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C A B I N E T 

C E Y L O N 

MEMORANDUM BY THE PARLIAMENTARY UNDER-SECRETARY OF STATE FOR  
COMMONWEALTH RELATIONS  

I N the absence of the Secretary of S ta te in New York I am circulat ing, ats 
of possible in teres t generally, some notes on the recent visit I p a i d to Ceylon 
tb a t tend the independence celebrations. 

2. The prac t ica l questions which are touched upon in these notes are all 
receiving considerat ion i r i ter-departmental ly . 

P . C. G . - W . 
Commonwealth Relations Office,  

17th March, 1948.  

R E P O R T ON C E Y L O N 
General 

1. Ceylon is set t l ing down as a genuine Dominion. Presen t Minis te rs are 
extremely fr iendly and w a n t to m a i n t a i n and deepen the Br i t i sh connexion. They 
wan t , for instance, to preserve Engl i sh as the official language in P a r l i a m e n t and 
courts . They do not w a n t Ceylon to be a R e p u b l i c : in looking for a name to 
describe themselves they are inclined to favour " Kingdom of Ceylon." 
Sehanayake is in the genuine t r ad i t i on of Dominion Pr ime Minis ters : deeply 
committed to the Br i t i sh connexion. 

2. The present Admin i s t r a t i o n is firmly in the saddle and has, I think, 
been s t rengthened by the t ransfer of power. To quite an extent we can help the 
p resen t Admin i s t r a t i on if we preserve the r i g h t approach to them. I t is ha rd ly 
too much to say t h a t if we t r ea t them str ic t ly as a Dominion, they will behave 
very like a loyal colony : whereas if we t r ea t them as a Colony we may end in 
d r i v ing them out of the Commonwealth. For some time the tone in which we 
conduct our var ious negot ia t ions will be extremely impor tant . I th ink t h a t all 
such negot iat ions should, therefore, be conducted by our H i g h Commissioner or 
t h r o u g h the Commonwealth Rela t ions Office. 

The Celebrations 
3. Two somewhat contradictory themes r a n through the celebrations. F i rs t , 

the re was rea l rejoicing a t independence peacefully won in co-operation wi th 
B r i t a i n . (This revealed itself in the official flying of the Union J a c k side by 
side wi th the Lion F l a g : the unofficial flying of quite a number of Union J a c k s ; 
the emphasis on royalty in the celebrat ions; the good will of the crowds towards 
the D u k e ; passages in the P r i m e Min i s t e r ' s speeches.) Simultaneously the other 
theme was developed tha t independence was the outcome of a s t ruggle for l iber ty ; 
£here Was even an under tone of ta lk about mar ty r s (evidence : the three versions 
of my broadcast published in the pape rs all left out the passage about Ceylori's 
independence being the mutua l achievement of Ceylon and B r i t a i n ; some young 
officials made remarks like " the only pe rmanent benefit from the Duke ' s visit 
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is tha t the roads have been improved ' ' ; fa i r ly widespread cri t icism about the 
cost of the celebrations—6 lakhs of rupees). 

4. The celebrations p u t royal ty and the Duke r i g h t in the centre, and 
opposition to the Royal visit was l imited. One man in the crowd produced a 
p lacard  ' ' Go back Gloucester  ' ' : one village in the n o r t h flew black flags : a 
few slogans were stencilled on walls : " Real , not fake, independence ." I talked , 
w i t h all the opposit ion leaders and all of them said they were content to boycott 
the celebrations and d id not w a n t to t ry and disorganise them or protes t aga ins t 
them. The Communist M.P.s and the M.P.s of the two Tro tskyi te P a r t i e s stayed 
away from the opening of P a r l i a m e n t but took up the seats al lot ted to them 
for their fr iends and relatives. 

Defence 
5. Of the two contradic tory themes the one of loyalty and rejoicing was 

f a r the more emphat ic and dominant . The f r iendsh ip of Ceylon for Br i t a in , 
which was always strong, became stronger a f ter 4 th February . There is, however, 
a subdued note' of doubt t h a t is still to be overcome. I t seemed to me tha t 
the root cause of th is is the mi l i t a ry agreement t h a t was made a condition 
precedent of Dominion s ta tus . Why, i t is asked by the opposition, was this 
insisted upon if i t does not d iminish independence? A n d Minis ters do not find 
th is easy to answer. 

Our defence relat ions w i t h Ceylon wil l depend upon mutua l f r iendship and 
confidence : this cannot be wr i t t e n into a document and certainly cannot be 
forced out of Ceylon as the resul t of a document. On balance the P r i m e Minis ter 
favours as early talks on defence as possible. H i s motives are :—-

(a)  Doubt whether the exis t ing Defence Agreement , which was agreed to 
by Ceylon before i t s independence, may not pre judice Ceylon's entry 
into the Un i t ed Nat ions Organ i sa t ion ; and 

(6) H i s desire to get a firm defence agreement tha t wi l l allay his fears  about 
excessive I n d i a n influence in the affairs a n d fu ture of Ceylon. 

I t was not my intent ion to b r ing up th is subject but i t was immediately raised 
on their side. The chief points are :— 

(a)  Ceylon will insist on the formal preservat ion and assert ion of i ts 
sovereignty and would prefer unpubl ished agreements and assurances 
to a Formal Trea ty . 

(&;) Ceylon  is eager to get an extremely close mi l i t a ry t ie-up w i t h us and 
will in fact give us all we want , if the forms of sovereignty are 
preserved. 

(c)  W e may have some ba rga in ing to do about rent , & c , for g round we 
use : but I do not th ink they wil l t r y and pinch us too far. 

(d)  They are not p r epa re d to spend very much themselves on their own 
defence : and we may need to push them in th i s mat ter . They wan t 
an independent force of their own but are t h i n k i ng of a force only 
1,000 strong. 

(e)  They w a n t us to t r a i n Ceylonese in our mi l i t a ry bases a,nd to ra ise Ceylon 
un i t s of the Imper i a l forces which can serve outside Ceylon. They 
w a n t the Pioneer Corps in Malaya to be continued. 

I am sure we can get all we w a n t in the way of facil i t ies for ourselves 
if we make the r igh t approach. Every th ing could be spoiled if we ta lked 
to Ceylon as if i t were a colony or dependency or as if we had r igh t s in its 
ter r i tory . A n y defence agreement we may make will depend upon the good 
wil l of the Government and people of Ceylon : we mus t assume this a n d can count 
on i t . W e must not a t t empt to subst i tute for i t cast- i ron concessions or ext ra-
te r r i tor ia l r ights . 

Confidential defence ta lks should, I am sure, be conducted very soon and 
by our H i g h Commissioner to whom the mi l i t a ry should act as exper t advisers. 

Admission to the United Nations Organisation 
6. The successful ent ry of Ceylon in to the U n i t e d Nat ions Organisa t ion 

is of pa ramount importance, a n d is largely bound u p w i t h the Defence Agreement . 
The P r i m e Minis ter impressed this on me several t imes. If Ceylon fails and 
B u r m a succeeds in ge t t ing in to the Uni t ed Nat ions Organ isa t ion the present 
Government might be seriously shaken and might even be compelled, wi th the 
utmost reluctance, to leave the Commonwealth. Ceylon Minis te rs a r e alarmed 
about Russ ia ' s possible a t t i t ud e and use of the Veto. 



7. The Ceylon Government is eager for us to give all possible advice and 
he lp to them about the best procedure for app ly ing for membership of the 
U n i t e d Nat ions . I t will ease the i r minds if we can do th is as fully, quickly 
and continuously as possible. 

India 
8. Rela t ions wi th I n d i a play a leading p a r t in Ceylon's policy. The P r ime 

Min i s t e r told me t h a t he regarded the I n d i a n problem as one of the two dangers 
fac ing Ceylon (the other is the Left opposit ion). 

I n p a r t Ceylon fears I n d i a n pressure and for this reason want s a close 
mi l i t a ry t ie-up w i t h us. They w a n t to be t rea ted on the i r mer i ts and do not 
wish to come too closely wi th in the I n d i a n orbit. 

I n p a r t Ceylon fears economic and social pressure by Tami l immigrat ion. 
T h i s under l ies the problem of Ceylon ci t izenship. I n d i a w a n t s all the immigran t 
Tami l s from M a d r a s to be full Ceylon citizens : there are some 800,000 of them 
a n d they a re liable to increase. Ceylon wan t s to l imit the number of these Tamil 
ci t izens to about 400,000. 

Senanayake a n d Nehru have had conversations on this . They have agreed 
" i n p r i n c i p l e " bu t in fact left all the real issues to be settled "as " d e t a i l s . " 
Senanayake has the impression t ha t he and Nehru are pre t ty close in the i r ideas. 
I very much doubt i t and I th ink tha t when Ceylon publishes i ts proposals there 
may be qui te sha rp tension wi th Ind ia . Senanayake feels s t rongly on th is mat ter . 

The Opposition 
9. The opposit ion in Ceylon consists of two quite dis t inct sections. 
One is the Tami l Congress, which represents the resident Tamils (not to be 

confused w i t h the immig ran t Tamils described above) and is s t rong in the nor th 
of the island. I t is not aga ins t Senanayake on social or economic issues, but is 
aga in s t h im as a Sinhalese. I was told t h a t there are good chances t ha t the Tamil 
Congress will jo in the Government, ge t t ing two seats in the Cabinet. 

The other section of the opposit ion consists of three Marx i s t pa r t i e s or 
Lef t i s t s as they a re commonly called. 

There is a Communist p a r t y w i th 3 seats (out of 95) and two Trotskyi te 
pa r t i e s (one wi th 10 seats, one wi th 5). Al l a re led by ex-officers of the Oxford or 
Cambr idge Union. I ta lked wi th the leaders of these par t ies . The differences 
between them are very subtle and theoretical . The Communis t p a r t y of course 
follows Russ ia over the Marsha l l P lan , but i ts detai led local policy is really indis-
t inguishable from t h a t of the two Trotsky par t i e s :— they speak for the poor 
aga in s t the r ich; demand land re forms; pu t fo rward constant claims for wage 
increases ; a n d s tand for " g e n u i n e " independence. The only difference tha t I 
could detect between the two Trotsky par t i es ( apa r t from acute personal differ-
ences) is t h a t the smaller of the two accepts the lead of the Tro tsky p a r t y in 
M a d r a s , whi ls t the other refuses to. I t seems probable t h a t the two Trotsky 
pa r t i e s will one day unite. The differences w i th the Communist pa r t y a re of course 
unbr idgeable and a serious source of weakness to the Left . There a re a few 
Bikkhus or Buddh i s t pr ies ts associated w i t h the Tro tsky p a r t i e s ; but th i s is not an 
impor t an t factor. 

10. These Lef t par t ies do represent and reflect a serious social problem. 
They are a danger in the sense t h a t if Ceylon comes a cropper i t would take the 
form of very serious social upheava l ; j u s t as if I n d i a came a cropper i t would 
reveal itself in communal anarchy. I do not th ink the Lef t par t ies are an immi-
nen t danger though they wil l continue for a considerable t ime, as the causes of the 
social discontent t h a t has given rise to them are deep-rooted. 

Social and Economic Problems 
11. Socially, Ceylon is a mix tu re of feudal ism a n d E igh teen th Century 

landed aristocracy. There is relatively l i t t le caste a n d pract ical ly no communal 
tension. I n the middle of the island, especially in the old kingdom of Kandy, 
something very close to feudalism has survived. 

A p a r t from the Left leaders, every pol i t ic ian is an extremely rich landowner 
w i t h local power and influence comparable to a W h i g landlord in George I I F s 
t ime. They have much the same a t t i t ude towards politics. Publ ic life is r iddled 
w i t h affable and open corruption, moral and otherwise. 

These W h i g landlords have honestly led a poli t ical campaign for independence 
but they have very l i t t le idea of social progress. They tend to be terrified by the 
Left opposit ion which they do not u n d e r s t a n d ; they regard i t as a monstrous 
and wicked violation of the n a t u r a l order and, if i t grew, would be tempted to 



suppress it . Their spontaneous reaction is to combat M a r x i s m w i t h Buddhism 
and thev are spending a good deal on this p ropaganda . Buddh i sm (and the 
Catholicism in the coastal a rea nor th of Colombo) are indeed very powerful 
bar r ie rs to the advance of the pa r t i es of the Left . Nevertheless i t is in j u s t these 
areas t h a t they have won their successes; they have some influence amongst the 
Tamil immigrants (who a re however run by powerful a n d unscrupulous bosses 
of their own who are also money-lenders); they have made no impression a t all , 
on the resident Tamil popula t ion of the nor th . 

Fa i r ly elaborate programmes of social reform have been launched by the 
Government—especially in education, hospi ta ls and the like. Indeed these 
schemes may well be beyond the economic resources of the is land. Such measures 
will not however remove the real causes of social discontent . The s t a n d a r d s of 
cleanliness, education and village housing are a l ready considerably higher t h a n 
in I n d i a ; but social discontent is also more serious t h a n in Ind i a . 

The main cause of discontent is the f ragmenta t ion of the ownersh ip of l and 
which has gone to fan tas t i c lengths. E i g h t people wil l have a share in one acre of 
paddy-field or in a handfu l of coconut trees. Three separa te families will have 
the r igh t to cult ivate a. given field in successive years. The resul t is ei ther a 
reluctance to work the land at all because so many people have cont ingent claims 
upon the produce or feverish exploi tat ion to get out as much as possible dur ing the 
year of cultivation. 

For th is there is no remedy but to make more l and available and to give i t in 
compensation for loss of present r igh ts in parcels of land. U n d e r the s t imulus of 
the P r i m e Minis ter considerable progress is being made in reduc ing jungle to 
paddy-field by d igging i r r iga t ion canals (all th i s jung le was r ich l and a thousand 
or two thousand years ago). The work is held u p by lack of bulldozers, scoops, etc. 
Half-a-dozen more would enable the work to be grea t ly speeded up . Colonisation, 
as i t is called, of these new settlements is said to be very cor rupt ly done; but the 
essential t h ing is tha t new families are being settled. 

12. Jungle-clearance, however, cannot do the t r ick fas t enough. Some lands 
will have to be expropr ia ted and resettled if the causes of social discontent are to 
be removed. Over th is there is likely to be a sha rp division in the Cabinet . The 
chief leader of a fo rward policy is B a n d a r a n a i k e , commonly ta lked of as 
Senanayake 's successor a n d another product of the Oxford Union. Himself a 
lawyer, he will find i t h a r d to convince his land-owning colleagues. H e ta lked to me 
about the possibility of res ignat ion if he does not get his way. 

13. A . fu r the r cause of social discontent is a cer ta in amount of unemploy-
ment. The ul t imate remedy can only be the development of some simple secondary 
industr ies . Some remedy migh t be found in a reduct ion of the Tami l immig ran t 
populat ion and this is one of the ma in motives behind B a n d a r a n a i k e s ' s extreme 
an t i - Ind i an policy. The unemployment problem doubtless under l ies the eagerness 
tha t we should raise Ceylon uni t s of the Imper i a l Forces. If, as seems likely, 
there is not enough money both for large land reform and re-employment measures 
and for major social reforms Ceylon should give preference to the first. The 
removal of economic discontent is her most press ing problem. 

14. A grea t need in Ceylon is a genuine rad ica l Labour Movement based on 
proper T rad e Unions. Any th ing we could do to fo rward th is would be in our 
interests. I p u t fo rward the suggestion tha t batches of workers migh t come from 
Ceylon to England to learn about modern T r a d e Unions and i ndus t r i a l pract ice. 
The idea w a s welcomed and any proposal we could make would be eagerly taken up . 

15. If no serious land reforms are under taken the Lef t P a r t i e s wil l remain 
of some importance, though I doubt whether they wil l make electoral headway. 
The Un i t ed Nat ional P a r t y is beginning for the first t ime to t ake local organisa-
tion seriously. Buddhism and Catholicism will become increasingly stubborn 
obstacles to Marxism. I f reforms were under taken , the M a r x i s t opposit ion 
would cease to be serious : bu t th is would be a slow process. 

16. I was impressed by the keenness a n d efficiency of a number of young 
Government officials I met. These should in due course somewhat improve the 
s t andards of adminis t ra t ive moral i ty in the is land. 

17. I was also deeply impressed by the good s t a r t made by the H i g h 
Commissioner and his skeleton staff. They have immediately h i t off the r i gh t 
tone for a Dominion and have won the confidence of the key officials and civil 
servants. 

P . C. G.-W. 
March, 1948 


