
Tho Sinhaleso Buddhist clergy, which has a strong antipathy 
to Tamils and much influence among Sinhalese people, 
insisted that the Sinhalese ascendancy should be strongly 
buttressed. The Tamils responded by calling for regional 
autonomy and with it a recognition of their language and 
identity. But Sinhalese hardliners were adamant in their 
refusal. 

When I first visited Sri Lanka in 1980, it was plain the 
storm was brewing, though there was still time to maneuver. 
In 1975 a number of young Tamils had turned to terrorism 
to reinforce the demand for a separate Tamil state, and the 
forces moved in to fight. The government made the mistake 
of terming the Tamil question a terrorist problem rather than 
a communal one. In 1978 the govemment had damaged a 
negotiating link with the Tamils by enacting a constitutional 
amendment that required all members of Parliament to swear 
allegiance to an undivided country. .The fourteen Tamil 
members, all of whom belonged to the Tamil United Lib- 
eration Front (TULF) and had been elected on a platform 
of Tamil separatism, refused to swear and were ousted from 
Parliament. 

In July, 1983, following the killing of soldiers in Jaffna, 
Sinhalese mobs turned on Tamils in Colombo. In an orgy 
of arson and murder, four hundred people died and a hundred 
thousand lost their homes. In the north the army and police, 
largely Sinhalese, stepped up their campaign of intimidation, 
terrorizing by random murder, indiscriminate shooting, beat- 
ings, and plunder. The Sri Lanka Army is little more than a 
rabble. It was 'never trained or equipped for counterinsur- 
gency work. Inevitably, its excesses have earned the forces 
the hatred of even moderate Tamils. 

Early last year President Jayewardene proposed an all- 
party conference to find a way out of the morass. During 
December it collapsed. This was inevitable, since it was 
always plain that the most the Sinhalese would give would 
be less than the Tamils would accept. And, in fact, proposals 
for a limited devolution were rejected as too meager by the 
TULF and as too progressive by the Buddhist clergy. They 
were also rejected by the main opposition party. The pres- 
ident, it seems, had painted himself into a corner. He is 
seventy-eight, and although the question "After Jayewar- 
dene, who?" is unspoken, there is no doubt that leading 
politicians have an eye to the future and want to show the 
majority that they are tough on Tamils. 

In the week that this political initiative died, I traveled 250 
miles from Colombo to Jaffna by rail. The govsrnment had 
warned me of danger, and, indeed, I cauld find no taxi driver 
in Colombo willing to make the trip north. 

I had been to Jaffna in 1981 and now found it much 
changed. Military restrictions and a curfew, not to mention 
the fear that the army evidently instills, have all but shut 
down the economy. The sea itself has been declared out 
of bounds for more than 25,000 fishermen. Church and civic 
leaders told me that unless food was brought in, the fishing 
communities would begin to slarve. 

Women have been selling their jewelry to buy food, but 
dealers in Jaffna said they no longer had any money with 
which to buy it. Mary thousands of people have fled to India. 
A deputation of doctors told me that the city hospital was 
running out of drugs, anaesthesia, and oxygen. People were 
dying, particularly after heart attacks or birth complications, ' 
because they could not be taken to the hospital during the 
6 p.m.4 a.m. curfew. 

Thousands of yquths have been rounded up and held in 
camps,. where some are beaten and tortured. There is' no 
longer any proper law enforcement in Jaffna because the 
police dare not go out on patrol. The north is in a state of 
chaos and high nervous tension. Tamils believe the army 
is being used to subjugate them. 

There are thought to be between one and five thousand 
terrorists, who wage war by mining roads and ambushing 
army patrols. Sri Lanka says, and India denies, that Tamil 
terrorists get their training in India and that India can help 
matters by choking this supply line. 

The journey back to Colombo by !rain was tense. .The 
train would not be leaving from Jaffna because the army 
had stopped it at a town thirty miles down the line. It was 
necessary to cadge a car and buy black market gasoline to 
get to the appropriate town, and the trip took me over a 
badly cratered road. There was a strong force of troops on 
the train, and before we set off for Colombo they opened 
fire, shooting toward the jungle and then running for cover. 
Tamils on the train said this was an attempt to impress us. 
By and by, the t5ain stopped at an army base and soldiers 
offloaded tins and parcels they said were explosives that 
had been laid on the track by terrorists. They ordered a 
number of passengers out to inspect these parcels, saying 
"See how your people try to kill us." During the long journey 
through the night, restless and nervous soldiers moved con- 
stantly up and down the train. 

A few days after I left Sri Lanka the Colombo train was 
blown up. More than thirty soldiers and a number of civilians 
were killed. 

Trevor Fishlock, New York Bureau Chief of The Times, 
London, was that paper's India correspondent from 1980 
to 1983. He is the author of Gandhi's Children, a study of 
contemporary India. 

EXCURSUS 2 
Sumit Ganguly on 
MR. GANDHI'S VICTORY 

For those states that hold truly free and fair elections, par- 
ticularly in the developing world, postelection analysis is a 
major preoccupation of journalists and scholars alike. The 
recent elections in India provide occasion for such exercises, 
and indeed many are under way. The vast majority of these 
analyses tend to attribute the success of Rajiv Gandhi and 
the Congress I party to two major factors: the so-called 
"sympathy factor"-an outpouring of grief in the wake of 
Mrs. Gandhi's assassination; and the "Hindu backlash" the- 
ory-that Hindus voted en masse for the Congress I party 
because they'felt it best represented their interests at a time 
when the nation was being wracked by communal violence. 
Furthermore. the backlash theory asserts that the prime 
minister and the Congress I party actively capitalized on 
Hindu communal sentiment. 

Clearly, the sympathy factor did play some role in pro- 
pelling Mr. Gandhi to victory. However, as an opposition 
politician aptly-if uncharitably-pointed out, it was Rajiv's 
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mother who had died; the other party candidates had not 
suffered the same fate. Thus, the sympathy factor could 
help explain Mr. Gandhi's enormous personal popularity, 
but to suggest that it  had a "halo effect" on all Congress 
candidates stretches the limits of credibility. 

Similarly, the Hindu backlash theory seems to have some 
credibility. The extent of the electoral victory of the Congress 
I party would not have been possible had large numbers of 
Hindus not switched their allegiance from their traditional 
parties, like the Jana Sangh. Yet it is chimerical to argue 
that Hindus could feel threatened in any objective sense: 
Hindus constitute close to 80 per cent of the population. 
Under these circumstances it hardly seems plausible that 
the Hindus perceived any significant threat from the nation's 
various minorities. The only place where Hindus might feel 
threatened is in the Punjab, where, owing to the tension- 
ridden conditions, no election was held. The argument is 
further undermined by poll data. According to one survey, 
as many as 63 per cent of the Muslims polled indicated that 
they intended to vote for the Congress I candidates. 

These two theories alone fail to provide an adequate 
explanation for the landslide victory of Rajiv Gandhi and the 
Congress I party. Electoral success can be explained only 
after a variety of factors have been examined; and in this 
instance the relative weight of each can only be speculated 
on, given the paucity of available data. Among the factors 
to be considered is the paradoxical symbol that Mr. Gandhi 
represented to the voting public, combining at once a link 
with the past and the possibility of change: his emphasis 
on the question of hational cohesion; the disarray of the 
opposition; and the positive association of the Congress I 
party with a steadily improving economic outlook. 

Mr. Gandhi was perceived as a link with the past at a 
time when anarchic forces seemed to have gripped sections 
of the nation. D'espite the fact that Mrs. Gandhi's high-handed 
ways and imperious behavior was responsible for catalyzing 
certain conflicts, the vast majority of the Indian electorate 
still saw her as embodying those qualities necessary not 
only to hold the nation together but to propel it forward. Rajiv 
Gandhi never lost sight of this, and throughout his campaign 
he repeatedly hammered at the theme that the nation's 
fundamental unity was in danger and that only he and the 
Congress I party could ensure its preservation. This is not 
a veiled form of the sympathy-factor argument. Rather, it is 
a belief on the part of the Indian electorate that only the 
Congress I party. whatever its ills, and another member of 
India's preeminent political family could provide the nalion 
with the necessary strength to move on. 

While the opposition stressed Mr. Gandhi's age and in- 
experience (at forty he is India's youngest prime minister), 
the voters did not see those characteristics as liabilities. 
Instead, his youthful bearing and energetic campaigning 
endeared him to the electorate. In focusing on his personal 
attributes, the voters chose to overlook the structural weak- 
nesses of his party. This was essentially a leap of faith, 
because the party is riddled with structural problems stem- 
ming primarily from Mrs. Gandhi's unfortunate habit of too 
tightly clutching the reins of power. The elder Gandhi pur- 
sued a highly personalistic form of rule. which could not 
permit the delegation of political authority, and also feared 
the emergence of any independent centers of political power. 
This was best evidenced in her hostility toward non-Con- 
gress governments in various states, most notably in those 

of Andhra Pradesh arid Jammu and Kaslimir. 
Motivated by a basic fear of any challenge to tier 

hegemonic position in Indian politics, Mrs. Gandhi appointed 
(or at least sought to appoint) only those individuals who 
would do her bidding. To the extent that she was successful, 
she undermined the local basis of the party's organizatiori. 
Inevitably, this strategy proved to be counterproductive, as 
her minions lacked any autonomous political baso of thoir 
own. Without that political base, they were frequontly clial- 
lenged by the local politicians. When faced with these ctial- 
lenges, the Congress I would attempt to co-opt the opposition 
or, failing that, to upstage them through tho formation of 
rival parties. This strategy was particularly pernicious to Itit? 
nation, which appears to be undergoing what ttie noted 
political anthropologist Harold Gould rofors to as the "st!coriil 
wave" of ethnolinguistic assertion. (The "first wavo" con- 
sisted of the demands for linguistic autonomy. which ro- 
sulted in considerable violence in the 1960s.) 

This new wave of ethnolinguistic assertiori is largely a 
function of the dramatic economic changes that tinve taksri 
place in the country in the past two decades, changes that 
have benefited particular classes and groups dispropor- 
tionately. White the benefits of economic development have 
created cleavages within ethnic groups, those of its inoiii- 
bers at the lower levels of the socio-economic strata haw 
tended to direct their frustration at other ethnic groups. (Po- 
litical scientist Myron Weiner, in his book Sons of the Soil--- 
a superb study of internal migration iii liiilia m l  its coritri- 
bution to ethnic tensions-points out that tho ecoiioriiic siic- 
cess of members of one's own ethnic group rarely leads to 
intragroup tension. Instead, any sense of envy arid friistm- 
lion is directed toward members of other groups. This otic- 
nomenon has occurred recently both in Assam arid thc! 
Punjab. In Assam the anger was directed toward the ex- 
patriate Bangladeshis and Bengalis; in Punjab toward the 
Hindus by the Sikhs.) Instead of responding to the demands 
of politically aroused but economically disenfranchised 
groups whom the Congress I had failed to bring into its fold, 
Mrs. Gandhi sought to impose her diktat from New Delhi. 
This inevitably led to resistance, at best resultirig ill the 
thwarting of her efforts. as happened in Jammu and Kashmir 
and Andhra Pradesh, or at worst in tho cariiagos of A S S ~ I Y ~  
and the Punjab. Yet the electorate was willing to give a 
chance to a man who was not entirely free from the taint of 
some of the political chicaneries engaged in by his mothor. 

Finally, the electorate associated ttie Congress I yjarty 
with the economic prosperity that the nation has enjoyed 
over the past several years-a growth rate of about 5.5 per 
cent of ttie GNP per annum. According to a pre-election 
poll, as many as 30 per cent of the electorate felt that inflatiori 
was the second most compelling issue after national cohe- 
sion. An almost equal number indicated that in thoir view 
the Congress I would be their choice when it t:aiiit? to t?(:o- 
nomic issues. ' 

In thexoming months more data on thc! elections will 
emerge, and certainly a groat deal more analysis will follow. 
Ultimately, however, the analysis will prove far fcss impor- 
tant than how the new prime minister uses his historic rriilii- 
date to tackle the myriad problems now plaguing his nation. 

Sumit Ganguly, a native of India, is a postdoctoral fellow 
in the Soviet'East European and International Security Pro- 
gram at Columbia University. 


