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Fissures and Solidarities: Weaknesses within
the Working Class Movement in the Early
Twentieth Century

Micnarl. ROBFRTS

A receat work has brought to the forefront the role of working class
agitation and A. E. Goounesinha's associutional (lei"'l[iC'& in the history of
Britisi Ceviont  This path-breaking study has reveaicd that working class
combination and agitation in the period ’w/rm 1920 were sporadic actions

¢ flared up from time to time. Though th mkus at the railway work-
shops at Maradana provided some measure of | ship from 1912, there was
little continuity in ihe arena and the dl.ccv m ol workinz class agitation.

wi

There was no over-arching organisationai foundation.  With Goonesinha’s

‘discovery” of working class discontent in the carly 1920's. however, and the

hli m" the Ceylon Labour Union in Scpiember 19220 organisational
foundations and a measure of continuity wore evolved.  Soveral major strikes

occurred in Colombo, tn 1923, 1927, and 1929, The British m’ﬁcmig were fed
1o modify their opinions and look more Mvourably upor the rival Cevlon
Workers® Federation and its moderaic leadership, while looking asi

Goenesinha and his cohorts. And the leading British companies formed the
Cevlon Employers™ Federation in Octobei 1928 and ncgotiated a collective
agreement with Goonesinha in 1929, Goonesinha had arrived.  But not so
the working class, not to the same degres anyway: the depression years 1929 32
WCTe iv :'e\'ez:l how slender its lines of sirength were, how limited its solidaritics,
how deep its fissures.

This interpretative outline and Kumar Jayawardena's detailed narrative
provides one with a foundation from which to cxamine the ‘,x«,a.\nuws oi the
working class movement in the late nincteenth and carly vwe
Using her book as a point of departure, this essay surveys the nature oi the
proletariat in British Ceylon during this period and mquires into certain aspscis
of working class identity. [t devoies particular atteniion to the quesiion of
werking class consciousness.  In these efforts. it makes no claim to being a
compirchensive study. 1t merely, so to spaak, seeks to break the shell. The
moulding of morc definitive and permanent forms of knowledzz from this,
chrysallis will be a task for subsequent studies.

L. V. K. dayawardena, The Rise of 1he Lebor Movesient in Ceylon, Durham, North Caro-
fina: Duke University Press, 1972, What follows is a selective summary which
also embodies an interpretation of my own.
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2 MICHAEL ROBERTS

The Proletariat in British Ceylon: Serue Weaknesses

Against the thrust of Kumari Jayawardena’s narrative, this survey led me
to two significant conclusions regarding the proletariat in Ceyion during the
late sinctcenth and early twenticth centuries: firstly, that the werking class
was both diffused and segmented; and secondly, that it possessed limited
solidarity and lacked a well-developed consciousness of its proletarian siatus.
In other words. to use Marx’s perceptive and classic terininology, the prolerariat
in Ceylon may have been “‘a class as against capical” (i.e. a class “in itself™),
but it was not a class “for itself.”’> Furthermore, these conclusions could
be extended, with some qualifications, to the working class in Colombo as well.

These conclusions might scem surprisiing 1 the light of the siory unfolded
by Kumari Jayawardena and her pains to highlight instances of working class
solidarity and when set against her passing references to “the class conscious
and militant urban working class’ of the late 1920’s and their “maturity and
self-confidence.””® Since this is an arca of debate, some of her information
might be reiterated here. During the strike of the workers at the railway
locomotive workshops in 1912, for instance, Kumari writes (p. 157):

There were also strong feelings of class solidarity ameng the sirikers.
Some intimidation of ncnstrikers took place, and it was reporied that
the 500 firemen, cleaners, and coal trimmers who struck in sympathy
with the locomotive workshop men were not only noisy and boisterous,
but also shouted and jeered at passing trains and threw stones. A certain
“jaunty spirit”” was also noticeable among the working class; after one of
the mectings held by the strikers, a Sinhalese song was sung in chorus
and “‘a holiday feeling’” prevailed. Sympathy for the strikers was also
shown by other sections of the Colombo working class. The government
was unsuccessful in its efforts to get fitters from other government depart-
ments to work on the railway during the strike, and workers at the Harbour,
Municipality, Government Factory, Walkers, and other firms made
collections for the strike fund.

Again, during the harbour workers’ strike in 1927 we are told (p. 288):

The strikers received considerable help from other sections of the workers
and from the public, and this enabled them to conduct a militant campaign.
Mass meetings were held at which railway, harbour, Government Factory,
and printing-press workers demonstrated their support for the strikers

2. See Karl Marx, The Poverty of Philosophy, n.d., pp. 165-67. Also see the essays by
Bottomore and Meszaros in Meszaros (ed.), 1971, pp. 53-54, 85-87, 92-93 and 105 ff.
Also see “The Eighteenth Brumaire of Louis Bonaparte” in Karl Marx and Frederick
Engels: Selected Works, Moscow: Progress Publishers, 1970, pp. 170-71. In the latter,
of course, Mark applied this analysis to the French smallholding peasants: ‘‘the great
mass of the French nation is formed by simple addition of homoiogous magnitudes,
much as potatoes in a sack form a sack of potatoes.... In so far as....the identity
of their interests begets no community, no national bond and no political organisation
among them, they do not form a class.”

3. V. K. Jayawardena, 1972, pp. 124, 157, 243-46, 288, 293-98 and 362.
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and made donations {or the strixe fund. Many inﬁuci‘xtial shopkee
offered to supply fooed o the strikers, and Goonesinha annocunced

“Podisingho of Galpotha and Banda Appu of B’UH\SH 1l Sirect were
prepared to feed 5000 pzople at a time night and day.”

ceeasions and rightly receive stress. But T would
working class consciousness
g stage: nothing more.  For

These are mmport
mainiain that such expressions merely indicate tiv
had bepun to develop and had reached a fledy
onc thing, cn Kumari’'s owit evidcoce, these two smk and the tramway strike
against Boustead Bros. involved anti-British feeling and drew support as
movemeats which defied authority and rcmf\ms‘z'ated against British rule,
Goonesinha hims ally an anti-imperialist”” and “fan aggressive

nationalist and rc;‘k;»rmer‘, a critic of socicty racher ti

han o v*}nww'
With reference to the geaeral sirike of h‘xri.‘.z).r_\/——f‘»iv ch
the Ceylon Labour Usion, 1t i5 observed ©

The sirength a)f‘ the new union was derived from political facioes.
It presented a challenge not merely to individual cmployers bat to the
political ami social stability of the couniry. The new labor leader
dircc;ed his attacks agaiast British rule in general and in particular agalist
the local authoritics, including the police, the Ceylonese moderate
politicians, and the leaders of the Ceylon Workers Federaiion, The
fact that Goonesinha was championing the \"O’Kuo. and denouncing the
government and the Cevloaese “privileged classes,”” miet with an irvynediate
response from the woerkers, and Goonesiaha's gift tor powerful invective
made him a popular hero....Goonesinha used the occasion of the
sivike  for anti-British propaganda....and, in tones reminiscent of
Anagarika Dharmapala, he made derogatory references to “whites™ who
“cat the flesh of animals and drink brandy.”

We must therefore allow that these working class protests drew considerable
strength from nationalist emotions — all the stronger because these feelings
were so different in character from the restrained expressions of most of the
politi’ciam in the Ceylon Wational Congress. Their protests may even have
been subsumed by such nationalist feelings. It is not clear and not illusirated
that these activists perceived themsclves to be challenging capitalisis and
capitalisim (as distinct from “privileged classes,”” an amorphous term carrying
several different connotations). If anything, the evidence suggests that deiiance
of the British authorities, nationalism, and the drive for political power received
greater attention than the defiance of employers and the assault on capitalism.
At the inaugural meeting of the All-Ceylon Trades Union Congress, for instance,
the resolutions passed and the speeches made by Goonesinha and other office-
bearers ‘“reflected a greater interest in political issues than in purely trade
union matters.”’s In the second place. for such events to be treated as witness

. Ibid., p. 254.
Ibid., p. 246.
. Ibid., p. 278.
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to matured working class consciousness. one needs evidence of continuing
Iinkages and sustained sohidarity. A strike may be a serious event. Bui il iy
also a holiday from work., A “holiday feeling,” a “jaunty spirit’” and the
singing of baila have been a commonplace in most strikes in Ceylon. Much
more significant were the linkages cstablished by bands of workers in difierent
establishmenis in 19120 1923, 1927 and 1929. Nevertheless. the question
remains whether their comradeship and these hinkages were muintained:
or whether they were occasional responses which did not survive ihe
moments which produced them. Undoubtedly the Cevlon Labour Union
(b. 10 Scpiember 19223, ihe Ceylon Labour Party (b. 15 October 1928) and
Al-Ceyvlon Trades Union Congress (b, October 1928) provided an institu
framework for the continvation of these liks; and such organs as the Virevd
and the Kamkare Hendda” muost have perpetuated class feelings.  Kamarn
Jayawardena notes (p. 278) that in “forming a Trades Unton Congress. Goorne-
sinha hoped to group together all the existing unions which were aflilinted to
the Ceylon Labour Union. and to encourage other sections, including white-
collar workers, to form unions ufliliated 1o the Trades Union Congress, which
would become a single, powerful representative of the island’s non-agricuitural
population.” The degree to which this goal was achieved is not clarified
directly, but chapter twelve leaves one with the conclusion that it was not.  And
while there is some evidence to indicate that certain segments of the manual
workforce in Colombo were beginning to look on other parts of society with
hostility and to perceive “‘a privileged group’ in opposition to themselves.?
the question remains whether these feelings were either widespread or deep-
seated.

Since Kumari Jayawardena does not include this query within her pri
interests we are provided with little information regarding the terminology,
conceptualization. and political symbolism used by the activist workers or
those (other than Goonesinha) who sought to influence the workers; and are
not given a clear vision as to whether these activists saw themselves as
irrevocably pitted against a capitalist system. My own researches, by way of a
brief glance at some of Goonesinha's newspapers in 1929, produced a mixed
bag of evidence. There were some essays or news items® which attacked
employers (swamiyvo) ot dhanavatun; and one S. P. Rupasinghe wrote a piece
under the banner:

Is the Poor Man a Slave of the Dhanavata?

Isn’t the Labour Party Capable of Governing a Country?

7. A. E. Goonesinha is registered as the proprietor of the Kamkaruy Hande (1925-31) as
well as the Virapa or Veeraya (1929-48) in the declarations under cap. 179 which are
now with the Archives. There is no information on their circulation in this source.

3. V. K. Jayawardena, 1972, pp. 244-48.

9. Kamkaru Haiida, 28 April 1929 and 12 May 1929; and Viraya, 6 Sept. 1929, The

word “dhanavawun” might be interpreted as “capitalist”, but one needs (o study the

usages in the late 1920's before arriving at a conclusion regarding its meaning {for it
could be read as “the wealthy™). In the 193075 the L.S.S.P. used the word “dhanapati”
to describe capitalists.
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On the other hand. much of the writing is in terms of the two oppositions,
dhuppata and dhanavard (or dhanahimiya), that is. the poor man and the rich
man.'*  Significantly, Rupasinghe maintained that the main aim of a worker’s
government was the provision of welfare for all;!* while an editorial in the
Kamkaru Handa claimed that public opinion was made up of the aopinions of
both the rich and the poor. Thus “the appeal to the peor against the rich”
was not so much “as proletarians but as men with little property and status
who would like to have more.”™?  Goonesinha himsell’ told the tramcar
workers that they must attack the oligarchic tendencies ot the (existing) political
Jeaders and that freedom was desired not only by the notables ( prabiidn), but
also by the poor (dhupparuntat}.}? Again, beginning from 6th September
1929, Goonesinha presented a series of 28 editorials In the Virgyad on the
subject of “Jdti flava” (Love of Nation or Race). The Viravd's motio itsell
was a quotation from Parakrama Bahu. while one of Goonesinha’s supporiers
likened him to the mythical saviour of the Sinhala, Diyasena.!* While such
a brict reconnaissance cannot, of course, support a conclusive verdict, it does
seem that the working class leaders had not come to see the capitalist class as
an embodiment of “all the evils in society” and “‘a general obstacle and limita-
tion”” in the way of social progress.'s Their objectives were, it appears, (o
find a place in the centre for the under-privileged and the working class rather
than to demolish the capitalists (or the rich). And nationalist emotions
obviously girded and threaded their aims and activities,

Such evidence, aided and abetted by other pieces of evidence in Kumari
Jayawardena's work and in other sources, led me to the conclusions referred
to above, viz. that the working class was fragmented and was as vet motivated
and bonded by a tenuous degree of class consciousness.

In the first place, there were operative a host of factors which could not
but have hindered the extension of links between members of the working
class.’®  Striking proof of one influence is provided by the facility with which
the communal cry raised by Goonesinha (and others) in 1929-and-thercafter
evoked considerable response among the Sinhala working class. The day is
surely past when any serious scholar can contend that communal and racial
loyalties among the masses are solely due to the machinations of evil leaders

10.7 Eg VV?I‘(;}’d, 4bept 1929 and Kamkaru Handa, 13 and 29 January 1929.

I1. Rupasinghe: “Katat podu vahapata sialasima™ (Viraya, 4 Sept. 1929) and Kambkaru
Handa, 20 January 1929,

12, Quotation from L. I. Rudolph, 1961, p. 285 where it is applied to the Dravidian inove-
ments (DK and DMK).

13, Speech at inaugural meeting of Tramcar Workers' Union of 4 Jan. 1929 reported in the
Kamkaru Handa.

14. Viraya, 27 November 1929.

15. From Marx’s Contribuiion to the Critique of Hegel's Philosophy of Right: Introduction
(1844) in Z. A. Jordan, 1971. p. 281.

16. Infra, pp. 10-29.
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(in this case, by implication. Goonesinha).!’ The masses and the urban
proleiariat were not the lumps of clay which this argument makes them out to
be. In a very real sense, Goonesinha was surcly responding to emotions
emanating from below, from the Sinhala rank and file in his political
associations. Thesc Sinhala men and women, in common wi.h Geonesinhba,
had becin subject to {olk-tales drawn from the Maharamsa {rom their childhood
days. The anti-indman and d"il-TdI‘ﬂ” idenlozy embedded as a significant
straad in Sinhala literature had been evoked and stoked up by the profagonists
of the Sinhala--Buddhizt revival since the latter part of the nincteenth contury.
The Anagarnka Dharmapala’s p\.;vl’:“n and revivalism. with its pacans to the
“sons of the soil,”” had as onc of 1is covollarics a vilificaiion of the Moors, the
British, and all forcianers.™  Gihor writers and publicists in the Sinhala madia
consistently plicd the same chauvinistic nute. Tae “gallows™ (cheapost scats)
at the Tower Hall were an obvious potint of inspiration for such feelings. Beosides
the content of the p‘wa p. oducad by such playwrights as Joha de Silva and
Charles Dias, one found the former cxpressing his “gut feclings™ before the
performance of his p‘ays in an abusive speceh in waich the Tamils, the Moors
and those who apzad the West were roundly castizated.”  In bricf, a number
of racial bogeynien and demons had been created. The assauiiing of Indian
railway workers by some indigenous railway workers in 1912-13 and tiw attacks
on Moors in Colombo during the riots of 1915 indicaic that workers were
influcnced by such racial antipathies.?® Piyadasa Sirisena continued to
express anti-[ndian sentiments during the 1920’s*! and the question of cxtending
the franchisc brought the Indians into the limelight afier 1927, Such ethnic
prejudices and loyaliies have been among the factors contributing towards the
fragmentation and proliferation of trade unions in Ceylon ri: up to the
present aay.??

Sccondly. when one focuses on the arcna of class condlict and the line of
demarcation between the proletariat and the bourgcoisie, 1t can be suggested
that the working man’s perceptions on these poinis were ambivaleni and
blurred. On this hypothesis the boundary between these two social groups
was obscured, and class conflict in the Marxist sense assuaged. by two factors:
ong, the concomitant prevalence of a whole range of staius distinctinns deriving
from a combination of wealth, life style, occupation and traditional (pre-British)
norms;? and two, by the prevalence of casteism. commuaalism, and

17. For an dnal)sxs of a similar problem, relating to whether the British were rcsponslblc
for communalism in I[ndia, see Louis Dumont, “Nationalism and Communalism™ in
his recent collection of essays, 1970, chap. 5.

18.  A. Guruge (ed.), Return to Righteousness, Colombo: The Govt. Press, 1965, p. 541 (and
also for his populism, pp. 510-12, 528, 535 and 537): V. K. Jaydw"lrdenw 1972, pp.
169-71 and Sarath Amunugama, 1973, passim.

19. Amunugama, 1973, p. 273.

20. V. K. Jayawardena, 1972, p. 174 and Roberts, 1970a.

21. Personal communication from Mr. A. W. H. Abeyesundere (interview on 1 Sept. 1974).

22. Kearney, 1971, pp. 24-25 and passim. .

23. For elaboration see infra, pp. 12-13 and S. J. Tambiah, 1963, pp. 61-63. For
background information see chapter 9 in Obeyesekere, Land Tenure in Village Ceylon,
C.U. P., 1967, and Roberts, 1973.
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nationalism (both Ceylonese nationalism and sub-nationalisms rooted in race
and language). Since these aspects receive cluboration in the next sub-section,
I will confine mysclf to two illustrations of the manner in which these two
factors worked symbiotically to obtuscate the lines of conflict between working
man and capitalist.

i3]

Status distincticns centering around education and life-style were an
integral feature in Ceylounsse society and gave rise (o st‘dms-conﬂictc. B:ca*rm
the Westernised elite were perceived as a Chiistian group, such stat
partially interfused with the religious clash b:twc:u Buddn.!sm am
Thus the boundary betwocn two cpposad categories, ™ lhc Have
Have-not’s,” did not necessarily correlate with the boundary
botirgeoisic and the p olctariat, To some, the © Havc’%“ wa
sa'hibﬂ and 1!1«‘ Western-cducated, Chirisiian Ceyionese.  Thereby.
not’s” became a restdunry category, which ncluded those scgments of the
bourgeoisic who were nol Western-educated, who did not sport the Western
habit, and who were Buddhist (e.g. many mudalalis). A variaat of this kind
of stereotype is tllustrated graphically in the stylized caricatures adopted by
Piyadasa Sirisena® in his popular fictional nevel, Javatissa and Rosalin (which
ran into scveral editions and seld 25,000 copics).  Sarachchandra sees in this
novel an attack on the upper class. Yet the priwilcged upper class were
conceived 1a terms of the Buddhist-Christian coni n!:on of ine dav. Inall
his ovels, Sirisena’s “main purposc was 1o :'vcz't Sinhalese Christians back
to Buddhism, and to resuscitate the dying culiure of tlc peopie.”™  As
Sarath Amunugama has stressed, this novel was *‘a rejoinder to Christian
polemical novels...and especially to Isaac de Silva's Happy and Unhappy
Families.”* The villains of his piece were Catholics, Catholics who were
de-nationalised and also involved in drug-peddling and kidnapping. ““Thus,
in Sirisena’s novels, Catholicism, anti-national activity, and criminality
converge.””  Religion became “a line of political demarcation.”’?” His novels
were also infused with Xcnophobia and represented a frontal assault on
Westernisation. Yet, for all that, the new dispensation sought by Sirisena

24. Pedrick de Siiva alias Piyadasa Sirisena (1875-1946) was from Aturuwella, Induruwa
(along the south-western coast) and of Goyigama stock. Initially an assistant in a
furniture store, he became a Sinhala journalist as a protegé of H. S. Perera. e began
the Sinhala Jatiya circa 1903/04 and also edited Dharmapala’s Sinhala Bauddhaya at
one stage. He was a propagandist for the temperance movement in the 1910’s and a
member of the Ceylon National Congress, Lanka Maha Jana Sabha and Sinhala Maha
Sabha in subsequent decades. Ailso a well-known Sinhala novelist. Details from
author’s interviews with Dr. Malalasekera, Martin Wickremasinghe, Piyasena Nissanka
and others; and Kalukongnave Pannasckera, Sinhala Puvat Pat Sangara itihasaya,
vol. 3, Colombo: M. D. Gunasena & Co., 1967, pp. 148-57; and Sri Lanka National
Republic Day Exhibition compiled by the Dept. of National Archives, {972,

25. E. R. Sarachchandra, 1950, pp. 92-112 espe. pp. 92 and 102.

26. Amunugama, 1973, pp. 247 and 252-53.

27. Ibid., pp. 253-54 and 130-31. Cf. One Charles Domingo’s reaction in Nyasaland
in 1911: *“There is too much failure among all Europeans in Nyasaland. The three
combined bodies, Missionaries, Government and Companies or gainers of money, do
form the same rule to look upon the native with mockery eyes.... the life of the three
combined bodies is altogether too cheaty, too thefty, too mockery,” quoted in Boyd
C. Shafer, 1972, p. 291.
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was not a traditionalistic order.  The norms which guided onc of his herocs,
Javatissa. werc not an “ideal drawn from pristine Buddhism.” They were
achievemental and this-worldly, activist and missionary, and iaspired by
revivalist nationalism.  And as Amunugama concludes. Jayatissa’s “goals™
were “identical to those of the Buddhist bourgeoisie.”™ % If we grant that
such themes had some influence on the skilled and unskiiled Sinhala labourers
i Cotombo. it can be scen how their consciousncss of class lines in the Marxist
sense could have been diluted by a different framework of categorisation.

Again. the colonial context mustthave impinged on theimages and caicgories
influencing the workers. Both skin colour and the imperial-colonial
relationship coalesced to distinguish the white, imperialist rulers from the
rest. that 1s. from the blacks. the natives.” the ruled.  The bourgeoisic was
differentiated along the lines of colour. This distinction was kepi in the
forefront by the nationabst activities and the vociferous propaganda conducted
by segments of the Ceylonese bourgeoisie and members of the Western-educated
clite. This propaganda was disseminated in English as well as the
vernaculars.”  As members of the Ceylon National Cengress and the Lanka
Maha Jana Sabha during the 1920's, a few working class activists were evidently
drawn into thesc activities.™  As a hypothesis it can therefore be suggested
that many workers viewed the indigenous clite and the brown bourgeoisie,
both moderates and radicals alike. in some sense as “their leaders™ eagaged 1na
struggle against a foreign foe. On this rcading Goonesinha's
the moderates and his success in winning working class suppori in Colombo
represent a medification of this image rather than its rejection: on certain
issues most of the indigenous politicians constituted one frent’'  On issues
concerning Buddhists and Buddhism. such moderates as D. B. Jayarilaka,
W. A. de Silva and J. N. Jinendradasa were as fikely to have beci accepted as
their leaders by the working poor as Goonesinha was.  Oan the vital questions
pertaining to the status of the indian immigrant labourers, there can be liitle

28. Amunugama, 1973, pp. 18-19 and 256-65.

29, From 1919 the Lanka Maha Jana Sabha and its branches functioned as the vernacula
media and as mobilisation agencics for the Ceyvlon National Congiess.  Discussions
in Sinhala occasionally toox place at the conferences of the Congress (e.a. Cevion Moruing
Leadei, 23 Dec. 1924 and Ceylon Daily News, 19 Dec. 1931); and in any cvent the
conferences attracted the aitendance of persennel from such bodics a: the Cevlon
Workers® Federation, the Ceylon tabour Unicn, the Mallika Kulangana Samitiya,
the Colombo Vehiclemen's Union and the Galle Avurvedic Association.  Newspaperssuch
as the Swadesha Mitraya were also vsed for mobilisation of opinion.  For some details
sec Roberis, 1970b, passim and Handbook CNC, 1928, pp. 332-35, 412--14 and 718-23.

30, E.g. M. M. Pinto and J. A. Edirisinghe (Ceylon Waorkers’ Federation), D. D. Marshali
Appuhamy (Cevlon Labour Union), W. A. Hendrick Singho and D. M. Mansoratne
(Cotombo Vchiclemen’s 1Jniocn).  There were others as well.

3t Hence the continued presence of the Young Lanka League and the Tevlon Labour

Union as affiliates of the Ceylon National Congress during the 1920°s.  Though Gooene-

sinfwa resigned from the Congress in October 1929, he appears to have associated himself

with the Congress in 1932, Sce minutes of the 26 Ociober 1929 in DNALL, 60 40 and

CDN, 16 May 1932 for a report on the special sessions.  Again, on the constitutional

issue arising from the Bracegirdle case, the Congress, Labour Party, L.S.S.P. and Sinhala

Maha Sabha were as one. From 1928-30 virtually all the Sinhala-dominated political

associations, except for the parties of the Left, followed similar nationalist policics on

the Indian immigrant question.
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doubt that the politicians in the Ceylon National Congress and other Sinhala
associations were regarded as their leaders by the Sinhala proletariat and
petit-bourgeoisie: and. till he was forced into a volte face around 1929, Goone-
sinha must have lost some ground among the Sinhala working class as a resuli
of his early, non-racial stancc. WNationalism directed against the alien
immigrants or against the British, thercfore. served as a link between workers
and masters.

A case in point is that of the successful carters” strike in Colombo in August
1906.°>  The strike arose in protest against a new municipal regulation which
prohibited carters from sitting upon any part of the cart while driving theiy caris.
Invoiving 5,000 carters, it “paralysed the commercial activity of the city” and
torced the muonicipality to revoke the by-law. While mentioning the support
provided by the Ceylonesc-owned newspapers and the leadership given by John
Kotelawala (1865-1908) among the factors responsible for the success of the
strike. Kumari Jayawardena lays greatest emphasis on (i} the militancy and
solidarity of the carters and (it) “the active support they received from the
working class population of Colombo.” Yct one must give equal attention
to the support provided by the brown sahibs: support tinancial. support vocal
in the English press and the Municipal Council, and support directional in
the person of John Kotelawala. Kotelawala was not oaly an educated chandiya
(tough). but also an official in the Plumbago Merchants™ Union, a plumbago
dealer, a timber merchant and a cart contractor.  Besides Kotelawala, there
were numerous transport contractors, plumbago producers, plantation owners
and merchants with a material interest in the dispute — among them Don
Philip Alexander Wijewardene who had an interest in the contract to supply
carts and bulls to the Colombo municipality.®* At the same time these
cntrepreneurs were part of an elite that was in the throes (amidst other trends)
of a cultural awakening which found expression in such associations as the
Ceylon Social Reform Society (founded 1905) and which had set the stage
for reformist or nationalist posturcs and demands. The assaults on arrogant
Europeans which such able-bodied men as Kotelawala and Dannister Perera
Abeyawardena indulged in™ were a part of a general tendency: the defence
of national honour and a reaction against the psychological subordination
of colonial rule.’® In the circumstances, Kotelawala’s  leadership of the
carters must be interpreted as an indication of underlying and overarching
support from a significant segment of the Ceylonese elites; a segment which

awardena, 1972, pp. 122-30.
33, Amold Wright (comp.), Twentieth Cenrary lnpressions of Cevion. London: 1907,
pp. 604-06. Hereafter 7. Cent. Imp.

34, [Ibid, 1907, p. 514. He was the contractor to supply carts and bulls to the municipality
by 1907 and was said to have 400 workmen cngaged in this work.

V. K. Jayawardena, 1972, p. 126 and my personal knowledge of Galle folk-lore.

Sec Handhook CNC, 1928, pp. 508 and 678 and typed copies of speeches made by E. T. de
Sitva, ¢. 1918 (?) and 13 October 1923 (with Mr. E. A. G. dz Silva) for illustrations.
Also sce Amunugama, 1973, pp. 127-28, 141, 186-190, and 267. CT. Peter Worsley,
3rd edn., 1971, pp. 24 ff.; Boyd C. Shafer. 1972, pp. 275-76 & 281-89; and Frantz Fanon,
The Wreiched of the Larth, 1967,

2
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saw no occasion to support the British authoritics in defence of a meaningless
regulation which defied tradition and endangered their trading interests: and
which was quick to take up any opportunity to present, in the Goverinor’s
words, "a demonstration against constituted authority.”¥ Kotelawala was
no maverick.  T. H. A. de Soysa contributed “a large sum of money™ towards
the carters’ strike’®  As a journalist observed, “the Colombo Merchants™
assisted the carters:

The cartmen...have gained support and pecuniary assistance from wealthy
and mnfluential quarters and from leading mea in the City who have also
been brought to look-upon this by-law as a wanton and mischievous
cndeavour on the part of the authoritiecs to deprive the cartmen of a
privilege they have always enjoyed.”

The support given by the Cevlon Independent (owned by Hector Van Cuylenberg)
was matched by the Ceyvlon Standard which, at this time, was in the hands of a
number of Karavas from Moratuwa (J. G. C. Mendis, J. W. C. de Soysa and
F. J. Mendis). Significantly, the Karava arrivistes were at the hub of the
reformist pressures which were initiated in the period 1905-1908:% and another
leading interest ‘group’ in the constitutional reform movement and its reformist
nationalism during this period were the Goyigama arrivistes represcited by
: such families as the Jayewardenes of Grandpass in Colombo, the Hewavitarnes,
: the Tudugalage Wijewardenes, and the newly-evolving Attygalle-Kotelawala-
Scnanayake fraternity.

Working Class Consciousness: Restrictive Influences

In assessing the strengths and weaknesses of any working class movement,
its identity, solidarity and class consciousness together constitute an important
dimension. In one of his uses of the class concept, Marx linked it inseparably
to the subjective element of class consciousness. Thus, as Hobsbawm sums
up this usage, “class in the full sense only comes into existence at the historical

R moment when classes [begin] to acquire consciousness of themselves as such.”’#
Marxist theory also distinguishes two levels of consciousness among the
proletariat, with the “Jower level”” being described by Lenin as “‘trade union
consciousness’” and the higher level as “socialist consciousness’ (or **Social
Democratic consciousness™). From this distinction Hobsbawm draws the
following conclusion:*

sy

37. Quoted in V. K. Jayawardena, 1972, p. 130.

38. Letters and reminiscences from Sir Wilfred de Soysa conveyed to Mr. Sunimal Fernando,
1963. This same source also refers to A. J. R. de Soysa's contribution to the railway
workers as a conscquence of the strike in 1912; a fact which V. K. Jayawardena has
derived from other sources (1972, p. 155).

39.  Cevlon Standard, 16 August 1906. Also sce editorials and news items of the days 14th
August to 18th August inclusive. Re the ownership of this newspaper sce 7. Cent. Imp.,
1907 p.p. 313 and Ferguson’s Ceylon Directory for 1906.

40. P. V. J. Jayasekera, 1969, chap. 2 and K. M. de Silva, 1973, p. 385.

41. Secc P. V. J. Jayasekera, 1969, chap. 2 and Roberts, 1970b and 1974a.

42. Eric Hobsbawm, “*Class Consciousness in History” in Istvan Meszaros (ed.), 1971, p. 6.

43, Ibid., p. 15.
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[Trade union consciousiess] is (as Lenin also observed) the more
spontaneously generated, but also the more himited.  Without [socialist
consciousniess] the class consciousness of the working class is incomplete.

While Meszaros notes:#

Group action devoid of strategically significant objectives can oaly streag-
then “group consciousness’-—or ‘trade union consciousness’— nooked
on to the partial interests of a limited group of workers. Ia this it is
qualitatively different from a group action [which creates a “crisis of
authority™].

In terms of this theory, the evidence suggests that the working men in
Ceylon were merely beginning to develop some measure of ““trade union
consciousness.”” Tt is doubtful whether they had even reached the level
of the proletariat in France in 1848, where the “struggle against capital™™ was
described by Marx as “a partial phenomenon”—largely because the French
working class was “‘crowded into separate, scattered industrial centres, being
almost fost in thc superior number of peasants and petty bourgeois.”’#
Certainly, there can be little doubt that the Ceylonese proletariat had not
reached the stage of development wherein it was imbued with ““the consciousness
of the necessity of a fundamental revolution’ and the need to “[rid] itself of
all the muck of ages and become [fit] to found society anew. ™

Whether one accepts, or docs not accept. these conclusions and my
hypothesis that working class consciousness was diffused. segmented and
inchoate, it is possible to delineate the factors which obstructed the development
of working class associations and working class consciousness in the late
nineteeinth and early twenticth centuries. The relative weight which one
should attach to each one of the factors is a more preblematic question.  In
the final part of this article, therefore, 1 propose to enumerate a number of
retarding factors without essaying a comparative analysis of their importance.
In doing so some degree of repetition cannot be avoided.

A One: The spatial and cultural separation of the urban working class in
Colombo and the other large segment of Ceylon’s working population, the
plantation labour force, is an obvious feature that has been widely noticed and
has been recoginised in Kumari Jayawardena’s book as well*7  The division
was compounded by the largely-immigrant lndian composition of the plantation
tabour force and their continuing links with South India. Building bridges
of working class untty across these chasms would obviously have been a
considerable and complex task. The point necd not be belaboured. 1t 1s
best to narrow our angle of focus and to inquire after the factors which retarded
the development of working class consciousness in Coloinbo.

44. In Meszaros (ed.), 1971, p. 100.

45. “The Class Struggles in France, 1848 to 1850, in Karl Marx’s Selected Works in Twa
Volumes, Moscow: 1951, pp. 136-37.

46. Marx & Engels, The German Ideology, London: Lawrence & Wishart, 1938, p. 69.

47. E.g. 1972, pp. ix, 332 f. & 357.
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Two: Occupational distinctions within the working population and
differences in life-style led to siatus distinctions of a hierarchical sort within
the urban working class as a whole. The most pronounced gradation on
thesc lines was that between the white collar. clerical workers and the manual
workers.  As Kumari Jayawardena observes, the white collar workers were
associated with an “urbanized. middle-class pattern of living”™ and were
mfluenced by aspirations ““to integrate with the middle-class.” thereby under-
mining “the more militant resort to direct action and trade unionism.”™  Yet
she does not take its implications to their logical conclusion: namely. (i) the
mapner in which education, occupation, life-style and aspiration "moderated’
the development of class antagonisms between the working class and the
bourgeoisie. and generated “class distinctions™ based on  status  within ihe
working class itself, thereby obstructing proletarian solidarity: and i) the
problems created for the Marxist theory of ¢lass* by the increasing differcatia-
tion of occupation and the increasing complexity of social stratification, even
in non-industrial societies: for, as T.B. Bettomore notes,

Stratification by prestige affects the class system, as Marx conceived it
in two important ways: first, by interposing between the two major classes
a range of status groups which bridge the gap between the cxtreme
positions in the class structure: and secondly, by suggesting an entirely
different conception of the social hierarchy as a whole. according to
which it appears as a continuum of more or less clearly defined status
positions, determined by a variety of factors and not simply by property
ownership, which is incompatible with the formation of massive social
classes and with the existence of a fundamental conflict between classes.

The relations between status groups at different levels are relutions off

competition and emulation. not of conflict.*?

Kuwmari Jayawardena’s failure to pursue such implications, even briefly, derives
in part from the fact that the manual workers of Colombo constitute the
mainstream of her study. After the first chapter, the clerical workers are
refegated to the background. That is where. in fact, they were. But she

does not consider why this was so and why Goonesinha’s brand of militancy

and nationalism seems to have met with limited response among the white-

-collar workers. Indeed. she seems inclined to shunt them from the background

to the margin and over the border: at one stage, and somewhat ambivalently.
she refers to ““the lower middle class of white-collar workers in government
offices and mercantile firms.”"S'  The ambivalence existed among the clerical
workers themselves. Nevertheless, despite the ambivalence generated by

48, Ibid., pp. 13 & 357.

49, Inso far as we can cvolve a systematic theory from scattered references. As widely

recognised, there is no theory of social stratification in Marx’s work. Marx dicd before
he completed his Das Kapital; just at the point when he was going 1o embark on a
theory of class formation. Sec Jordan, 1971, pp. 23-26.

50. Bottomore, 1570, p. 26.
St. V. K. Jayawardena. 1972, p. 26.
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their status as Western-educated persons and their middie class aspirations, and
the moderation infused in them by the presence of a large number of Burghers.
the clerical workers of the carly twentieth century must be viewed as part of
the working class:®2 Goonesinha himself formed the Ceylon Mercantile Union
in 1928 and in later years the clerical workers provided a powerful constituent
in the Left movement and its unions.®  As such. their limited involvement
i working class association and protest in the period before 1933 must be
taken as evidence of status-segmentation (“stratification by prestige’’) within
the urban working class and an indication that working class consciousness
prevailed (o a negligible cxtent within their ranks. With reference to the
1940°s and 1950's. significantly though debatably, S. J. Tambiah includes the
clerical workers within the “urban lower middle class:™ and also refers to the
limitations in their “internal solidarity” and their lack of “identification with
the working class. from whom they dissociate[d] socially.”™ Again. in
more recent times Kearney has found in “consciousness of rank and status™
an impediment to common purpose among workers of different grades and a
contributory cause for the proliferation of unions: “Within a single enterprise.
one union commonly exists for manual workers. while skilled workers such as
truck drivers and machine operators are organised in a second, and clerical
workers are represented i a third.”™™

Three: As Kumari Jayawardena notes. in the late nincteenth and early
twenticth centuries the

urban economy was cssentially a colonial one, with agency houses.
commercial banks, insurance firms, transport agencies. and all the
concomitants of export-import trade; in addition there were factories
which processed and packed the plantation produce, engineering work-
shops, retail shops and service industries. and certain light industries.
There were also a few industrial workshops geared to the maintenance of
transport and repair of machinery to serve the plantation sector.’

According to the criteria of 75 horse power prime movers or over’” adopted by
the Inspector of Factories. there were only 1171 “factories™ in the island at
the end of the year 191457  As Table | will indicate most of these were tea
and rubber processing factories in the hill-country. There were only 236
“factories™ of this type in the Western Province.™® in which a total of 13,000

52.  As Kumari in fact rends 1o consider them. Here. | agree with her rather than with
Tambiah.

53. V. K. Jayawardena, 1972, p. 290; and Kearney, 1966 and 1971, passim.

54. Tambiah, 1963, pp. 61-62. For brief glimpses of the influence of status considerations
and of status incongruities in a specific plant during the 1960's, sce S. Goonatilake,
1972, passim, espe. pp. 49-50.

55. Kearney, 1971, p. 23.  Also Kcarney, 1966, p. 401.
56. V. K. Javawardena, 1972, p. S.
57. Administration Reports 1914, Criteria derived from report in AR 1911-12.

58.  Several of these “factories™ would have been in the hinterfand and not within the city
or s outskirts.
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TABLE 1: Regional Distribution of Various Categories of Power-Driven
“Factories” in 1914 & 1923

1914
Engine- Sundries
Tea Coconut ering  Aerated incl. steam
Province  Rubber Fibre, and  Wauters Printing Manure, Toral driven electric
Cacao Oil, etc. Saw Spinning
Mills
Central 580 — 7 3 — 4 594 148 36
Uva 114 - 2 i — — 117 37 4
Sab’'wa 139 — — — — — 139 52 6
N. Western 15 32 — 1 — — 48 26 —
Southern 29 3 2 2 — 1 37 20 1
Western 85 73 27 15 12 24 236 109 27
962 108 38 22 12 29 17 392 74
1923

Central 600 — 11 4 — 2 617 76 58
Uva 125 - 2 1 — — 128 24 8
Sab’'wa 192 — 1 — — — 193 39 9
N. Western 17 52 — — — — 69 20 7
N. Central — — —- — — 1 | 1 .
Southern 37 4 4 2 1 4 52 20 4
Western 91 109 50 14 11 34 309 121 51
1062 165 68 21 12 41 1369 301 137

Source: Report of the Inspector of Factories, Admin. Repts. 1914 & 1923. These lists
must not be viewed as comprehensive or accurate, but as near comprehen-
sive samples.

“Factory™ : definition not clarified in 1914 but according to the report in the year 1911/12
the criterion seems to be 75 horse power prime movers or more.”

persons were employed — an average of 55 per unit. In 1923 this figure was
309, with a work force of about 18,000 (an average of 58 per unit). To these
we must add the numerous mercantile firms with large processing, packeting
and export or import departments located in various parts of the island, but
especially in Colombo. However the implication is clear: the growth of the
city of Colombo was a product of merchant capitalism rather than industrial
capitalism. It was an entrepot not a manufacturing centre. These basic
characteristics conditioned both the size of the urban work force and the
social milieu in which their work was performed. In consequence, as Tambiah
notes for the 1950’s, even more so for the era before 1933, the working class
was “a truncated creature.”™®

To illustrate this argument, a categorisation of the type of trades, industries
and large establishments seems called for. The scheme below is presented with
the rider that it is a list worked out by rule-of-thumb methods with only a
partial reconnaisance into possible sources,’® and with the further qualification
that the categories must be treated as overlapping entities:

59. Tambiah, 1963, p. 62.

60. Namely: John Ferguson, 1903; Skeen, 1906; Wright (comp.), T. Cent. Imp., 1907,
Reports of the Inspector of Factories, AR 1908-1923; the trade and mercantile lists
in Ferguson’s Ceylon Directory for 1927: 1the occasional biographies of firms or family
enterprises; and items of information in V. K. Jayawardena, 1972.
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1. Workers and minor employees in administrative institutions run by
the Government and by the Colombo municipality (including hospitals).

2. Transport services: including such groups of independent workers as
rickshaw pullers, carters and tramwaymen; and government employees in the
traffic depariment of the Ceylon Government Railway and in the Public Works
Departmerit.

3. The other service trades encompassing such “independent trades’ as
that of’ domestic servants, chauffeurs, tailors, hawkers, butchers. bakers and
dhobies; salesmen, assistants and clerks in such establishments as those of the
draper, the oilmonger, the general contractor, the restaurant owner, the timber
merchants and the various catcgories of traders; crafismen (carpenters,
goldsmiths, masons, etc.): and, as a sub-category, the employces in large hotels,
catering agencics and large merchant establishments (e.g.. the Grand Oriental
Hotel or Cargills Ltd.).

4. Engineering and transport workshops, foundrics, and printing establish-
ments, most of which would have had a substantial proportion of skilled
workmen. Examples drawn from the 1900°s would be the Fairfield Ironworks
at Slave Island, the Ceylon Engineering Works run by C. A. Hutson & Co. at
Mutwal, the workshops belonging to the Colombo Commercial Company
and Walker, Sons & Co. Ltd., the railway locomotive workshops under the
Government, the Government Factory at Norris Road (up to 1928), and the
Royal Engineers’ Department. There were also smaller establishments of
the category represented by Martinus C. Perera & Sons or Fentons Ltd.

5. Light manufacturing trades and concerns, including dessicated coconut
or coconut oil mills, textile mills, soap manufactorics, and acrated water
manufactories. Examples would be the Ceylon Spinning and Weaving Mills
at Wellawatte, the “Hultsdorf (sic) Oil Mills and Manure Works”
(Freudenberg’s), the Pure & Acrated Water Manufactory and the various
small production units (match manufactory, sawmills. furniturc) operated by
H. Don Carolis & Sons.

6. Export-import establishments involved in processing, packeting and
shipping local produce or transmitting imported goods. This category would
include those agency houses and firms with multiple intercsts such as
the Colombo Apothecaries Co. Ltd., Freudenberg & Co., and Vavasscurs;
those who concentrated largely on this field (e.g. the Webster Automatic
Packeting Factory Ltd. at Union Place); specialist cstablishments such as the
Ceylon Manure Works (1907; later Baurs); and the several plumbago exporters
(e.g. N. D. P. Silva and H. Bastian Fernando & Co.).

7. The harbour workers, both those employed by the Colombo Port
Commission and the larger body of workers attached to the wharfage companies,
ships’ chandlers and other scrvicing establishments. The Colombo Tronworks.
owned by Walker & Sons, which undertook repairs to ships and machinery
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and was probably the largest industrial unit in the island in the 1900°s. could
be included within this category (though it falls within category 4 as well)
because it was located within the docks.

On this foundation it 1s possible to focus on the exient to which these
fines of development aided the concentration of large numbers of workers
and encouraged an expansion in the number of skilled and literate workmen.

Of the categories listed. the total number employed was probabiy the
least in categories 4 and 5 — precisely those arcas in which skilled workmen
were called for.  But the more pertineat point for our purposcs is that most
of the establishments were essentially small enterprises.  In the [900°s. the
largest factories secm to have been the Colombo Ironworks and the Government
Factory both of which had around 1.000 workmen.®' In 1906-07 the
“Hultsdorf (sic)y Oil Mills & Manure Works™ and the  dessicating mills at
Veyangoda belonging to the Orient Co. Ltd. employed about 800 persons cach,
while the Ceylon Spinning and Weaving Mills at Wellawatte and the dubishers
and ships® chandlers known as C. Mathew and Co. had about 600 on their
rolls.®>  We also know that therc were 2.800 workers in the nine railway
lacomotive workshops in 1911, By that stage the work force at the Colombo
Ironworks had risen to 1.700 and by 1923 that at the Wellawatte Mills had
increased to 1,500 workers.$®  These. a mere handtul, would seem to have
been the largest establishments in the island.  As the information tabulaied
in Table 2 would suggest. however, the work force at most of the large establish-
ments would seem to have becn about 200-440. The 327 men aad boys
employed by the Goverament Printer. the 300-400 hands at the tea processing
and shipping “factory” maintained by Whiital & Co. at Mortlake in Slave
Island. or the 250 labourers at the plumbago stores at Jawatte belenging to
M. Arnolis Fernando®™ during the year 1906-07 would appcar (o rcpresent a
typical figure for the large enterprises of the day. On an impressionistic basis,
however. it could be said that these enterprises were easily outnumbered by a
host of smaller enterprises with work forces ranging from a mere handiul to
about 150.  Morcover. a large scament of the labouring population ia Colombo
was made up of those 1 the independent trades.® falling fargely within our
categories 2 and 3.

In review. it 1s evident that the factory organisations in Colombo were
limited in their size and that large factorics or establishments were few in
number.  When one makes allowance for the gradations of cccupation among
the workmen. when one considers that a considerable number of women were
cmployed in the large establishments listed within categories 3 and 6. and
when one takes into account the casc with which recalcitrant or assertive

61. "Skééxl. 1906; Pp. 30 and 74 and Ferguson, 1903, p. cxxvi..

62. T. Cent. Imp., 1907, pp. 429. 446, 458 and 489.

63 V. K. Jayawardena, 1972, pp. 6-7 and 244 (also scc pp. 178, 221, and 243 for figures of
workers in the railway workshops}; and Report of the Inspector of Factories AR 1911-12.

64, Report of the Govt. Printer. AR 1907, p. P6: and T. Cent. Imp.. 1907, pp. 429

and 606.
65, V. K. Jayawardena, 1972, pp. 6-7.
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workmen could be dismissed, it follows that the evolution of class conscicusiess
in a work force of 200-400 would be a slow process. Ia dealing with thc
growth of a labour movemeit, therefore, one must not b\, content with an
emphasis on the manner in waich the development of factory-type organisations
served as an esseniial precondition,® but must cxamine the nature of
the “factories’ that arose. Such an iavestigation could also atilise the visual
perspectives provided by photographs of various factory-type organisations.
with due aliowance for the self-advertisement which motivaicd the photographs.
Such visual aids, too, would suggsst that the lay-out of several workshops and
establishments did not have the grinding envivoamest of large industrial
cencerns. %7

aess of scale, the spatial dispersion of the mercaniile

Besides their smali
establishnmenis and itadustrial vniis within Colombo appears to have been
quitc marked. The growth of Colombo was characterised by ribbona develop-
ment and some mcasure of disorderliness. 1t was a sprawiing, aggiomeratively
expainding city.®®  Though it would need the skills of a geographer and an
essay in historical geography to establish such a hypuihesis, it appa that
the large establishments had not taken rost in one locality. While there were
some concentrations around the Beira Lake and the Slave Island locality. and
in San Sebastias;, Maradaaa and Hulfisdorp, the maps provided by Skeen and
Ingram (some factorics marked), column four in Table 2, and the details
embodied in Table 3 suggest that the large ecstablishments were widely
distributed.® In 1907 N. D. P. Silva had plumbazo stores at two different
sites in Colomboe.  So did Jacob de Mel. While H. Bastian Fernando ha:l
three. A firm like H. Pon Carolis & 3ons had its furniture works in Siave

Island, its steam mills near Galle Face, and its main establishmoni in the
Pettah.” Again, mcst werkers in categories 1, 2 and 3 (sce above, p.ld) were

1

an raw maierials
5 so thai many

invariably in dispersed situaitons.  Merchant capitalism base
also fostered the processing of p“,ducn‘ in the producing are
factory-units were located in the interior of the island.  The principal exceptiion
to this charactevistic was the ColombO harbour. It is an exceptioa that proves
our conftention. It was surely no accident that Gooncsinha's main scurce
of sirength lay among the harbour workers.  Not skill, noi literacy, as 1auch
as a large aggregation of workers in onc locality, it can be argucd, sponsorad
those elements of workiag class consciousacss aind militancy which the harbour
workers were to display from the 1920’s.  Concentrasion facilitaicd ztss-nciuﬁio:-
and provided the power of numbers which a single firm of 300 or 690 workers

66. V. K. Jayawardena, 1972, pp. x-xi, 133 and 357-58. Other factors arc also takeir note
of by the author. .

67. For examples sec T Cent. Imp., 1907; L. J. B. Turner, 1922, pp. 64 and 75: S.
Nicholas, 1933, p. 39. Also for the new Govt. chloxy at Kolonnawa, AR 1928, P thu
Works.

68. Sec N. M. Ingram, 1931. [ am also grateful to Dr. B. L. Panditharatna for giving me
the benefit of his views.

69. Also sce John Ferguson, 1903 and N. M. Ingram, 1931.

70. T. Cent. Imp., 1907, pp. 476-78, 594-98 and 600.

N
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TABLE 2:

MICHAEL ROBERTS

Work Force in Some Establishments in Colombo, ¢. 1900-07

mostly from data in Wright's Twentieth Century Impressions of Ceylon

number employved**

type of unit

name of firm

location of unit [units

10007
100017

800

N
750
600

600

350400
120
60

"530-580
500
500

400
400
327%
300400
300400
350

350
300
300

300
200-300

250
200h
200%

200
150
150
150%
125
100
100

100
100
100
80-100
70-80

75

70
70

60
53
50

50

eng. foundry

eng. foundry &
ship repairs

oil mills and manure

furniture works
all units together

textile manu.

ships’ chandlers

engineering
Colombo Lead Mills
storage depts.

p.p.u. (3)
p.p.u.fother stores

p.p.u. (2)
p.p.u. (2)
printing
tea exports
p.p.u. (2)
booksellers and.
merchandise
engineering
coaling
outfitting estab.

oil mills
mills

p.p.u.
carriage buildersa
p.p.u. (2)

p-p.u. )
carriage builders
p.p.u.

merchants

p.p.u.

p.p-u.

p.p.u. (2)

p.pu.
cnginecring
curing shed
caterers
tea stores

jewellery
Jewellery
office staff
p.p.u.

photo studios
office staff
p.p.u.

gem factory (only)

Government Factory
Colombo Ironworks

“*Hultsdorf Oil Mills &
Manure Works™

!
}& H. Don Carolis & Sons

" Ceylon Spinning &
Weaving Mills
C. Mathew & Co.

Colombo Commercial
Co.

N. D. P. Silva
Jacob de Mel

W. Johanis de Mel
H. Bastian Fernando
Government Printer
Whittal & Co.

W. A. Fernando

H. W. Cave & Co.

C. A. Hutson & Co.
Krahwehl Coal Co,
Colombo Apothecaries

Co.
G. H. Shaiktyab
Victoria Mills

Gabriel Fernando
H. M. Moosajee
John Kotelawala

L. B. A. de Silva & Co.
A. Pate & Sons

R. Miranda & Sons

T. A. J. Noorbhai & Co.
D. D. Pedris

W.J. & A. P. de Mel

J. H. Arseculeratne

Mirando & Co.

Fairfield Ironworks

Gabriel Fernando

Rustomjee & Co.

Galaha Ceylon Tea
E. & A. Co.

D. F. de Silva & Co.

1. N. Ramsammy & Bros.

Freudenberg & Co.
U. D. S. Gunasekera
& Co.
Plate & Co.
Adamaly & Co.
S. D. S. Gunasekera
& Co.
0. L. M. Macan Markar

San Sebastian
Fort & port area

Hulftsdorp

S. Istand & Pettah
Wellawatte
port area

S. Island

Panchikawatte and
Kotahena

Hunupitiya &
Grandpass

Kanatte

Borella & B’pitiya

Fort

S. Island

Jawatte & Cin. Gdns.

Fort

Mutwal
port area
Fort

Grandpass
S. Island

Colpetty
S. Island
Kanatte and
Panchikawatte
B’pitiya
S. Island
?

XXX
Hunupitiya
Kanatte
Maradana &

Hunupitiya
Dematagoda
S. Island
Hunupitiya
Fort
S. Island

XXX
XXX
P2

Maradana
Colpetty
Pettah
Borella

?
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number eniployes

50

**  type of unit

name of firm

Arthur J. Fernando

Pettah

location of unit!units

imp-cxp stores
& Co.
50 soft drinks Pure & Acrated Water S. Island
_ Manufactory
50 packing C. M. Wright & Co. Ambewalta
45 drapery F. X. Pereira & Sons Pettah
42 retail store Miller & Co. Fort
30 tailors & outfitters E. Cahill & Sons Fort
25 merchant & drapery S. L. Naina Marikar XXX
Colombo plus branches
1300 transport eng. Walker, Sons & Co. Lid. Fort. cte.
600 merchants and retail Cargill’s Ltd. Fort. etc.
store
Elsewhere
800 dessicating mills Orient Co. Ltd. Veyangoda
300 manure imports Ceylon Manure Works Kelaniya
200 mills Orient Co. Ltd. Madampe
Notes: ** For the most part, the figures must be viewed as approximate.
p.p.u. refers to a plumbago processing unit.
xxx at several retail points.
* Information from the Report of the Govt. Printer, 4R 1907.
t from George Skeen, 1906, p. 74.
17 from John Ferguson, 1903, p. cxxvi and George Skeen, 1906. p. 30.
a It is not clear whether this figure refers to the head offices at Karachi or the

branch in Colombo.

dubasher’s trade in the port of Colombo
. 492).

p

It appears that this firm was also moving into the
(Wright (ed.), T. Cent. Imp., 1907,

TABLE: 3 Distribution of ‘Factories’ in the Wards of Colombo, 1910/11

Slave Mara-  S1. Se- New
Island  Colpetty  dana  bastian  Bazaar TFort Pettali  Kotahena Total

Sawmills &

Furniture 1 - I 2 5
Acrated Waltcer

& Ice 8 i I 1 3 i5
[ronworks &

Foundrics 5 2 2 ! 1 B
Packing, Sorting

& Baling 16 2 13
lead | - - 1
Grain crushing 2 - 2
Oil mills 3 1 4
Fibre &

Dessicating

mills 1 2
Elec. power

station 1 1
Printing 1 8 2 ~ 11
Bulk petroleum . - - - 1 1
Sundries 1 ! 3

28 4 5 4 11 7 7 69
Source: AR ,1910/11. p. F. 2.
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lacked. 1t s the mmporiance of working class concentrations that suggests
the need to look beyoad the size of factories and to encompass the additional
possibility that class consciousness .may have been sponsored by conglo-
mcrations of small establishments in one arca, or by the life-style and milicu
of working class residential districts and shanty towans. For this task we
need a historical geographer who is prepared to cater to these specific
demands.

Four: Though some of the European agency houses and European
compaiies stood out along the 1adustrial skyline, so to speak, many large-scale
establishments in Colombo were of a familial type, oparated by their founders
or owners as a privatc company or a family proprictorship. Besides the
illustrated details available in the Twentieth Century linpressions of Ceylon,
other self-congratulatory descriptions of thesc type of family firins can be
found in H. L. de Mcl's story of his firm and in A. M. Ferguson’s description
of a plumbago processing unit at Brownrigg Street which was operated by
W. Andris Fernando in the 1880's and which employed 120-150 men and
womcit.”t A work force of 50-150 men and women probably represents the
size of most such establishments. The enginecring and electroplating establish-
ments known as C. Jinasena & Co. and C. Martinus Perera & Co., the carriage-
builders A. Pate & Son, the export merchants Arthur J. Fernando & Co., the
packing firm C. M. Wright & Co., the drapers F. X. Percira & Sons, and several
of the plumbago processing units and stores in Colombo may be taken as
typical examples.”? We have little information oa the manaer in which
labour was recruited to these establishinents, but there is room to suppose
that kinship links and caste affiliations had some influence. In other words,
patron-client networks came into play both in the recruitment and the regulation
of labour. The ties between cmployer and employee were not simply
contractual and instrumental; the cash nexus was often supported by what
have bzen described as ““affective ties’” based on mutual trust and a reciprocal
exchange of services (however uneqgually).”?  These may have derived from
connections of caste or kin, or simply that of personal friendship between the
employer and an X acting as patron and intermediary for employee Y. The
small scalc organisaiion of so many esiablishments also encouraged the
persistence of face-to-face velations between workers and managerial staff,
thereby reinforcing the instrumental and affective controls.  In several instances
these bonds were strengthened by the fact that the enterprises had been hived
out by mudalalis and entrepreneurs who had put their hands to the trade
themselves at one time. Several wealthy entrepreneurs were former baases
(foremen) or mudalalis who fiad come up the hard way. Typical examples
would be M. Arnolis Fernando of Angulana and Bogala, H. Don Carolis

71. H.L.dc Mel, 1924 and A. M. Ferguson, 1885, pp. 234-39.

72.  The Light of Reason, vol. 1 : 5, Jan. 1918, pp. 102-13 and 7. Cent.Imp., 1907, pp. 435-86,
480 and 594 fi. Martinus Perera also appears as a temperance worker and a “radical”™
in Kumari Jayawardena’s work (1972, pp. 95-96, 112, 126, 140, and 210 n.).

73, See James C. Scott, 1972, and the essays by Adrian C. Mayer and Eric Wolf in Michael
Banton (ed). 1966.
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Hewavitarne, Don Philip Tudugalagé Wijewardeae, and A.W.P. Don Davit de
Silva of Galle.”™ Sevcral Sinhala capitalists also recoznised traditional
customs: for instance, a present to cach workman before the Sinhala New
Year, long lcave during this period. and devil-dancing ceremonies to exorcise
the spirits in plumbago mines.”  As a recent investigation of the history of
the Bogala enterprise has gathered through interview techniqucs, the first and
second gencration of owners (M. A. Fernando and, then, his sons J. A. Fernando
Snr. and E. P. A. Fernando) seem to have maintained closer relations with
their workmen than the third gencration.” In such an establishment, in
the 1910°s and 1920%s. 2 strike was virtually inconceivable and impossible -
particularly when one takes into accouat the ease with which employess could
be dismissed. H. L. de Mel's boast (in 1924) that the family mines, plantations
and business concerns had not witnessed any strike in their 53 years of
existence”’ was not a mcaningicss statem:zat.  But the reasons for such a
state of affairs were more complex than the self-congratulatory argument that
he was peddiing. Hitherto it was the fashion to describe these relations as
“paternalistic,”’” but the more recent descriptions of patron-client relationships
provide a more sophisiicated analysis of the bonds that prevailed. James
C. Scoti defines the “‘cxchange relationship between roles™ identified as a
patron-client relationship in ihe following terms:™

a special case of dyadic (two-persoin) ties involving a largely tnstrumental
friendship in which an individual of higher socioeconomic status (patron)
uscs his own influence and resources to provide protection and or benefits
for a person of lower status (client) who, for his part, reciprocates by
offering general support and assistance, including personal scrvices, to
the patron.

Among the distinguishing featurcs in such a relationship are: (i) its basis in
inequality, and the fact that the patron is in a suparordinate position; (ii) the
operation of some measure of reciprocity; (iii) its face-to-face personalised
character; and (iv) its “diffuse flexibility.”” The latter refers to the fact that
the links between patron and client arc not singular or “simpiex.”” but plural

74. Sec M. Anthony Fernando, 1936; T. Cent. Imp., 1907, pp. 476-78, 486-89, 514, 606-09
and 659-61; and Roberts, 1974b, p. 565. Cf. conditions inseveral industrialising towns
in Britain during the first half of the nineteenth century “where much industry was for
long carried on in small concerns where the master worked alongside his hands and
there was a natural union of thought and purpose,” (G. Kitson Clark, An Expanding
Society, C.U.P., 1967, pp. 40-41).

75. Information derived from conversations with Messrs. R H. de M¢land Rex A. Casinader.
Also obscrve the occasional photograph of office staff and proprietors in T. Cent.Imp.
1907; for e.g. pp. 487 and 488.

76. Rex A. Casinader, “The Graphite Industry in Srt Lanka: A Historical Sketch of its
Mining Methods and Organisation,” Ceylon Studies Seminar, mimecographed paper,
no. 52, December 1974.

77. H. L. de Mel. 1924, p. 3.

78. Wertheim, 1964, p. 254. While referring to the *‘easy-going mentality™ of the relation-
ship between master and worker in such establishments, however, Wertheim underlines
the exploitative aspects: ““conditions often prevailed which demanded from the workers
a practically unlimited amount of work for a minimum reward.”

79. Scott, 1970, p. 8.
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and “multiplex;’” so that their interaction is a “diffuse. whole-person’ relation-
ship as distinct from explicit, impersonal contract bonds. Such multiplex
relations “[cover] a wide range of potential services’ and, particularly where
the ties of mutual affection are strong. “the very diffusencss of the patron-client
linkage contributes to its survival even during rapid social change.”*

In sum, then, the familial organisation patterns in so many establishments.
the small-scale of the ““factory’ units, and the operation of patron-client net-
works and traditional bonds in the regulation of labour amounted to a powerful
force which hindered the development of class consciousness among the manual
and clerical workers of Colombo and generally moderated class conflict in
the city’s mercantile and industrial concerns.

Five: As commonly recognised, many workers retained links with their
villages and long leaves of absence were not uncommon.’! The railway
network with Colombo as its nodal point (there were no bus services till the
1920°s) permitted some workers to commute from relatively distant points.
particularly along the K. V. and Coast lines.?> Others walked 4 or 5 miles to
work from suburban hamlets.®* The dormitory zone of Colombo still bore
the air of a rural environment and, with some exceptions, presented a sharp
contrast to the equivalent areas in the industrial cities of Europe. Several
workers could therefore escape to a familiar environment after hours of labour.
Their habit of life remained predominantly rural. Their socialisation into the
norms of a proletariat and their intensity of commitment to proletarian
interests must invariably have been retarded — the more so in those instances
where they retained a share in some picce of land which gave them the status
of being a landowner. One can surmise that such links would have provided
the possibility of returning to one’s village and thereby sapped the will to
fight it out for better labour conditions. At the very least a certain duality
in life-style and roles must have been accepted®* which could not but moderatc
their self-perceptions and dilute their sense of identity with the working class.
This duality of roles may also have been connccted with a parallel dualism —

80. Scott, 1970, pp. ;5 and 1972. Also sec Adrian C. Mayer, “The Significance of Quasi-
Groups in the Study of Complex Societies” in Banten (ed.). 1966, pp. 97-122 and
Alex Weingrod, 1968, pp. 1142-58.

81. V. K. Jayawardena, 1972, pp. 11-12. Also notc Ryan’s comments on the Embattco
(typically barbers) caste in the Low-Country: *These people...have tended to follow
their traditional occupation, not infrequently following it in cities but maintaining their
village residence and ties. Men interviewed in one village locality...were practically
all migrant barbers or men employed as barbers in the coastal towns™ (1953, p. 121;
also sec pp. 114, 116 and 118).

82. Cf. John Ferguson, 1903, pp. cxxi-ii.

83. V. K. Jayawardena, 1972, p. 12. For the environment sec Skeen, 1906 and Ingram,
1931.

84. Here I draw on examples from modern times and a discussion on this subject during
Bryce Ryan’s talk on *‘Pelpola Revisited™ at the Ceylon Studies Seminar, 23 January
1970, arising from the instance of some urban workers in Colombo who travelled every
day to Colombo from their home village, Pelpola (5 miles to the interior from Kalutara).
Cf. W. F. Wertheim, 1964, pp. 176-80 and 249-50; R. S. Khare, 1970; and N. R. Sheth,
1968, pp. 69-71 and 86.
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the existeince of status considerations which encouraged emulative tendencics
at the same time that economic conditions and political influecnces stimulated
hostilities to the privileged.

Six: In direct contradiction to certain assertions presented by Kumari
Jayawardena,® | would postulate the hypothesis that caste loyalties must have
had a restrictive and weakening influence on working class solidarity. The
acceptance of Goonesinha's leadership by workers from “higher castes™ is no
proof against this view. This is not a case of “either... or.”> The fact that
certain forms of caste interaction were dying out does not prove that other
forms were suffering the same fatc or that new facets had not developed. Caste
was not an absolute bar to association in work-place, union or agitation. Its
restrictive influence was occasional and partial; and occurrcd, one can
conjecture, in at least two ways: (i) through the links and affinities which it
created between owners and executives on the one hand and certain favoured
castes on the other, which links could be activated by either party when the
context or issue suited their use: (ii) in the lines of segmentation which they
could stimulate within working class associations, sometimes in terms of a
coalition of castc groups or as a nucleus of support around leaders engaged
in personality conflicts. Indeed, onc has to take into account the possibility
that caste was of some use in the recruitment of workers.  An assorted number
of scrvice castes gathered round Colombo and Galle in Duich and British
times. Besides the Salagama, Karava and Durava. Colombo had its quota
of persons from the Wahumpura, Hena, Bathgam, Berava, Hunu, Badahala,
and Embitta (Panikki) castes.’® It is known that there were concentrations
of Hena (Rada)in Polwatie within Kollupitiya as well asin thc Kotahenaarea. A
number of Wahumpura were employed in the harbour and they are said to
have residential concentrations in such localities as Kehelwatte and Kuppiya-
watte. These two localities were peopled by a “‘conglomerate of non-Goyi”
according to one informant, and included a sprinkling of Hinna, Hunu and
Salagama people. There were significant numbers of Salagama in the Modara-
Mutwal area and a sprinkling in Borella, while the Durava concentrations
were from Kollupitiya southwards and in the Thimbirigasyaya-Kirillapone
locality. Hunu people were also found in Hunupitiya (Slave Island), Wella-
watte and Kalubowila.8” In such a context it ispossible that A. E. Goonesinha’s

85_\’— K.’ Jayawardrcnra,m1972, pp. 24-25.

86. This statement is based on the distribution of castes in *"*Colombo District™ (i.e. Colombo
Dissavany without Kalutara District) in the census taken in 1814-16. Together the
castes enumerated in the latter part of the sentence numbered 16,541 and amounted
to 14.19; of the Sinhala population in this sub-district. There were hardly any Hinna.
Nor are the Hannali (tailors) even listed in this census or that of 1924-27. See Return
of the Population of the Maritime Provinces, Colombo: Govt. Press, [816: and that for
Ceylon in 1827.

87. These observations are based on general knowledge. gossip, and an interview with
Sir Senarat Gunewardene (27 july 1974). Also inferences from the Dutch thombos.
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origins in the Hinna caste® a service caste ranked lowly in the
traditional hierarc'hy, magy have been of benefit in the recruiiment of certain
woikers Lo his cause.  The numerical insignificaince of his caste group may
well have been an assct in that it cnabled him to forge cross-caste links in a
maniier in which a leader from the more powerful non-Goyigama castes may
not have been able to achiecve.  With Givendrasinghe and Reyal as his principal
aides, moreover, he may have been able to gather support more casily from
the Salagama on the one hand and thz Moor concentrations in the arca

covered by the present Colombo Ceniral constituency® on the other.

The role of caste in political mobilisation is a sensiiive subjec t W oInvesti-
gation and the historical data would probably not yield a definitive answer
to the question whether it assistcd A. E. Goenesinha's activities in a subs:anu I
or coniributery way. But it is evident that Kumari Jayawardena’s assumptions
prevented any inquirics being foltowed on these lines.  She has catirely missed
the significance of caste in the solidarity revealed by the laundrvmen who
launched a strike in July 1896 against a muaicipal ordinance which inauzurated
a system of rcgistration (pp. 193-07). In normal circumstances a dispersed
trade such as that of laundering would not be expected to support a powerful
association even in ihe face of a common grievance. In this instance. casic
affiliations and the residential concentiation of many laundrymen at Polwatte
provided the essential cement. This, of course, may be a special case. But
there is little ground for the coniention that “‘with v*banization and the crea-
tion of an urban proictanat there was a loosening of caste bonds,” nor for her
tentative coaclusion that caste differences do not appzar to have retarded
trade untonism (pp. 24-25).°"  Expericnces elsewhere and the comparative
literature on tlic subjeet suggest otherwise.  Migrants to urban cavironments
have been widely witnessed to reveal a strong aitachment to their primordial
groups and to seek protection from new pressures through traditional hinkages.
Ata svmp osium of the Associatioa for Asian Siudies held in 1960, for instance.
it was “‘gencrally agreed” that ucbanisation had “‘not yct destroyed the
tracditional associations based on family, caste, viliage origin, religion or
language™ and that, quiiz to the conirary, “some of these associational forms

88. This caste was traditionaily associated with washing for the Salagama caste. Among
villages with Hinna concentrotions, Ampe, in the Kosgoda locality, is particularly well
known. According to Ryan, they “‘are a relatively endogamous group of intermadiate
gradually rising position, cager to shed the rccollection of former degradation, and
hence reluctant to discuss their past or even their present,” (1953, pp. 118-19).
MNumerically a small group, their percentages in the Maritime Provinces appear as 2.7
and 0.6 in the census statistics for 1814-16 and 1824-27 respectively (exclusive of
Chilaw District).

89. In 192! the Moors were especially numerous in San Sebastian and the Pettah (Census
of 1921, p. 41). In 1953 the Moors and Malays constituted morc than 409, of the
population in the following wards; Grandpass (in Colombo North), San Sebastian,
Slave Island, Maligakanda and Wekanda (8. L. Panditharatna, 1961, p. 84).

90. Indeed, Kumari Jayawardena’s reference to the prevalence of name-changmng (p. 25)
is evidence of casteism. Name changing was probably not uncommon, but whcther
it enabled individudls fo successfully hide their caste, as Kumari alleges, is more dubious.
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[had] taken on new hfe and functions in the urban ecnvivonment.”™  The
Indian situation has displayed the resiliency and adaptability of caste: for
casic “"has absorbed and synthesized some of the new democratic values™ and
“by reconstituting itscli™” as a caste sabha provided a channel “by which the
Indian mass clectorate has becn aitached to the processes of democratic
politics;’®?
ion, mixing attcuniion to kinship and commensal customs with allowance for

or shown a remarkable ability to persist in interjaceat fash-

achieveraent orientation, meritocracy, and the norms of modern bureauncratic
organisation.®?  Again at an individual nvcl, recent rescarch has indicated
how in Sri Laika the traditional practice of sorce j stilt has a largs num

These

adherents among relatively urbanised segmenits of the popn
arc all analogues.  They undermine the ziu-.:wz”s assumpiions, but do not
establish the validity of the counter thesis for Ceylon. A recont study of an
industrial orpanisation in an urban setting, hf)'-»\'cvcr, indicates that particularisi
caste linkages have some b“arm" on wml\m op interrelations even today.” It
is anticipated that Bruce Kapferer's study of social distance in the town of
Galle will provide a conc'ww* answer to this quostion.”™  As matiers siand,
however, the weight of the indications is contrary to the argument in Kumari
Jayawardena’s work and suggests the probability that persisting attachmenis to
caste sentiments hindered the developmentotworking class consciousness and
the effectiveness of working class associations.

Seven: The ethnic heterogeneity of the city of Colombo was cven more
marked than that of the whole island becausc of concentrations of Tndians,
Moors, Burghers, Tamils, Malays and othcr minority groups within the urban
arca (sce Table 4). The Sinhala coastituted only 42 per cent of the males and
47 per cent of the population withia the municipality of Colombo.  These

91. . Milton Singer, “Urban Politics in a Plural Socicty: A Svmposium,” Journ. of -Asian
Studies, vol. XX: 3, May 1965, p. 265. Also see Milton Singer and Bernard S. Cohn,
Structure and Change in Indian Society, Chicago: Aldine Publishing Co., 1968; W. F.
Wertheim, 1964, p. 184; Frank F. Conlon, 1974; A. L. Epstein, Politics in an Urban
African Community, Manchester University Press, 1958; and the several essays debating
the theme ““The Passing ol Tribal Man™ in the Jowrnal of Asian and African Studies,
vol. 5:1 & 2, 1970, espe. the articles by Plotnicov, Uchendu and J. Clyde Mitcheli.

92. Rudolph and Rudolph, 1969, passim, quotations a mixture from pp. S and 22.  However.
for a perceptive comment whlch, among other points, asks for greater specificity in the
enumeration of persisting traditions see Richard G. Fox, “Avatars of Indian Rescarch,”
Comp. Studies in Society & History, vol. 12, 1970, pp. 59-72.

93. R. S. Khare, 1970, passim.

94. Gananath Obeyesekere, ““Sorcery, Premeditated Murder and the Canalization of Aggres-

- sion in Ceylon,” mimeographed paper (due for publication in the Ethnology in 1975),
espe. pp. 27-31. His sample of clients at sorcery shrines included several hospital atten-
dants, a port worker, carpenter. weaver, ctc. though the weightage was “middle class.”

95. S. Goonatilake, 1972, pp. 42 ff., espe. 46, 48 and 51-52. Cf. N.R. Sheth, 1968, pp. 100-111.

96. Subsequent to the finalisation of the text, in a personal communication Bruce Kapferer

observed that most working-class residents in Galle have a clear cognitive map of the
residential clusters of various castes and that a chance encounter in Borella suggested

that this was so in Colombo too. 3 ? 9 5 8 2
24
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circumstances and the ideology of racialism and conmunalism” obyviously
retarded the growth of working class unity within Colombo and s cnvivass,
The existence of racial antipathics has already been lustrated. Theoretically,
it can be expected that such feelings contributed towards groupings of workers
along racial lines in much the same fashion that they have produced segmeinta-
tion of trade unions in more recent times. In the ecarly twentieth century.
morcover, in several establishments the line of c¢thaic differentiation correlated
roughly with the occupational and status distinction between skilled and
enskilled labour.  Thus. in the Colombo Commercial Company the “machine
men”” were Sinhalese. whercas the “coolies™ were “Indian™ or “Malabar.” "
iy general knowledge that large numbers of the conservancy workers and
scavengers have been Indians.  Such conditions could have encouraged
Sinhala workmen to maintain their status by emphasising the gull” betwern
the two groups. besides encouraging the growth of racial stereotypes in their
thinking imagery. In other words. the Indian labourer in Colombo may have
become to the Sinhala workman what the Negro migrant has been to the white
worker in the northern cities of the U.S.A.. or what the Pakistani worker i to
the British labourer today.

Besides providing various hindrances to working class combination.
racial and communal feelings also provided cross-class linkages which blunted
class conflict. The 1915 communal riots between the Sinhala and Moor
peoples provide a good example. One dimension to these riots was the
combination of ordinary Sinhala people (including workers) with certain
Sinhala merchants and boutique-owners in bazaars and bazaar towns in an
attack on Moor shops and Moors in general.”® Indeed, it is this sort of
evidence and the economic content in the preachings of Sinhala-Buddhist
nationalists of this cra which has led Sarath Amunugama to the suggestion
that Sinhala Buddhist nationalism was a vehicle through which a segment of
the rising capitalist class sought to extend their accumulation of capital by
nobbling competitors and by means of which they diverted class antagonisms

v7. Lommunahsm has sometimes been dgscnbgd with reference to the solidarities built
around a religion. Thus Dumont: *it is something like nationalism, in which the
nation, so to speak, is replaced by the community. In other words, communalism is
the affirmation of the religious community as the political group,” (in 1970, pp. 89-90).
Yet in Ceylon the emphasis in the Tamil and Sinhala cases has been on race and language,
so that Sinhala Christians are encompassed by the ism which centres around the Sinhala
and some Sinhala Christians have peddled such “communalism.” The term seems to
derive from the fact that the word ‘‘community” is used 1o describe the various races in
the island; that is, it is used as an euphemism for *‘race.” In this sense communalism
isindistinguishable {rom nationalism and its extreme variants are a racialism. In Sinhala
the same word can be used for *‘race” and *‘nation.”

98, T. Cent.Imp., 1907, p. 432. Also sce Ferguson, 1903, p.cxxxviii re the harbour workers
and Sir Edward St. J. Jackson, “"Report of a Commission on Immigration into Ceylon,™
Sessional Paper 11 of 1938.

49,  Roberts, 1970a, pp. 82 and 91-92. For fuller treatment. see P. V. J. Javasckera, 1969,
chaps. 4 and 5.



FABLE 4 ¢ Racial Distribution of the Population in Colombo, 1911 & 1921

Paopulation within Colombo Municipality
in figures m pereentages Cevilon in percentages
101t 1921 1911 1921 92

elon? wial . males toral males 1otal males 1otal males rotal
1. Low Country Sinhala .. 49835 95876 | 59987 110,470 38.4 43.8 | 40.0 45.2 42.2 42.8
2. Kandyan Sinhala .. 1,473 2,614 . 2457 4,130 1.1 .t 1.6 1.0 24.1 24.2
3. Sinhala e 1,308 98.490 (2,444 114,600 9.5 35.0 41.7 46.9 66.3 67.0
4. Ceylon Tamils .. 9,055 15,620 ‘ 8.858 14,593 6.9 721 5.9 5.09 11.0 11.5
5. Indian Tamils e 29,272 37,558 30.224 39,560 22.5 17.1 20.2 16.23 14.0 13.4
6. Tamils .. 38327 53,178 39,082 54,153 29.5 243 0 206.1 2.1 25.0 24.9
7. Cevlon Moors 13,207 24,827 13,777 25417 10.2 i1.3 9.2 10.4 5.5 5.6
8. Indian Moors .. 10835 13.853 11.242 14.275 8.3 6.3 15 5.8 1.1 0.7
9. Moors 282 38680 25019 39.692 | 18.6 177 16.7 (6.2 6.6 6.3
10. Europeans ; 1,683 2819 1,613 2.836 1.2 1.2 1.0 1.1 0.1 0.2
It. Burghers & Eurasians .. 6,650 14,397 7217 14,863 5.1 6.5 4.8 6.0 0.6 0.7
12, Malays . RARIC 5.456 2,099 5.852 2.1 2.4 2.0 2.3 0.2 0.3
13, Others + .. 1,681 5.500 (NISEE 12,167 3.7 2.5 7.4 1.9 0.8 0.6
TOTAL .. 129.675 218526 149,595 244,163 100 100 . 100 100 100 100

14, TIndian Origins | - o 387 54,6606 51,149 63.8%0 311 as.i : 312 26.2 -

“Others” and Veddas in the categories used by the censuses.
+ 4+ “Indian Tamils.” ~Indian Moors™ and ~Others”™ born in India.
Sources: Census of Ceylon 1921, vol. 1, part I, p. 191 for figurcs on which Ceylon percentages are based.
Ihid., vol. 1V, table X1, pp. 166-68 and vol. I, part 1. pp. 40 and 112,
Census of Cevlon 1911 table XX, pp. 203 05.

* The tigures for males wre from table XX1in the 1911 Census. However. the totals for the males and females recorded in this table are not the
same as those presented as the fgures for 1911 in the 1921 census (pp. 40 and 112 of vol. 1); for every category they are less than those recorded
in the latter source.  Thie latter is probably a more reliable set of figures and I have used it for the figures under 1911 Total.”™ The discrepancy
is not crucial because the purposes are comparative,

SALLIMVAITOS ANV STANSSIA
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within their own establishments and within the Sinhala community. i x’\ﬂore
modcrately, K. M. de Silva recognises the influence of the religious facto
in the outbreak of the 1915 communal riots but also observes: “Since the iow
country Sinhalese U"ddﬁ'i were a powerful driving force within the Ruddhist
movement, religious sentiment gave a sharp ideological focus and a cloak of
respectability to sordid commercial rivalry.” 10!

Eight: The prcvious paragrapa makes it evident that the border zone
; n comimunalisa {in its Ceyionese form) and naiicnalisn is a slender one.
Sinhala communalism was, to Its aoiivists, no .nhw icss than Tl"‘lts Qus natio-
naism.  H distinctions ave iasisted upon, it nevertheless remains true that
nationalism, i all its varied croressions, diuted the development «‘:i' working
class consciousness in the same way as communalism.'9?

Nine: Inso far as activism and militancy stimulated and mmldcd the
evoluiion of working class consciousacss, the varicty of factors wi m.nw
activism must be taken iaic id
these factors, one witich K
with which asseriive worke
laws which ciabled emple {o prosecuic ‘alllnlﬂ“ Wi >ll<\.l‘s
C’r"*hl(f 103 Ancther gL..u‘:.l f\u dicap was the labourh
feed themseives.  Ia the instance of workmen and ¢le

icipal service, the weignt of government regulations ;

pzu‘%iu;,a ion in palitical activities and membership in irade uaions must

had seme cotrimontal eficcts and been more restrictive than the

the jast three decades,!® though they do not anpear to have
S5

a great :‘,cal Mor must it bo forgetien {hat a co

dd b;: di misssd and

o

ratfway workers

nu l"l

cr of labourers in some of the 1‘1,_:;'31baﬂ'::
3 { ¢ majority.'®® They were an

cgment 1a such trades as iaundcmm domes

v, rice pounding, itinerant trading, and biscuit making.!V’
tha ’L burden of traditional norms, whicnh assigned specific roles to womes
and demandcd that they should not assert themselves in associational politics,

must be taken into account.  The norms were in the

i00. Amunugama, 1973, pp. 73-75 and 109-14 and personal communication. This view
seems rather extreme.  Such goals were merely an additional and contributory motive
force for the Buddhist revival. If one uses Time as a variable, it is possible to show
that the Buddhist resistance to Christian evangelicalism dates from the 18407, if not
carlicr; and that several mdnxdm!, and Buddhist monks who were not coqn“clr*d with
the rising Lcurgeoisic participated in dhe counter attack on the Christians. For
some details sce Malalgoda, 1973, and K. M. de Silvain U, C., History of Ceylon volume
171, 1973, pp. 197-205.

101. K. M. de Silva, 1973, pp. 390-91; (and also, p. 201).

102. See supra, pp. 5-10 for illustrations.

103. V. K. layawardena, 1972, pp. x, 25-26, 245 and 323-34.

104. Sce Kcarney, 1966, pp. 397-99. At the time of the strikes in 1946 and 1947 “‘trade
union membership was forbidden for all public employees cxcept casual daily paid
labourers. Nonethcless, six unions representing other categories of public servants
were functioning....”

105. V. K. Jayawardena, 1972, pp. 151 ff, 217 ff, and 242-43.

106. E.g. see the photographs of the plumbago sorting yards in 7. Cent. Imp., 1907, pp. 591 ft.,
Also see Rex A. Casinader, 1974.

107. See the occupational tables in any one of the censuses from 1901-1921.

5
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and were not an absolute barrier to the assumpticn of new roles and expressions
of militancy, as Gooncsintha’s cohorts of Mariakadé women indicated.' but
they must have continued to exert a restrictive influence on female worker
activism. -

* % £ 3 £

The working class, therefore, was bzeszt with a great number of handicaps
and problems ia secking to Jmpro ve its coaditions of work and to assort its
righis. In particular, the intensity of the workers” commumant to their class
intercst and their group identity anpca"" to have been limited. My atiempt
at cnumerating the factors responsible for this state of alfaivs must be treated
as a set of hypotheses witich need further iavestization.  Such an enguiry
shouwld also attempt to assign velative wq_m, to the several factors which
zd and diluted working class cons iwazss, while distinguishing the
spass of time during which tae more influcniial factors were operative.
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