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25 years since Keerthi Balasuriya’s death

South Asia’s foremost Marxist of the second
half of the 20th century
Part two
Wije Dias
28 December 2012
The following is the second part of a two-part series on the
political struggle of former RCL general secretary Keerthi
Balasuriya for proletarian internationalism. Part one was
published yesterday.
The Revolutionary Communist League (RCL) was
founded in 1968 as the Sri Lankan section of the
International Committee of the Fourth International (ICFI).
Less than three years later, Sri Lanka was plunged into a
deep political crisis by an uprising of Sinhala rural youth
launched by the petty-bourgeois Janatha Vimukthi Peramuna
(JVP) against the Sri Lanka Freedom Party-Lanka Sama
Samaja Party-Communist Party coalition government that
came to office in 1970.
As part of the struggle for the political independence of the
working class, Keerthi wrote a lengthy critique of the JVP’s
Sinhala populist politics and its advocacy of the “armed
struggle” that was serialised in the RCL’s newspaper
Kamkaru Puwath. The emergence of the JVP, and later
various Tamil separatist groups, such as the Liberation
Tigers of Tamil Eelam (LTTE), was a by-product of the
Lanka Sama Samaja Party (LSSP)’s abandonment of the
struggle for proletarian internationalism.
Despite its publicly-stated differences with the JVP, the
RCL defended the rural youth against the wave of state
repression that followed. The coalition government banned
the RCL’s publications and forced the party underground.
Two party members—Lakshman Weerakoon and L.G.
Gunadasa—were arrested and killed in police custody. The
RCL nevertheless waged a vigorous campaign in the
working class to expose the LSSP and Communist Party
(CP) by demanding that they break from the bourgeois
government.
The entire Indian subcontinent was in turmoil. In East
Pakistan, now Bangladesh, a liberation struggle erupted in
1971 against the Pakistani government. Keerthi immediately

drafted a statement in which he explained that the crisis was
a product of the irrational and regressive nation-state system
established in the late 1940s by British imperialism, in
collusion with the local bourgeoisie. Bengal had been carved
up on communal lines into a Muslim East Pakistan and
Hindu West Bengal, part of India.
The RCL statement opposed the reactionary Indian
military intervention into Bangladesh by the Congress
government of Indira Gandhi. “We call upon the Indian
proletariat to reject the claim of the Indian bourgeoisie to be
the liberators of East Bengal. The Trotskyists declare that
the Indian armed intervention in East Bengal had one and
only one object. It was to prevent the struggle for
Bangladesh from developing into a struggle for unification
on a revolutionary basis, of the whole of Bengal,” it stated.
Drawing a balance sheet of the previous 25 years of
bourgeois rule in South Asia, the RCL declared: “Their (the
Indian bourgeoisie’s) absolute bankruptcy in the face of the
historical tasks is proof of the central thesis of the Theory of
Permanent Revolution of Trotsky that only the proletariat,
drawing behind it the down-trodden rural masses, can solve
these problems as part of the tasks of the socialist
revolution.”
Unknown to the RCL, British Socialist Labour League
(SLL) leader M. Banda had written a statement supporting
the Indian military intervention. When the SLL’s newspaper
Workers Press arrived in Colombo, Keerthi immediately
wrote to ICFI Secretary Cliff Slaughter opposing the stance
and pointing out that the Indian intervention sought to
suppress any unified struggle by workers in East and West
Bengal and uphold the reactionary state system established
in 1947-48. However, as a thorough-going internationalist,
Keerthi accepted the ICFI’s political authority and withdrew
the RCL’s statement. “The clarification within the world
party is the most important thing,” he wrote. But the SLL
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never organised a discussion on the issue—another indication
of its political backsliding, which was manifested
particularly in its abandonment of the Theory of Permanent
Revolution.
The SLL also created considerable political confusion on
the national question in Sri Lanka. The anti-Tamil
discrimination of the coalition government generated
widespread hostility among the island’s Tamil minority,
accompanied by the emergence of armed separatist groups.
During a visit to Colombo in 1972, Cliff Slaughter insisted
that the RCL withdraw its support for the right to selfdetermination of the oppressed Tamils. Slaughter’s
objection flowed not from the necessity of unifying Sinhala
and Tamil workers, but from the false position that the Sri
Lankan state established in 1948 had a “progressive
character.” In 1948, the Trotskyists of the Bolshevik
Leninist Party of India (BLPI) had opposed the phony
formal independence granted by British imperialism in India
and Sri Lanka.
By the late 1970s, the SLL’s successor, the Workers
Revolutionary Party, was openly adapting to bourgeois
governments and groups such as the Palestinian Liberation
Organisation (PLO) in the Middle East. In Sri Lanka, the
WRP leadership swung 180 degrees and, without any
discussion in the ICFI, instructed the RCL to give uncritical
support to the “Tamil liberation struggle” and to the LTTE.
As in the case of Slaughter’s earlier position, the WRP’s
orientation was to sections of the bourgeoisie.
The WRP’s opportunism created political difficulties for
the RCL, but the party’s program was always directed
toward the working class. The RCL courageously opposed
the discrimination and repression meted out to Tamils,
opposed the civil war that erupted in 1983 and insisted that
the only solution lay in the independent mobilisation of the
working class, at the head of the oppressed masses, in the
fight for a workers’ and peasants’ government and socialist
policies.
Keerthi’s internationalist outlook came to the fore in the
1985-86 split with the opportunist leadership of the WRP.
He immediately agreed with the critique of the WRP’s
politics developed by Workers League (WL) National
Secretary David North, including of its abandonment of the
Theory of Permanent Revolution in relation to the bourgeois
regimes in the Middle East. The RCL joined with the WL, as
well as the German and Australian sections of the ICFI, in
defending the principles embodied in the ICFI’s struggle
against Pabloism.
In the aftermath of the split, Keerthi was reinvigorated,
describing the period as one of the most fruitful and happy in
his political career. He was able to collaborate freely with
his international co-thinkers—which had not been possible

when the WRP dominated the ICFI—and worked closely with
North in drafting political documents. He wrote a detailed
analysis of the WRP’s opportunist twists and turns on the
Tamil question, and its political provocations aimed at
destroying the RCL.
In Sri Lanka, the government, which confronted a
deepening crisis as a result of the civil war, turned to India
for assistance. The Indo-Lanka Accord, signed in July 1987,
paved the way for the insertion of Indian troops, nominally
as “peace-keepers,” to supervise the ceasefire in the north of
the island. As in the case of Bangladesh, India’s intervention
sought to crush the Tamil struggle, which threatened to
trigger unrest in southern India, and to strengthen India’s
influence in Colombo.
The final ICFI statement that Keerthi worked on with
North explained the historical roots of the unprecedented
crisis of capitalist rule that had led to the emergence of the
Tamil struggle and lay behind the Indian military
intervention. It clarified a proletarian internationalist line on
the national question and the necessity for unifying workers,
Sinhala and Tamil, in the struggle for a socialist republic of
Sri Lanka and Eelam as part of the United Socialist States of
South Asia.
The statement, written just a month before Keerthi’s
death, also pointed to the transformation taking place
internationally in the various “national liberation”
organisations, which increasingly based themselves on
national and ethnic exclusivism rather than a broad inclusive
struggle against imperialist oppression. The statement
became the starting point for a careful reconsideration by the
ICFI of the support previously given by the Marxist
movement to the right of nations to self-determination.
Keerthi’s untimely death was a terrible blow to the RCL
and the ICFI, but his legacy has been invaluable to the
further development of the international Trotskyist
movement. With a new generation of workers and youth
now coming into struggle in the Middle East, Asia and
internationally, his life and works are part of the heritage
that must be assimilated in the fight to unify the working
class to abolish the bankrupt profit system. Above all,
Keerthi’s intransigent defence of the Theory of Permanent
Revolution contains many profound lessons that must be
absorbed by serious revolutionaries.
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