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THE PRiCE OF SpurNING

AMERICAN MEebDiATION

.But right through the past

by Jehan Perera

Special to Sunday Island

I'he U.S. House of Repre-
sentatives recently passed a
resolution, with no dissen
sion, offering its
fices to helpresolve SriLan
ka's ethnic conflict. Ordinar
ily a government fighting a
secessionist rebellion should
be favourably disposed to
welcoming such
American assistance. The
resolution itself was a
skillfully balanced one. This
surprising. Many of
the best Sri Lankan academ
ics, both Sinhalese and
Tamil, today reside in the
United States where they
have a leading position in
the universities
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Alone amongst the
great powers of the world
the United States stands as
the country that successfully
defeated a secessionist re-
bellion. Great Britain failed
to keep Ireland and the So-
viet Union failed yith its
non-Russian republics. But
in the American civil war,
the United States succeeded,
even though it was at_the
cost of a million lives

On the other hand, the
United States greatly assisted
in the processes that led to

the break up of the Soviet
Union. But that was always
an artificial unity forged by
the Red Army and the Com
munist Party. Ending this
undemocratic union wasl
ways a priority goal of the
United States which consid
Soviet Union to be
its major world rival
But united
countries is not the Amerni
can tradition. They are men
tally conditioned to be on
the side of those seeking to
preserve the unity of their
own countnies. Americans
taught from childhood
about the history of the their
own anlisecessionist war,
and the memory of their great
civil war heroes such as
President Lincoln and Gen-
eral Grantloom large in their
consciousness.
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To Sri Lankans seek
ing tokeep theircountry from
being divided, the United
States would be anatural ally.
Unlike the Soviet Union, Sri
Lanka is not an artificial en-
tity created inthe 20th cen-
tury: True the country was
re-unified under one rule by
the Britishin 1815 aftersome
400 years of fragmentation.

20007years : nuumnllhunc
in the island's history is the
belief that it was a urmity
Even the kings of Jaffna rul
ing only in the north claimed
to be Kings of all Lanka as
did the kings of Ruhuna rul-
ing only in the south.s

As for the U.S. strate
gicinterestin Sri Lanka,
Sri Lanka would be.one of
the most unimportant places
o American strat § 1o
day. Undoubtedly. there was
a time during the
years when Trincomalee har
bour was a stratg

alas

cold war

¢ location
foranaval base. Perhaps also
in the late 1970s Srid_anka
wasimportant becauseit was
one of the first of the
developed countries toadopt
the open market system. At
that time the United States
may have wished to make it
into a showpiece for other
third would countries toemu-
late
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But today Sri Lanka is
atthe periphery of American
strategicinterest. The Ameri-
canmarketis gradually clos-
ing to Sri Lankan exporters
with preference being given
to other countries. Nor are
American investors coming

Lanka is
llmn and their are reports of
the warthat keep them away
This is a pity because Sri
Lankans on the
highly pro-Americanint
outlook
~  Theanti
found so openly in
America
South Asian countries is n
found in Sri Lanka. People
of all ethnic and political
bigs
cagerly send their
children to the United State
to study and settle down if
possible
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The offer of d of
ficesmade by the U.S. House
of Representatives ne
be viewed in this la po
litical
context

, economic and social
There are a number
of positive aspects to this
American offer that a knee
jerk reaction would tend to
obscure. Unfortunately
many of Sri Lanka's politi-
cal leaders appear unable to
rise above the knee level in
their ability to be humble in
the face of their record of
failures

For instance when in
terviewed by the press po
litical luminaries such as
Ratnasiri Wickremanayake,
Jeyaraj Fernandopulle,

Dinesh Gunawardena,
Kumar  Ponnambalam,
Dharmalingam Sidharthan,
Batty Weerakoon and
Tyronne Fermnandogenerally
ejected the idea of foreign
mediation with varying de
grees of intellectual acuity

Amongthereasonsthey gave
was an often pompous be
lief in their own capacity to
solve the problem. Unfortu
natély the most visible ca
pacity that many of qur poli
ticians have shown istontake
gfe ethnic conflict a lot
worse
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two parties are involvedin a
conflict they usually get intc
a closed cycle of escalating
conflict. Theiremotions rise
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their intellectual horizons
narrow and their rationality
shrinks. They stop trying to
listen to the other side let
alone lerstand them
When peoplearetooclose to
a problem they become-un
able to see all the
clearly. Thereis aneed fora
distant and detached
This is where external

mediation comes in
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