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It is a great honour to be invited to deliver this lecture in memory 

of Neelan Tiruchelvam.  How much of an honour I didn’t properly 

understand until I began to read about his life and work, for 

this was not someone I had encountered in person or in print.  

It is always a little humbling for an academic to be faced with 

someone who has not only won renown as a scholar but who 

has taken his scholarship and used it to make a difference in 

the real world of politics.  As academics, the greatest risk that we 

face is probably getting a nasty book review or having an article 

rejected for publication.  In politics, as we know only too well, it 

is a very different matter.

I do not come here as an expert on the politics of Sri Lanka, and 

what I have learnt through reading about the history of your 

country since independence has convinced me that it is one of 

the hardest places on earth to understand properly.  An outsider 

is almost certain to make some elementary mistake.  So the fi rst 

rule for the visiting speaker is to refrain from offering advice, in 

the sense of telling people that they ought to be doing this or that 

– changing the constitution yet again, for example.  So in my talk 

today I’m going to be offering you some general refl ections on how 

democracy can be made to work in plural societies – I’ll explain 

what I mean by that in a moment – and leaving you to draw any 

conclusions that might apply to Sri Lanka specifi cally.
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Besides giving unwanted advice, there’s another temptation 

that a visiting speaker needs to resist, and that is to endear 

himself to the audience by mirroring back to them all of the 

things that they’re inclined to believe already.  I could spend the 

next 45 minutes telling you how important human rights are, 

what a wonderful thing democracy is, and so on, and you would 

probably feel happily reassured at the end, but what would you 

have learned that was new?  I think my job is to ask questions 

that might challenge some of the things that you believe: you 

can challenge me in return in our discussion period.

So my topic is democracy, and the fi rst question I want to ask is 

what makes democracy possible in the fi rst place.  What makes 

people willing to be governed by democratic institutions?  For 

they are not always willing.  Democracies sometimes collapse 

because signifi cant numbers of their subjects rebel against them: 

we have recently been reminded of this fact by the example of 

the ‘Arab Spring’.  Let’s take a quick look back in historical time 

to throw some light on this point.  In Britain this year we have 

been celebrating the 800th anniversary of the signing of Magna 

Carta, when members of the nobility forced King John to submit 

to constraints on royal power, including some elements of what 

we now call the rule of law – habeas corpus and the right to a fair 

trial.  This is sometimes seen as one of the foundation stones of 

modern democracy.  But if so, it took another 700 years for the 

remaining stones to be laid.  How so: were we British very slow 

learners?  Why was full-blown democracy not introduced sooner?  

The answer, surely, is that the social structure of Britain, with 

a small, rich landowning class confronting a mass of largely 

illiterate peasants, would not have allowed it.  Even in the 

nineteenth century, when that structure had been transformed 

into an industrial economy, it was widely believed that giving 

the vote to the working class who formed the majority would 

mean the end of capitalism.  This was the shared view of people 

like Lord Macaulay who wanted to defend private property and 

those like Karl Marx who wanted to destroy it.  Democracy was 
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destabilising: either the vote must be restricted to the middle 

class, which was Macaulay’s view, or if the workers succeeded in 

getting it, they would inevitably use it to create socialism, which 

was Marx’s hope.

The lesson to draw here is a very simple one.  Democracy, 

whatever particular form it takes, always places ultimate power 

in the hands of the majority.  So where society is polarised into 

two sections with very different interests, the minority group is 

not going to be willing to be ruled by the majority if it fears that 

the majority is going to use that power to oppress or exploit.  

And then there are essentially three possibilities for the minority 

group.  One is exit, either in the form of individual fl ight abroad 

or of secession, where the minority group attempts to set up a 

state of its own on part of the territory.  A second is supporting 

a non-democratic government, where some authority fi gure or 

military regime succeeds in holding the balance between the two 

groups, the majority and the minority.  And then the third is 

to attempt to create a moderated form of democracy where the 

majority’s power is checked; in other words there are safeguards 

that prevent the majority group from using the power it has 

simply by virtue of numbers to exploit or oppress the minority.

How does that diagnosis apply to what I am calling ‘plural 

societies’, by which I mean societies that are divided by religion, 

ethnicity or nationality in such a way that we can speak of a 

majority community and one or more minorities?  Of course 

almost every society is multicultural in certain ways, but in plural 

societies the divisions run deeper.  People identify primarily with 

their own group and are very unlikely to change sides.  You 

might nonetheless think that the problems for democracy here 

will be less severe than in class divided societies like 19th century 

Britain.  There seems no obvious reason why people divided 

by religious or ethnic identity should have strongly confl icting 

interests.  Very often, however, the opposite proves to be the 

case, because class divisions need not be as clear-cut as the 
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pessimists about democracy assumed.  Both Macaulay and Marx 

got it wrong: democracy and capitalism proved to be compatible 

with each other.  One reason was that the working class turned 

out to be internally divided.  The Conservative politician Benjamin 

Disraeli, who supported extending the franchise, spotted what 

he called ‘the angels in marble’, workers who aspired to join 

the middle class and saw Conservative policies as helping them 

to realise their aspiration.  This continues to be Conservative 

strategy to the present day.

In societies where the lines of division are based on religion, 

ethnicity or nationality – or sometimes all three together – in 

contrast, political identities are more rigid.  If you are a Catholic 

in Northern Ireland, for example, you cannot aspire to be a 

Protestant.  Even if you lose your religious faith, you are still 

going to be a Catholic – that is your community.  Sociologists will 

tell us that ethnic identities are more fl uid than we often assume, 

and that there will always be minorities within minorities.  That 

is certainly true, but nonetheless it is often the big markers of 

identity that matter politically.  To use the example of Northern 

Ireland again, it is overwhelmingly the case that Catholics vote 

for Catholic parties and Protestants vote for Protestant parties. 

I expect you to tell me that this applies equally to Sinhalese, 

Tamils, Muslims and others here.  What this means, of course, 

is that although the party make-up of the legislature may 

change over time as parties rise and fall, there is still going to be 

a permanent majority for the largest group.  The best that the 

minority groups can hope for is that splits within the majority 

along party lines may sometimes allow their representatives 

to be junior parties in a coalition.  There is never going to be 

genuine rotation such that sometimes the majority is in power 

and sometimes the minority, so long as people to continue to 

vote on the basis of their group identities.

You might say: what’s the problem with this?  Democracy is 

always going to mean majority rule.  Since there will never be 
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complete consensus, who else but the majority should decide?  

But the problem with that reply is that it doesn’t tell us why 

the minority groups should agree to be ruled in this way.  They 

are entitled to ask for a fair deal – their proper share of all the 

benefi ts that living together in a society can provide.  If they 

aren’t getting a fair deal, they will certainly be tempted to turn 

their backs on democracy in one of the ways I described, and 

as we know, that temptation has often proved strong enough to 

disrupt or even destroy democracy itself.

So, in a plural society, a stable democracy needs to fi nd a way 

of ensuring that minority groups are not only getting a fair deal 

but also can see that they are getting one.  I want to look at three 

ways in which this problem might be solved: I will call them 

the human rights approach, the power-sharing approach, and 

the devolved government approach.   These are not mutually 

exclusive.  Perhaps the best solution will involve a combination 

of all three.  But I will begin by examining each on its own merits, 

starting with human rights.

As I’m sure you already know, human rights are hugely popular 

today as a means of tackling social and political problems.  

Advocates speak about a ‘Justice Cascade’ sweeping the world and 

forcing political leaders everywhere to conform to human rights 

norms or else face sanctions, including criminal prosecution.  

Whether this is really happening is a matter of judgement. I want 

to look at human rights as a solution to the minorities problem 

I’ve been discussing.  The proposed solution is that a wide range 

of human rights should be entrenched in the state’s constitution, 

such that decisions by government or parliament will be subject 

to judicial review and nullifi ed if they can be shown to infringe 

one of the entrenched rights.  The rights will protect everybody, 

but especially members of the minority who might otherwise 

be subject to legislation or policies designed to promote the 

majority’s interests or values at their expense.  Obviously this 

depends on the majority community being willing to support a 
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constitution that has this restraining feature built into it.  It 

also depends on the existence of a judiciary that is suffi ciently 

independent that it can take decisions that the government 

dislikes.  These are going to be real issues in practice.  But I 

want to ask a different question here.  How effective are human 

rights as a way of protecting the interests and aspirations of 

minority groups in plural societies?

The essential problem here is that human rights are designed as 

protections for individuals; they are not targeted at groups.  The 

protections they provide are certainly important for members 

of minorities.  If human rights are made effective, they will be 

protected against arbitrary arrest and detention, they will be able 

to speak freely and practice their religion or their culture, they 

will be protected against discrimination in the workplace, and 

so forth.  These are important safeguards.  But minority groups 

typically also care a great deal about what I will call collective 

goods, and human rights are not so useful here.  Depending on 

the kind of group we are talking about, they may care not just 

that they should be permitted to use their own language, but 

that their language should receive offi cial recognition.  They may 

want support for their culture or religion, in the form for example 

of schools in which that culture or religion is transmitted down 

to the next generation.  They may have territorial claims – ideas 

about areas of land that they see as rightfully belonging to them, 

and that should they should therefore be allowed to control.  

They may care about the state’s symbols – about the fl ag or the 

national anthem or the kind of ceremony used to inaugurate the 

head of state.  These are all collective goods in the sense that if 

they are going to be provided, they will be provided for the whole 

group and not for individual members.

Human rights as they are usually understood belong to 

individuals and not to groups, and so they are of very limited 

use when minority groups are being deprived of the collective 

goods that they believe to be important to them.  It does not 



9

make sense to talk about an individual right to an offi cial 

language, or to religious schooling, or to territory.  There is really 

only one widely acknowledged collective right, the right to self-

determination, which although not included in the original UN 

Declaration, is present in the later International Covenants: ‘All 

peoples have the right of self-determination’.  As this is usually 

understood, however, a ‘people’ here means all the citizens of a 

state taken together.  The right is meant to protect them from 

foreign domination, especially from colonialism.  It says nothing 

about how they should arrange their affairs internally.  In fact 

the relevant clause goes on to say that it is up to them to decide 

what form of government they wish to have.

So human rights are certainly very important for minority groups, 

but taken by themselves they don’t really address the political 

disadvantages that minority groups face simply by virtue of the 

fact that they are minorities.  If the majority uses the power it 

inevitably has to make the state into an instrument of its own will 

– pursuing policies that refl ect its own cultural or religious values 

at the expense of the other groups in society – human rights 

even when they are properly enforced are not going to provide an 

effective safeguard.  So now let me move to the second approach, 

which I called the power sharing approach.  The basic idea here 

is that we should arrange things politically so that the majority 

is forced to share power with one or more minority groups.  This 

can be done at different levels – either at parliamentary level 

through the electoral system, or at governmental level, or at 

both together.  The electoral system can be made more minority-

friendly in a number of ways.  One is through the introduction 

of some form of proportional representation, so that parties 

representing the minority groups are able to win some seats in 

parliament, which they might not be able to do under a traditional 

Westminster-style system.  A different approach which stays with 

the fi rst past-the-post system for counting votes involves drawing 

constituency boundaries in such a way that minority groups 

become the majority in a certain number of constituencies.  Yet 
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another possibility is formally to reserve a certain number of 

seats for particular ethnic or religious groups – this happens in 

countries as different as Croatia, Lebanon and New Zealand.  Of 

course none of these methods will provide the minority groups 

on an equal footing with the majority in parliament – they will 

still remain minorities.  The theory, however, is that they will be 

able to make their voices heard, and that they may be able to 

exert some infl uence on government in cases where they become 

junior partners in a coalition.

I think that these forms of power-sharing have some value, 

but whether they are an effective way of protecting minority 

groups’ interests depends too much on contingent factors 

such as whether members of the majority are willing to listen 

to what is being said by the minority’s elected representatives, 

and whether they turn out be essential to forming a ruling 

coalition.  You might contemplate the position of Arab parties 

in Israel’s Knesset as an example of how little real power formal 

representation guarantees.  So what if we move up to a higher 

level and examine power-sharing in government?  What I am 

thinking of here is a formal arrangement that reserves certain 

government offi ces for members of each group.  If the Prime 

Minister comes from one group, then his or her deputy must be 

drawn from the other group, and so on.  This can be combined 

with proportionality rules for the civil service and the judiciary.  

We have had an arrangement like this in the UK for Northern 

Ireland since the Good Friday Agreement was signed in 1998.  

Ministries are allocated to parties according to their proportions 

in the Stormont assembly, which is itself elected using a form of 

proportional representation.  What this means is that in practice 

the Northern Ireland Executive is nicely balanced between 

Protestant Unionists and Catholic Nationalists.  It is by no means 

a utopia – there have been several crises along the way when one 

or other side has threatened to walk out – but it has meant that 

the province has been spared the inter-communal violence that 

lasted through the three previous decades.
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I am not trying to offer post-Good Friday Northern Ireland as a 

specifi c model for anywhere else, but it’s certainly worth asking 

what has made it work.  Well, fi rst, although Northern Ireland 

is a majority/minority community, it is fairly evenly balanced 

between Protestants and Catholics: the population split is about 

48% Protestant identifi ers to 45% Catholic identifi ers, and 

this translates into 56/43 seat split in favour of the Unionist 

parties in the current assembly.  So it is not a question of a 

large majority confronting a small minority.  In fact, on current 

trends, it may not be long before the Catholic identifi ers become 

the larger group.  Second, the power sharing arrangement is 

held in place through pressure exerted by both British and Irish 

governments who very much want the deal to stick.  Essentially 

the threat on the part of the British government is that if power-

sharing breaks down, then Northern Ireland will once again 

be ruled directly from London.  Although that would be more 

unwelcome to the Catholics than the Protestants, no politician 

in Northern Ireland really wants it to happen.  So they have a big 

incentive to make sure that power-sharing continues to work.  

And that of course is over and above the great improvement to 

the economy and living standards that the end to violence and 

stable government has brought about in the years since 1998.  

And third, the Nationalist parties have been willing to put their 

ambitions for a united Ireland into cold storage for the time 

being, and accept that their primary political role is to work for 

the benefi t of the Catholic community in Northern Ireland – so in 

effect they’ve accepted the legitimacy of a system that gives them 

a guaranteed (but not majority) position.

So could something like the Northern Irish solution be replicated 

in plural societies elsewhere? It is one thing to write a constitution 

that has power-sharing requirements built into it, and another 

to show that the communities themselves have suffi cient reason 

to make it work.   Why in particular would the majority agree 

to implement such an arrangement, if there is no external force 

(like the British government in the case of Northern Ireland) 
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compelling them to do so?  One answer could be that the 

alternative appears worse still – that without power-sharing, the 

minority will try to secede, or civil war will break out.  But this 

is not a very stable solution.  Fear alone is not enough to hold a 

state together.

In fact, in countries such as Belgium where a form of power-

sharing has lasted over a long period of time, it seems that 

another factor has entered the equation: although there is a 

fairly clear linguistic and cultural division between the two main 

groups, the Flemish and the Walloons, there is also a widely 

shared and valued overarching identity as Belgians.  Both sides 

would lose something of value to them if Belgium were to split.  

In other words, Belgium is not just a plural society, divided along 

linguistic lines.  It is also a nation with the usual trappings of 

nationality, a monarch, a capital city that neither side wants 

to abandon, and so forth.  I am going to come back later to 

talk about the importance of shared national identity in plural 

societies.  What I am saying at this point is that a power-sharing 

form of democracy can be made to work, but that it needs the 

right kind of motivation, which can either be supplied externally, 

as in the case of Northern Ireland, or internally, by the different 

communities sharing a desire to stay together and therefore 

needing to fi nd a fair way of resolving their disagreements.

As time has gone on, the Belgians have in fact drifted rather 

more towards the third approach I want to consider, the 

one I called the devolved government approach.  Here, each 

community is granted considerable autonomy to make decisions 

in its own geographical region.  It is given control over policy in 

areas like education and welfare, while the central government 

retains authority over security, defence and foreign policy.  

The devolved government may even be given some tax-raising 

powers.  Sometimes this arrangement is described as a form 

of federalism, but it need not be – in the UK, for example, 

substantial powers have been devolved to Wales and Scotland as 
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well to Northern Ireland, but, the UK does not describe itself as 

a federal state.  The essential point is that the different groups 

in the society should feel that their interests are being protected 

by being granted self-government over the areas of policy that 

matter most to them.

How well does this work as a solution to the majority-minority 

problem in plural societies?  Notice fi rst of all that because it 

relies on devolving power to a particular geographical area, it 

is only going to work where the minority is concentrated in a 

particular region.  So it depends upon the kind of pluralism we 

are talking about.  The most straightforward case is where the 

minority groups are minority nations, and where the nation’s 

borders are already well-established.  Scotland within the UK is 

a case in point.  As you’ll know, an independence referendum 

was held last year.  It was fi nally lost, but there was a moment 

at which it looked as though the Yes vote might well carry the 

day.  So this was somewhat controversial, but what was not 

controversial was the area in which the referendum was held.  

The borders between England and Scotland were settled in 

the 16th century, and have not been challenged since, though 

Nicola Sturgeon, the currently very popular leader of the Scottish 

National Party, when asked in an interview whether she might 

consider putting up a candidate south of the border in the city of 

Carlisle – the site of a famous Scottish siege 700 years ago – said, 

jokingly ‘Don’t tempt me’ (at least we hope she was joking).  The 

point, then, is that devolved government can only deliver within 

the borders of its jurisdiction, so if we’re concerned about the 

minority’s access to collective goods, these will go most directly 

to the people who live within those borders.

Nevertheless, devolved forms of government may indirectly benefi t 

members of the minority living elsewhere.  Language protection 

may be the best example here.  A minority’s language is always 

vulnerable to being eroded because there will be an incentive to 

convert to the majority language, or to an international language 
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like English, and especially to have your children educated in 

that language as an insurance policy.  If a minority group wants 

to preserve its native tongue, it is important to have a physical 

space in which that language is the offi cial language – the language 

of government and public life. The Belgian philosopher Philippe 

van Parijs puts this nicely when, thinking about the fate of the 

small languages of Europe, he says that every language needs 

a territory in which it is ‘queen’ – a region where everybody is 

expected to learn and use the language.  A devolved government 

can ensure that the queen retains her supremacy and this can 

be of benefi t to people who speak that language outside the 

territory.  For example it helps to ensure that books, fi lms and 

TV shows continue to be made in the language.  A good example 

is the role that Quebec plays in preserving the use of French in 

Canada, thereby benefi tting French speakers in other provinces.  

This couldn’t happen unless Quebec was self-governing with the 

freedom to create its own language policy within the limits laid 

down in the Canadian constitution.

So devolved government can work for minority groups that are 

territorially concentrated – but not for groups that are spread 

more or less evenly throughout the state, as may be the case 

with religious minorities, for instance.  But there needs to be 

agreement on the borders within which devolution will occur.  

What, however, if there is no agreement?  Typically national 

minorities will have a territorial heartland that is of great symbolic 

importance to them, but there may be a large periphery in which 

many of their members actually live.  How much of that area 

should be included in the devolved territory?  Unfortunately 

there is no obvious way to answer this question.  Sometimes 

it is suggested that the way forward is to hold a referendum: 

let the people themselves decide whether they want to form 

part of a particular regional unit or not.  But then the question 

becomes: who should be included in the constituency for the 

referendum itself?  The issue was famously posed by the man 

largely responsible for the original constitution of independent 
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Ceylon, Sir Ivor Jennings, who attacked the doctrine of self-

determination in the following words:  

‘On the surface it seemed reasonable: let the people decide. It 

was in fact ridiculous because the people cannot decide until 

somebody decides who are the people.’

There is another potential problem with devolved government: it 

may serve as a half-way house leading to demands for outright 

secession.  As I understand it, this is one of the reasons why 

the idea of federalism has consistently met with opposition in 

Sri Lanka.  Some regard it as a slippery slope leading towards 

the break-up of the country.  In saying that this is a potential 

problem, I am assuming here that the nature of the division 

between majority and minority is not so acute that a complete 

divorce would be justifi ed in any case.  I am assuming in other 

words that the two groups can live together if they can work 

out an arrangement that is fair to both.  Why then is devolution 

not always a stable solution? Experience tells us that there is 

an incentive for politicians in the devolved unit to win popular 

support by demanding an ever-increasing share of power and 

resources from the centre.  When times are hard, they can blame 

the national government for austerity, and paint a rosy picture of 

how life will be once the territory becomes independent.  In this 

way they can create a demand for independence even though 

this may not be what they really want in their heart of hearts.

Having said that, there are plenty of examples of multinational 

democracies which are federal in form and yet have remained 

stable over many years, including some like Canada where 

secessionist movements have sprung up, but then later seen 

their support fall away.  Switzerland has not faced a serious 

challenge to its unity since the Sonderbund War of 1847.   

So how has this been achieved?  In my view, a key factor in 

these success stories is that though they can be described as 

multinational democracies, they are not just multinational or 

multi-ethnic.  There is also an overarching national identity that 
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bridges between the majority and the minority.  People in Quebec 

mostly think of themselves as Canadian as well as Quebecois or 

as French-speakers.  German, French and Italian speakers in 

Switzerland think of themselves as Swiss fi rst and foremost and 

celebrate Alpine landscapes and William Tell.  An inclusive sense 

of nationality like this dampens down any separatist urges and 

makes it easier for majority and minority groups to collaborate 

politically since there are common points of reference that they 

share with each other.  So this makes it easier both to create 

power-sharing institutions and devolved forms of government: 

people can trust one another not to abuse the opportunities 

these institutions provide simply to promote the interest of their 

own group.  In democratic politics, trust is the most precious 

commodity we have.  Whatever promotes it should be seized 

with both hands.

There is, though, a potential problem with national identity as 

the cement that enables democracy to work in plural societies.  

Typically, the identity itself is not culturally neutral.  It bears 

the imprint of the majority group, whether this is a matter of 

language, religion, or historical points of reference.  So how 

can minority groups buy into it?  Some scholars today argue 

that what needs to be promoted in place of traditional national 

identities is ‘civic nationalism’ or ‘constitutional patriotism’.  The 

idea here is that what should hold people together is not so much 

a common history, or a language, or a set of cultural values, but 

their loyalty to the state itself, or in particular to the principles 

that are laid down in its constitution, which will usually mean 

liberal principles like human rights, the rule of law and indeed 

democracy itself.  In other words the idea of ‘the people’ should 

be redefi ned so that it no longer refers to an historic group that 

have lived on the territory for centuries past and have developed 

their own customs, religious practices and so forth, but to all the 

people living together as citizens of the state, regardless of their 

cultural background, whether they are from long-established 

families or newly arrived immigrants, and so forth.
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Inclusive civic nationalism of that kind is a noble vision, but 

is it a realistic one?  Can people really identify with something 

as abstract as a constitution, or a set of principles?  Well in 

some places, perhaps they do.  Americans clearly revere their 

constitution, despite the fact that it contains some clauses 

(such as the one that refers to the right to bear arms), that make 

it quite dysfunctional today.  For different reasons, so do the 

Germans.  But in many other places, constitutions themselves 

are contested politically and change over time.  When I fi rst began 

studying politics, there was a joke about the man who went 

into a bookshop in Paris and asked to buy a copy of the French 

Constitution and was told to look in the Periodicals section.  And 

in Britain, of course, we don’t really have one at all, despite the 

Magna Carta. But even if the constitution exists and is stable, 

the question remains whether it is likely to provide the kind of 

emotional bond that is needed to hold a plural society together.  

If the question is ‘who are we?  What makes us Sri Lankans and 

not Indians or Pakistanis (say)?’ the answer is not likely to refer 

to a state or a constitution.

Is there a middle road here, between traditional nationalism, 

which is too ‘thick’ because it is imbued with the cultural values 

of the historic majority, and purely civic nationalism, which I am 

suggesting is too ‘thin’ to serve the function that it needs to serve.  

Is it possible to develop an inclusive form of nationalism that all 

groups in a plural society, the minority as well as the majority, 

can identify with?  I believe it is possible, but it requires careful 

crafting.  One question is whether there are points of reference 

that all groups in the society share – for example occasions in the 

past when they have come together to defend against a common 

enemy.  It occurred to me when reading about the history of Sri 

Lanka that the process of decolonisation might have been such 

a point had there been more of an independence struggle – if a 

Sri Lankan Gandhi had appeared.  The handover from British 

rule, which at the time seemed commendably smooth, might 

in retrospect not have served the country’s future integrity as 
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well as something more contested.  Sport can also become an 

arena in which national identity is expressed, and I have read a 

couple of interesting commentaries on the reasons why Tamils 

have been under-represented (with some notable exceptions) in 

Sri Lankan cricket.  Putting that right would be one of my top 

priorities if I was ruler for the day.

Another question is how to strike a cultural balance between 

majority and minority.  The aim cannot be complete cultural 

neutrality.  A national identity must refl ect the cultures of the 

groups that now make up the nation, and this also means that 

the majority culture (if there is one) must be given some degree of 

precedence.  But this is consistent with recognition and support 

for the minority cultures.  Take the often problematic area of 

language policy in multilingual societies.  Broadly speaking there 

are three solutions.  One is to give each signifi cant language 

offi cial status and ensure that they can all be used throughout 

the territory for public purposes; this is the Canadian solution 

for French and English.  The second is to follow the territorial 

principle and make each language ‘queen’ in particular regions.  

This is the Swiss solution: if you travel on a Swiss train, the 

announcements will change from, say, German to French as you 

cross a cantonal border.  This means that there is no national 

language as such.  The third is to have the majority language 

as the national language and encourage everyone to learn that, 

while providing educational and media support for speakers of 

the minority languages.  This is the UK’s solution for speakers of 

Welsh and Gaelic.  Which solution is preferable will depend partly 

on the numerical balance between majority and minority, and 

partly how important it is, in terms of creating a shared identity 

and conducting public business, to have a single language that 

everyone speaks.

Building an inclusive national identity in a divided society is 

never going to be an easy task, but the prize at the end of the road 

is very great.  Let me try to sum up what I’ve been arguing in this 
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talk.  I began by talking about the basic problem for democracy 

when societies are deeply divided between a majority group 

and the rest – the problem of giving the minority or minorities 

reasons to play the democratic game.  I then canvassed three 

possible ways of solving the problem: through enforcing human 

rights, through power-sharing, and through partially devolving 

government to regions.  Each of these strategies is promising, 

but has limitations.  Human rights by themselves won’t ensure 

that minorities get their fair share of the collective goods that 

the state provides.  Unless power-sharing is enforced by some 

external power (like Britain in the case of Northern Ireland), it 

needs commitment on both sides to make it work.  And devolved 

government can be a source of confl ict when there are disputes 

over the boundaries of the devolved unit and/or which powers 

ought to be handed over to the regional body.  The best answer 

to the problem is likely to involve combining all three of these 

mechanisms, but it needs something else as well – a force that 

holds the groups together and creates enough trust to make these 

institutions work.  So I turned fi nally to national identity and its 

place in a plural society.  I suggested that the success stories 

were countries that have developed forms of national identity 

that were suffi ciently inclusive that minorities could share in 

them.  Without that emotional commitment to national unity, 

changing the institutions – or indeed writing a new constitution 

– won’t ever be suffi cient.

Of course, redefi ning national identity so that it becomes more 

accessible to minority groups involves a sacrifi ce on the part 

of the majority – they have to rein back their ambition to be 

culturally dominant – so it can only happen if that group sees 

that the prize is worth it.  And success can never be guaranteed.  

Many of us thought that the UK’s Scottish question had been 

solved by the creation of a Scottish parliament in 1998, but last 

year we were biting our nails as the independence referendum 

results were read out.  As I said at the beginning, it would be 

impertinent for me to propose solutions to the problems caused 
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by ethnic and minority national divisions in Sri Lanka, problems 

to which the man we are honouring today devoted much thought 

and practical effort. Having read some of his parliamentary 

speeches, it was clear that he was unwavering in his commitment 

to the protection of human rights for all groups in the society.  

He also devoted considerable energies to the issue of devolved 

government, particularly to the constitutional status of the 

Provincial Councils in the mid-1990s.  And he grappled with 

the issue of power-sharing, asking himself the question whether 

the ethnic cleavages in Sri Lanka were not too deep to allow it 

to work.  But he was aware, I believe, that none of this could 

succeed without a resolution to what he called ‘the national 

question’. So I am going to fi nish my talk with a question, not 

mine however, but his, which I think puts the key problem 

in a nutshell:   ‘Can modern constitutionalism accommodate 

multiple and distinct forms of belonging to the community, the 

region and the nation?’
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The Neelan Tiruchelvam Trust (NTT) is an indigenous philanthropic 

 !"#$%&#' $( )*#)( &+,, !)&( & -%#.( /+&'-01( ,0#-0( #$2( !0- $-%.%#' $3( 4)( 5#&(

6 +$202(%$(78891()5 (:0#!&(#;0!()*0(#&&#&&%$#' $( 6(<!3(=00.#$(>%!+-*0.?#@3(

=>>( %&( 20? )02( ) ( &+&)#%$%$"( *%&( %$)0..0-)+#.( .0"#-:( #&( #( ,0#-0@#A0!1(

.0"%&.#) !1(- $&')+' $#.(.#5:0!(#$2(%$&')+' $(B+%.20!3

Our Vision

>*0(0&)#B.%&*@0$)(#$2(,! )0-' $( 6(#(/+&)1(0C+%)#B.0(#$2(,0#-06+.(& -%0):3

Our Mission

> ( - ..0-'?0.:( ,! @ )0( ,0#-01( !0- $-%.%#' $( #$2( *+@#$( !%"*)&1( &*#!%$"(

!0&, $&%B%.%):1( !0& +!-0&( #$2( !%&A&( )*! +"*( &)!#)0"%-( ,#!)$0!&*%,&(5%)*( -%?%.(

& -%0):1(,+B.%-(&0-) !1(B+&%$0&&(- @@+$%):1(2%#&, !#1(#-#20@%#(#$2(2 $ !&3

NEELAN TIRUCHELVAM TRUST
16/6 A, Ward Place (Mohideen Terrace), 

Colombo 7, Sri Lanka

Tel: +94 11 2690991-2  

Fax: +94 11 2690993

 !"#$%&'()*(++%#(,-./

0+1&'222,(++%#(,-./ 3
4
56
7
 
8
'9
:
';
6
5 
'<
4
7
=
'>
3
4
5?
<
7
 
@'
A7
8
,B
'7
 
A&
'C
D
D
E
F
G
H


