the peace process is sure 1o cost
Sri Lanka guite dearly in cconomie terms, Sri Lanka al the mument
15 about to lose one billion dollars of economic assistance pledged
by the donars inTokyo for the vear 2003, The 4,3 billion dollars of
daner commitment made in Tokyo in June this yvear is linked 1o the
progress af the peate process. In the cyies of the donor community,
progress of the peace process is linked (o the resumption of
negotiations between (he government and the LTI'TE, That has not
happered during this year.

Reconciliation

T he trajeetarics of the politics of Sel Lanka in the coming

months are hord o predict. What is clear ot the moment 55
that the President and the Prime Minister will quite deliberately cnsure
thata framewaork for waeking together between themwill not emerge.
The exparience of the past [ew weeks dunng which they explored
the possibality of a commaen program theough o commitiee |& that
mare thim anything else, the two leaders need to go through a process
of reconciliation and peace-making. Their miutun! mistrust is so greal
that each sees @ hidden agenda in the other's proposals and initiatives,
Mearmwhile, hath leaders appear to practice the worst aspects of the
legacy of the I, B. Jayewardenc school of politics, manipulation and
decell. Both President Kumarpiungs and  Prime Minister
Wickremesinghe appear 1o think: thisl manipulation snd deceit make
tham smart and sophisticated politicians. [n this backdrop, the
challenge that the Samarawickrema-Titowels committiee eoafrants
is 1o offer them a different and constructive mode and style of political
behavior,

A behavior change botweon the two leaders cannot bappen withous
reconciliation. Reconeiliation, a8 Professor John Paul Ledermch
insists, 15 about building new relationships. It presupposes dialogue,
facilitated by empalhy and understanding. 1t also requires a capacity
to el with the pastin a manner that will enable the partics (o envision
a callective fiture. The day when President Kumaratunga and Prime
Monister Wickremesinghe develop such an empathic reconciliatian
will alsa be the day when they begin ta forge o constructive common
arpundd inpolitics,

Watching the political relutions between (hese twn lesders e many
vears, and knowing them a little b, T feel that they cannot on their
own movetowards reconcilistion, Weither can the Samarawickreme
Tittawels committee undertake: such g sizaniic task, Messrs,
Samarawickrema and Tittawela are subordinates of the two leaders
wheo are givena limited framework of reference. They are pragmatic
negotiators coldly representing the inlerests of their leaders
Achieving reconciliation between the President and the Primu
Mlinister requires an ethival framewark of values as well as a person
or perscns with some moral authorily whom they will Hsten 1o,
Interestingly, these are alse Lwo leaders whe seem o be able o




&sreeard and defy the appeals for reconciliation made by the
cowntry s moral communities. There indeed lies the difliculty in
resolving the conflict in Colombo at present through reconciliation

Post-federal vs, Pre-federal

UL Se Lanka's economic recovery and the peace processare

anlikely 1o wait till some miracie happens to cajole the
Sresident and the Prime Minister for a hug of reconciliation. Alrcady
e gulf between the Sinhialese and Tamil polities in the visian fora
future Sri Lankan state has become starkly clear. While the LTTE
bt mresented a post-federal vision through its ISGA proposals, the
Sinhalese polity remains within a pre-federal framework. The
challenge for the Sinhalese political leaders is to bridge this gulf

between majoritarian pre-federalisoy and the minoritarian past-
federalism. It is mot an easy task. It requires a radical intellectual
turn around as well asa new political seffunderstanding on the pari
of the Sinhalese ruling elites. Such a qualitative shift can only rest
on @ new political unity among the Sinhalese ruling strata.

Meanwhile, the delay in the negotiation process has the putential to
make the political process in Tamil socicly once again AULONOMOUS
afthe politics of the South, as it happened during the teenty vears ol
war. The pence process during the past bwo years brought the polifcsl
processes in Sinlalese and Tamil societies toa polnt of inlersection.
A protracted stalemate in the negotialion process might push them
along diffcrent paths. War is not the only push [or separate palitical
paths. An incomplete peace process can also be the inslrument for
crystallizing the separateness of the wo palitical comnumities.
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