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A.Sivanandan

N.Shanmugathasan: an Appreciation

In every Third World County there is a Fidel or a Giap who does not quite
make it to revolution, but who, in his or her fight against injustice, intoler-
ance and inequality embodies the mores, the values, and the dedication of
the revolutionary-and therein sets the seeding socialism to root.
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Shan was such a man. For him, there was no short cut to socialism, no par-
liamentary road, no compromise between means and ends: the means
predicated the end. And so he never attained to power, never became an
MP (though, in a moment of aberration, he once contested an election),
never reduced his politics to populism.

Yet he was a man of the people, a servant of the working class. From the

moment he came across Marx at university in 1939 to the day he died, 0
Shan devoted himself to the cause of the proletarian revolution and the

pursuit of a classless society-following first in the path of Lenin and Soviet

communism and then, after 1963, turning to Mao’s China for guidance. In

that journey, he was trade union leader and activist, pamphleteer and po-

lemicist, soldier and savant.

government disenfranchised and dispossessed Indian plantation workers
and rendered them electorally untouchable to the Left, it was Shan who
took up their cause through the Red Flag Union and brought the sense of
worth and fight and militancy. When Hindu society, in its most virulent
caste-ridden phase, had closed not only its temple doors but the doors of
public places on the depressed castes, it was Shan, the untouchables into
the very halls of the Brahmins and virtually drove the priests from the tem-
ples.

Shan was a guru in the traditional sense, a teacher by example and precept,
an exemplar both in public and private life. At a time when the Sri Lankan
polity has become totally corrupt, he remained untouched by venality or
power. At a time when intellectual life in Sri Lanka has become uniformly
sordid and despicable, Shan retained an intellectual probity which shone
like a beacon in a darkening world. At a time when the most horrendous

communal carnage, Shan clamored for justice Sinhalese, Tamil and Mus- !
lim peoples alike. The distinction he made between people and govern-
ment was not theoretical sophistication but a deeply felt sensibility. U

Shan had a brilliant dialectical mind that grasped a situation before anyone
else had seen it and a political instinct which saw things ahead of the peo-
ple he led. And so, in a sense, he was not only before his time but, alas,
before his people so to speak-alone on a peak in Darien.

A.Sivanandan,

Director, Institute of Race Relations,
Editor Race & Class.
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Ajith Samaranayake

The last salute of a revolutionary

The death of N. Sanmugathasan extinguishes a flame which had been
kept aglow largely because of him, and if it was solely due to his efforts.

The man who in his autobiography called himself an unrepentant com-
munist was also an unrepentant Stalinist, who while communism was col-
lapsing all round him kept the memory of Stalin and later Mao Tse Tung
whom he saw as Stalin’s logical successor alive in the public mind.

While first china and later Albania repudiated, beloved Mao and severed
their old ties with him Shan doggedly defended the faith until in truth it
could be said that he was the last upholder of the triumvirate Marx, Lenin,
Mao.

Nagalingam Sanmugathasan who died last Sunday in Birmingham, Eng-
land, at the age of 74, was a phenomenon of his times. The son of a middle-
class Jaffna family he decided to be a full-time revolutionary in his second
year at the university. He was one of the earliest leaders of the communist
Party, and as the general secretary of been one of the most vigorous champi-
ons of the working class in Sri Lanka.

He was Sri Lanka’s foremost Maoist and a communist of rare integrity
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who neither crossed the class divide nor abandoned the faith of his early
youth. This year he completed his fifty years in politics even as he bade his
last salute to the movement he so loved.

In his autobiography ‘political memoirs of an unrepentant communist’
published in 1989, he evokes something of those heady days of his univer-
sity life. He belonged to the last batch to enter University College, and af-
ter completing his studies at St. Joseph’s in Colombo for a year since he
was underage by three days to enter the university. (the age limit was 17).
There he studied history and be come secretary of the union society when
Esmond Wickremasinghe, later to become the lake house baron and UNP
guru, was then the leader of the LSSP group in the university , while Shan
led the communists.

An amusing incident he recalls is when Esmond, Shan and Arabi Sara-
vanamuttu, son of Ratnajothi Saravanamuttu, a former Mayor of Colombo
and MP for Colombo north, were suspended for distributing an anti -war
leaflet. Recalls Shan, ‘it was fortunate that the other two came from rather
well-to-do and influential families. Otherwise, I doubt whether I would
ever have been reinstated.

So class influences did operate sometimes to a revolutionary’s advan-
tage, and the boy from Manipay who was outside the traditional Royal-
Thomian charmed circle went on to become the president of the union soci-
ety making a speech in the presence of vice chancellor Sir lvor Jennings,
that formidable imperialist, attacking Jennings, concept of a unitary resi-
dential university at the annual dinner.

Recalls Shan, as I sat down he told me I had misunderstood him. He
invited me to tea at the Galle Face hotel, where he was staying, for a dis-
cussion the next day. I did go but neither of us convinced the other.

The young revolutionary who took afternoon tea (also called * tiffin’)
with Jennings at the Galle face hotel , the hub of colonial social life , had
no hesitation in becoming a party full- timer on graduation. He received an
allowance of Rs.60.

The parents were naturally disappointed for they had thought that the
son whom they had educated at some expense (his father was a rubber-
maker on an estate) would try for the civil service, but they accepted his
decision philosophically. His mother only asked him what he would do in
his old age. He still remembers his confident reply, by then we would have
socialism

Socialism to Shan was a matter of intellectual conviction, not emotional
appeal. 1t was john Strachey’s why you should be a socialist’ which con-
vinced him . Later a labour cabinet minister, strachey, who was also author
of ‘the coming struggle for power ¢ was a powerful writer and polemicist ,
and something of a prophet on the left,
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An interesting feature of shan’s development was that he was never at-
tracted by Trotskyism which he seems to have always viewed as an intel-
lectual fad of affluent progeny who had received an education abroad. He
also belonged to a band of Tamil communists who had some influence on
the politics of the north before it become pock -marked by communalism.
The others were a Vaidialingam and P.Kandiah while M. Sivasithamparam
later a Tamil congress MP and president of the TULF was also a strong
communist till 1952.

Shan first made his mark in local politics as a dynamic trade unionist.
He began his career in 1943 during the twilight of British imperialist rule.
By then the hegemony of A.E.Goonesinhe over the labour movement had
been shattered and the workers had become radicalized under the banner of
the left. Under the Defense Regulations strikes were banned in the essential
services and employers were also prohibited from locking out workers.

The CTUF was particularly strong in the tea and rubber trades and
among the engineering workers. Since then Shan has been in the forefront
of all working class agitations such as the south western Bus company strike
of 1953, the Hartal of 1953 and the General strike of 1958 led by the CP,
which had to be abandoned when communal violence broke out for the first
time since independence.

He remembers negotiating personally will S.W.R.D.Bandaranaika dur-
ing the Brooke bond strike because the Ceylon Employers federation then
did not recognize the CTUF because it was led by communists.

One of the most historic strikes which he led was the CTB strike of De-
cember 1962 January 1963, where he led was the CTB strike of December
1962-january 1963, where he personally led the Ceylon motor workers’ un-
ion against the wishes of the communist Party. The reason Shan claims was
that the CP was against the strike because it was nursing hopes of entering
in to a coalition with the then ruling SLFP and the LSSP.

History beckoned at Shan in September , 1963 when following the great
ideological schism in the hitherto monolithic world communist movement
it fell to his lot to lead the pro- Chinese faction in the great debate within the
Ceylon communist party . The schism followed the repudiation of Stalin by
Khrushchev at the 20th congress of the communist party of the Soviet Un-
ion. The Chinese communists, led by Mao, did not endorse the soviet line
and set themselves up as the true upholders of Marxism and Leninism and
thus a rival camp within the communist movement.

The Ceylon communist Party decided to endorse the Soviet stand and
expelled Shan who was the leader of the Chinese faction. He was also ex-
pelled from the CTUF, but fought tenaciously and at the next congress won
a majority of the union to his side. The CP had to eat humble pie and estab-
lish its own union, the Ceylon federation of Trade union (CFTU) with an
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initial membership of 50.

The communist party which Shan formed and ed subsequently was com-
mitted to the proletarian revolution as against the peaceful transition to so-
cialism through Parliament which the pro- soviet camp seemed to advocate.
Through its journals ‘Kamkaruwa’ ‘Red flag’ and the Tamil journal it
propagated its message vigorously in the Sixties.

There was also another punchy weekly ‘Pragathiseeli gamana’ edited by
a sympathiser, [.Karannagoda, later to be an ambassador to china. Trade
union work continued apace in the cities while the red flag unions in the
plantations be come a major force. Shan also took the struggle to the then
placid and dormant north, where he rallied the depressed castes to challenge
the prohibition placed on them by the high castes form entering Hindu tem-
ples. These were the first stirring of militancy in the north.

In Chankanai a high caste man who had killed a depressed class person
by blatantly firing at a funeral procession and was later killed in the bazaar
in broad daylight.

The ancient Maviddapuram temple was the site of the monumental
struggle for temple entry. the bourgeois press , as Shan called it, had a
whale of a time covering the titanic fight between Shan, the godless com-
munist , and a former university college guru , Prof . C. Suntheralingam a
one-time revolutionary now turned renegade and fighting to keep the hoi
polloi out of the sacred precincts. Playing referee was the then superinten-
dent of police, Jaffna, R. Suntheralingam, who later made a name as an anti-
narcotics crusader in the police. The juicy saga of Shan and the tow suns
made regular newspaper headlines. Those were without doubt the best years
of Shan’s political life.

Shan also played more than a seminal role in on of the most vital devel-
opments in Sri Lanka‘s politics when he gave party membership to Ro-
hana Wijeweera , who had returned from Moscow as a Chinese sympa-
thiser. Shan remembers Wijeweera showing him his return ticket which he
could not use because the soviets had denied him a visa. Shan later admit-
ted that he and the party had been misled by Wijeweera’s anti- Sovietism
because it was the Communist party (Peking) which Wijeweera used as a
base and a nucleus for the JVP. Since then Shan has been against the JVP on
principle although this did not preveni the panic stricken united front gov-
ernment from clapping stricken United front Government from clapping his
in jail in 1971 following the insurrection.

Shan was in jail from April 12, 1971 to February 2, 1972 being kept in
detention variously at the remand jail in Welikada, the Vidyalankara camp,
the prison hospital and the General Hospital. He refused to shave in protest
and grew a long beard which mead his look like an Old Testament prophet.
A diabetic, he also suffered form a chronic spondolosis of the spine. A fel-
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low detenue was Vasudeva naaayakkara, a member of parliament and al-
ready a fiery leftist

In prison he wrote two books, A Marxist looks at the history of Ceylon
¢ and A short History of left movement in Ceylon. Prison life has one
positive aspect he says ‘Your mind is completely undisturbed to appoint that
can never be achieved outside. You know nothing, absolutely nothing could
disturb you had absolute peace such a situation is conducive to writing’.

The death of Mao saw his successors repudiating him. It also saw the
straining of ties between Shan and the Chinese CP until they were finally
severed when a group split from him and was recognised by the Chinese
party . Relations between the Chinese CP and Shan had been placed under
strain when the Chinese Government decided to back the united Front Gov-
ernment of Mrs. Bandaranaika in 1971 during the insurrection. Shan while
denouncing the JVP for its adventurism, condemned on the youth.

Later Shan was to be further disillusioned when the Albanians, who had
always staunchly stood by Mao, joined the Chinese in condemning him.
Shan had always been a welcome visitor in both if his Albania and this apos-
tasy on the part of his most beloved comrades saddened his greatly.

Towards the end of his life, however, there was a fresh stirring of hope
when there was an ingathering of the faithful and a conference was held un-
der the auspices of the revolutionary communist party of the USA and that
of Chile. As the second most senior delegate at the age of 64 (the oldest was
ten years older). He was looked up to as a leader and chaired the press con-
ference in London which announced he decisions of the conference.

The conference brought together Marxist Leninist parties form 18 coun-
tries and constituted for Shan the last hope for the communism which he had
embraced in his youth.

With the setbacks suffered by socialism and deprived of his party, Shan
was in virtual political hibernation towards the end of his tumultuous life,
but never dormant or complacent. From his up stair home in Schofield place
in Bambalapitiya he observed political developments in Sri Lanka and
worldwide keenly, reading and writing and corresponding.

I had several letters from him during the last several years on political
issues which he prescribed however were not for publication. They were in-
variably written on note paper with pretty floral designs. His last letter after
the killing of Wijeweera rebuked me for my essay on the man whom his
party had delivered to politics, but whom he had always opposed on princi-
ple. Shan wrote that I was almost soft on Wijeweera

During the last year his daughter, a doctor and a qualified acupuncturist,
persuaded him to join her in England though it was not a setting much to his
liking. He complained of boredom. And so came the end for a man who was
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an unflinching communist revolutionary against all odds, a long way off
from the scenes of his triumphs. But he died in the home of Marx’s exile,
the country in which the old master had written the monumental ‘Das
Kapital’ unrepentant to the last.

Shan’s greatest contribution to the left movement in Sri Lanka will be
his exposition of the thoughts of Mao Tse Tung.

He also did not diviate an iota from his belief in an armed revolution as
against the peaceful transition to socialism. But the contradiction which
Shan had to face was that while Mao’s thinking was basically grounded on
a theory of agrarian revolution and a method of encircling the towns
through the villages the peasantry in Sri Lanka was backward and lacking
in any revolutionary consciousness.

In this lacuna, Shan resorted to organizing the urban workers, the plan-
tation workers and the depressed castes of the north .but this could never
cohere in to a systematic organisation. What is more, as a Tamil he was
crippled in advance in his potential for national political leadership, even in
a revolutionary party, in a country where race religion and caste matter in a
leader.

There was also a feeling among his followers that he was not a party
man, that he was not easy to work with and that he had a prickly temper.
But it is also true that he was badly served by his followers. When he was
in prison for almost a year there wasn’t a single voice of protest raised
against his detention by his own party.

The greatest single tragedy of Shan’s political career however was that
the revolution he advocated was aborted by the very men whom he nur-
tured. The armed revolution Shan advocated, the violent seizure of state
power, Wijeweera tried to do twice in various and distorted forms. What
Shan advocated others ran away with and traduced.

But yet that he stood for all this in full 50-year revolutionary political
career, spanning 74 years renouncing the comfortable life that would un-
doubtedly have been his lot as a graduate and sacrificing every inch of the
way is the true measure of the man.

His contribution as a trade unionist and an educator of the worker’s
movement, as a leader who led by example, was immense. Such men will
hardly be born again in a land fast becoming a home for pigmies and medi-
ocrities, time- servers and hurrah boys. That he led a fighting life and
fought to the last , that he refused to leave the barricades while others were
retreating all round him - such are the memories of which legends are
made.

Ajith Samaranayake
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M.Sooriasegaram

My memories of Comrade Shan

I grew up in the fifties at Alaveddy, a village in the North of Sri
Lanka, where democracy, freedom of speech and political and intellectual
debates of the highest standards flourished. I became politicised at a very
young age. I joined the Communist Party in 1957 at the age of 15 as a can-
didate member and read the Communist manifesto by Marx and Engels,
which gave me convincing explanations on how society worked. I was
highly influenced by it. In the course of my party work I attended many
lectures given by Marxist intellectuals.

The most convincing and intellectually satisfying lectures at that time
came to me from Comrade Shan. So much so that when I was studying for
my A-level at Mahajana College we invited Shan to take part in a debate
on the National Question, which was a hotly debated subject even at that
time. Mahajana College management was then rightwing, Hindu, cast con-
scious, obscurantist and strangely also slavishly pro-British. Its Principal
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was an embodiment of all the above. It was with great difficulty we man-
aged to secure permission for Shan’s participation on this debate. Naturally
Shan first offered to speak in Tamil because majority of the audience will
not be comfortable with English. The Principal Mr. Jayaratnam insisted that
Shan should speak in English. Shan spoke in English in the most convincing
manner. The atmosphere was electric. He knew the facts. His arguments
were clear, logical and dialectical. His presentation was wholesome. With
great ease he demolished the arguments of the opponents with unanimous
applause. He received a standing ovation from an audience, which was es-
sentially anti communist. He completely swept the floor. He demonstrated
the moral and intellectual honesty of Communists. He put forward the offi-
cial policy of the Communist Party on the National Question, the concept of
Regional Autonomy. After 50 years of blood shed, the correct answer to the
National Question in Sri Lanka is still the same policy that was so power-
fully argued then by Shan.

This was my first taste of Shan’s clear Marxist thinking. Since then I had
the pleasure of listening to him on many Marxist subjects. He thinks and
analyses problems dialectically. He is well read. He studies and researches
every topic meticulously and with intellectual honesty. He passionately be-
lieves in the liberation of the oppressed and is unique in having dedicated
his whole life in leading the struggles of the working class. Till the day he
died he never regretted any of the roles he played. He never aspired for
power and privilege for himself. These are rare characters to be found in
politicians in Sri Lanka.

He has a remarkable ability to analyse past, present and evolving class
struggles and social upheavals and to forge correct policies and pro-
grammes. He is brave, honest, principled and unwavering in all his political
activities.

He was probably the only Marxist I know in Sri Lanka who spoke and
wrote profusely in all 3 languages on all the major issues of class struggle in
Sri Lanka. He has a unique understanding of the dialectical connection be-
tween the past, present and the future. He is probably one of the very few
who understood the strategic importance of the plantation workers. His
book on “The future of the plantation workers” is the only book that has
been written with a Marxist perspective as far as I am aware.

Shan will be fondly remembered as an outstanding Marxist, working class
leader and an intellectual giant who has never betrayed the interests of the
oppressed.

M.Sooriasegaram
3 April 2004

20

www.tamilarangam.net

!

N. Shanmugaratnam

Political Memoirs of an Unrepentant Communist

The contributions of Sanmugathasan to the revolutionary movement in Sri
Lanka may be a subject of controversy among Political historians, Marxist
intellectuals and left organizations, but there cannot be any dispute about
his leading role in creating the Maoist movement in Sri Lanka. San-
mugathasan became a communist in 1939 when he was still an undergradu-
ate. He published his political memoirs in 1989 at the age of 70, after com-
pleting fifty years of active life as a communist revolutionary. To give fifty
years of active life unreservedly to the cause one believes in is, in itself, an
extraordinary human sacrifice. It is, however, not my purpose here to evalu-
ate Sanmugathesan (Shan, as he is known to all) as an individual. Shan
himself may object to such an assessment, for in his life the political or-
ganization and the personal have merged almost imperceptibly. So when
one recalls the ups and downs, the successes and failures of Shan in the last
fifty years, one is actually reviewing the career of the political organization
he led and the country’s left movement in general.

Shan joined the Ceylon Communist party as a full-timer in July 1943, two
weeks after its founding and as soon as he sat the final examination at the
university. The party paid him a monthly allowance of sixty rupees. The
decision to become a full time of the CP disappointed his parents who, with
their humble means, managed to give him a university education with the
dream of seeing him as a colonial civil servant. Concerned about her son’s
future security, Shan’s mother asked him what he would do in his old age.
The young communist replied, ‘By then we would do have had socialism'.
But history did not move along the path appointed by the CP or any other
revolutionary party in Sri Lanka. Instead, the past fifty years saw the rise
and fall and the fragmentation and disintegration of the socialist movement.
The early radicals, who set out, with great zeal, to change history, became
its prisoners within two decades. They were enticed by the deceptive but
seductive short cuts history appeared to offer in the form of Sinhala Nation-
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alism and sharing of the left movement via cabinet portfolios. Most of the
pioneers of the left movement steered their parties on to the road of capitu-
lationism through a series of class compromises. Shan stood out against
the trend and, when the Moscow- Peking split occurred, he left the CP with
a handful of comrades to found the (“Maoist”) Communist party of Ceylon
(CPC).

The Memoirs are by no means a series of anecdote; they are pieces of his-
tory as experienced and watched by the CPC (and the CCP before that) and
reconstructed by its leader. Even where the author looks at events and per-
sonalities outside the Maoist movement (for instance, his evaluation of the
late Mr. Bandaranaike), his approach is firmly based on the party line. The
‘facts’ of the events and the author’s ideological interpretation form an
amalgam: the political line runs right through the book like a red thread.
Of the many struggles led by the CPC and recounted in the Memoirs, two
are most remarkable from a politico-historical perspective: the struggle
against casteism in Jaffna and the mobilisation of the plantation workers
by the Red flag Union in the 1966-70 periods. In both these struggles the
CPC championed the causes of two of Sri Lanka most deprived and de-
pressed communities. Only a leadership which cared for social justice and
had no thought of courting popular acclaim or votes could have dared to
launch such struggles. That the movement against untouchablity in particu-
lar should have been led by a ‘high-caster’ Tamil and taken right into the
heartland of vellala Tamil society was itself a brave act. That it achieved
considerable success in getting temples and some other public places open
to the depressed castes attests to the shrewdness of the leadership. But the
most significant achievement of all was the confidence and militancy it
instilled in the untouchable — a people who had for centuries been op-
pressed in the most shameful and barbaric ways by Hindu society.
Similarly, the Red Flag Union gave the thousands of disenfranchised, plan-
tation workers who were its members a sense of belonging and a spirit of
militancy, at a time when the other left parties had turned their backs on
them because they no longer had the vote.

However, it is also remarkable that these two great phenomena were short
lived and the CPC has been conspicuously absent in the momentous libera-
tion struggle that followed in the North and East. Untouchabillty has not
disappeared from Tamil society, but the struggle against the oppression of
the Tamil people as a whole by the self-proclaimed Singhala Buddhist
state has subsumed and subverted the struggle against casteism. While this
signals something about the politics of the dominant Tamil liberation or-
ganisation, it also raises a serious question about the politics of the CPC.
Why has the CPC not been able to play an active role in the Tamil libera-
tion struggle?
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This question takes us to the heart of the self-imposed theoretical dilemma
of many Marxist revolutionaries in Sri Lanka: the relation between class
and nationalism. Having condemned and rejected the pro-Sinhala chauvin-
ism of the major ‘marxist’ parties (the LSSP and CP), the CPC sought to
rise above both Tamil and Sinhala nationalisms by turning to theoretical
abstraction and over looking the living revolutionary potential of the Tamil
liberation struggle, And by so defining themselves out of the tamil libera-
tion struggle, the CPC and many individual Tamil Marxists served to con-
tribute to the strengthening of chauvinist tendencies within the tamil strug-
gle itself. Today, Tamil nationalism has taken a militant ideological form
that sometimes looks like a mirror image of Sinhala chauvinism. Or, as
Sivanandan puts it, ‘the uneasy mating of bourgeois historicism with his-
torical materialism continues to plague the theory and practice of Tamil na-
tionalism even today.’

In the Memoirs Samugathesan does, nonetheless, defend the Tamil people’s
right to nationhood while providing at the same time an insightful critique
of the Tamil liberation struggle. Of the Tamil militants, he writes:

They also failed to follow tactics of people’s war, as enunciated by Mao Tse
Tung, which was the only tactics which would have gained them success in
a complex war against superior forces. Almost all the militant organisa-
tions were guilty of anti-people activities like robbery, extortion, assault,
and murder buttheir worst crime was the killing of the innocent Sihalese
and Tamils. At the same time they refused to arm the people and draw them
into the fight against the enemy.

Very valid Points indeed, but more important is that the CPC itself had
failed to apply the Maoist theory to the concrete conditions of the Tamil
struggle. And there, at least, there must be cause for repentance in this
‘unrepentant communist’.

Even so, Political Memoirs of an Unrepentant Communist is an authorita-
tive work by a most respected Marxist intellectual and Trade unionist in Sri
Lanka. Sanmugathesan has been the political mentor for generations of
Marxist intellectuals though out the country. In the 1960s I was among
those who flocked to his political classes at Peradeniya University and his
union’s offices in Colombo and discovered him to be one of the great dia-
lecticians of our time. The Memoirs, like his lectures, is clear and enjoy-
able, but above all it is an outstanding historical document of and from an
intrepid Marxist-of whom there are scarcely any left in our country today.

N. Shanmugaratnam
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