
Youth and Youth Research in Sri Lanka 

 

 

1

SRI LANKAN YOUTH 
Challenges and Responses 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Edited by 

S. T. Hettige 
Markus Mayer 

 
 
 
 
 

Friedrich Ebert Stiftung 
Colombo Office 

 
in collaboration with 

 
South Asia Institute (SAI) 
University of Heidelberg 

and 
Development Studies Institute 
University of Colombo (DSIUC) 

 

 
July 2002 

 

 

 

 



Sri Lankan Youth: Challenges and Responses 

 2

FES  PUBLICATION  50 
 
 
 
 
 
SRI LANKAN YOUTH 
Challenges and Responses 
 
 
 
Edited by  :  S. T. Hettige/Markus Mayer 
 
 
Cover Design  :  Nalin Balasuriya 
 
 
 
Copyright © FES, 2002 
 
 
 
The views and ideas expressed in this publication are those of the authors 
and do not necessarily reflect those of the DSIUC, SAI and FES. 
 
 
ISBN 955–607-036-2 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Publisher: 4, Adams Avenue, Colombo 4 
      Sri Lanka 

      website: www.fessrilanka.org 

      e-mail: office@fessrilanka.org 



Youth and Youth Research in Sri Lanka 

 

 

3

Contents 
 
Preface                     iv 
 
Foreword           v 
 
Contributors          viii 
 
National Youth Survey Team          ix 
 
1. Youth and Youth Research in Sri Lanka      1 

S. T. Hettige / Markus Mayer 
 
2. Sri Lankan Youth: Profiles and Perspectives    14 

S. T. Hettige 
 
3. A Holistic View of Youth Unemployment in Sri Lanka   58 

W. D. Lakshman 
 
4. Youth and Education        90 

Chandra Gunawardena 
 
5. Youth and Politics: Why they rebel?             121 

Laksiri Fernando 
 
6. Youth and the Challenge of Democratisation:  

A Comparative Study of Survey Data from India and Sri Lanka     142 
Subrata K. Mitra / Mike Enskat / Karsten Frey 

 
7. Youth, Conflict and Social Transformation in Sri Lanka          177 

C. Y. Thangarajah 
 
8. Violent Youth Conflicts in Sri Lanka:  

Comparative Results from Jaffna and Hambantota            216 
Markus Mayer 

 
 
Annex 
• Quantitative Questionnaire               257 
• Map of Sri Lanka                269 



Sri Lankan Youth: Challenges and Responses 

 4

 

Preface 
 
 
The articles in this volume provide a critical analysis of problems of youth in Sri 
Lanka at the turn of the 21st century. Given the enormous significance of the youth 
constituency in more recent socio-political developments in Sri Lanka, the focus 
on youth is certainly justified. As a collection of essays dealing with challenges 
and responses of youth in Sri Lanka, I notice three important distinctions in this 
volume. 
 
 
First, the interdisciplinary breadth of this volume is remarkable. It brings together 
sociological, anthropological, demographic, economics, political science and 
educational perspectives relating to youth issues in the country. This is a welcome 
trend that can potentially facilitate not only a sound understanding of various 
dimensions of the youth problem, but also a cross-fertilization of sectoral 
approaches (i.e. education, employment generation, vocational training, 
empowerment) towards addressing youth problems. 
 
 
Second, articles in this volume make a conscious effort to situate youth problems 
within socio-economic and political environment within the country and the larger 
global environment. In that sense contributions to this volume have a significance 
that goes beyond a particular time and space and disciplinary boundaries.  
 
 
Third, while this volume deals with much the same problems and challenges of 
youth that received increased attention in research as well as in policy and 
program formulation since the first JVP uprising in southern Sri Lanka in 1971, 
there is a freshness and greater analytical rigor in the analysis pursued as data from 
multiple sources are subjected to critical scrutiny by a team of well known 
researchers. 
 
 
This volume will be an invaluable resource to social scientists and others 
interested in Sri Lanka society in general as well as to youth-oriented service 
providers in Sri Lanka. 
 
    Kalinga Tudor Silva 
    Executive Director, Centre for Poverty Analysis 
    Professor of Sociology, University of Peradeniya 
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FOREWORD 
 

This publication is the result of a three - year effort invested in the realization and 

data analysis of an island- wide National Youth Survey in Sri Lanka covering 

nearly 3000 households, including the North and East of the country. The 

quantitative research was complemented by qualitative case studies about specific 

segments of youth. The survey was a joint undertaking involving UNDP and six 

Sri Lankan and German institutions, namely: the Centre for Anthropological and 

Sociological Studies of the University of Colombo (CASS), the Program 

“Improving Capacities for Poverty Research” (IMCAP) at the Development 

Studies Institute of the University of Colombo (DSIUC), the South Asia Institute 

of the University of Heidelberg (SAI), the Goethe Institute / Inter Nationes, the 

Jaffna Rehabilitation Project of the GTZ and the Friedrich-Ebert-Stiftung (FES). 

The survey was inspired by the so-called “Shell Youth Study”, a comprehensive 

periodic research report on young people in Germany sponsored by the Shell 

Company.  

 

The immediate aim of the National Youth Survey conducted in Sri Lanka in 1999 / 

2000 was to collect up to-date and reliable information about opinions, values, 

perceptions, concerns, grievances and aspirations of the young generation in Sri 

Lanka. Further, it aimed at the identification and better understanding of the main 

problems young people are facing, and of their own potential, commitment and 

ideas to solve them. But the survey has not been conceived as just an academic 

exercise, without political relevance and without a concrete impact. It is intended 

to provide a scientific database to assist policy - makers and development 

organizations. So, the ultimate aim of the survey is to make a contribution towards 

the improvement of policies and development initiatives targeting at youth. 
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In order to avoid the survey data to be interpreted in a simplistic way, some 

distinguished academics were invited to prepare papers on specific key topics 

covered by the survey, such as youth and politics, youth and conflict, youth and 

employment, and youth and education. Their papers are based on a critical in - 

depth analysis of the survey data and are enriched with their own research results. 

In addition, in one of the papers in the present volume, quantitative and qualitative 

research results obtained in Sri Lanka are compared with a similar research 

experience made in India.  

 

The rationale for the effort does not need much explanation. The two insurrections 

of the Sinhalese youth in the South, and the ethno-nationalist or the so called 

Tamil conflict in the North-East, have to a great extent their roots in unfulfilled 

expectations of the young, in a mismatch between aspirations and opportunities of 

juveniles. While the problems which have given rise to these uprisings have not 

yet been addressed in a satisfactory manner, yet another conflict seems to be in the 

making: the youth survey and other sources provide clear indications of growing 

dissatisfaction and frustration among Tamil plantation youth, a dissatisfaction with 

the State, but also with their own political, religious and trade union leadership. 

This discontent could lead to another serious crisis, to another violent conflict of 

radicalized youth if not addressed in time and in an adequate manner.  

 

It is not the first time in Sri Lanka that specific recommendations for policies, 

strategies and actions in favor of young people are being worked out. Already in 

1989, a Presidential Commission on Youth was appointed with the mandate to 

examine the causes of youth discontent, disquiet and unrest and to recommend 

remedial measures to discourage these attitudes and fulfill legitimate youth needs 

and aspirations. Not only did the comprehensive report presented by that 

commission in March 1990 focus on youth problems and youth policy in a narrow 
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sense of the terms, but it also comprised a great number of constructive and 

plausible recommendations for wider changes in society and for effective 

democratization of the State.  

 

The members of the Presidential Commission on Youth especially recommended a 

reversal of the over- politicization of society, a control of the misuse and abuse of 

political power and a prevention of arbitrary political interferences in public 

institutions. Moreover, they advocated profound reforms in such priority areas like 

education and employment, which were considered necessary pre conditions for 

meaningful youth development and for integration and participation of youth in 

society and mainstream politics. The commission also emphasized that “any 

recommendations for future action are, in the ultimate analysis, conditional upon 

early return of the country to a climate of peace and normalcy.” Most of the 

recommendations presented 12 years ago are far from being outdated. They 

remain valid to date. But, unfortunately, they are yet to be implemented.  

 

Hopefully, the National Youth Survey and this publication will give new life to the 

debate on youth problems and youth policy in Sri Lanka. The young generation 

should be actively involved in the design and implementation of youth policy. 

Youth policy should not consider the youth as passive recipients of assistance, but 

it should offer young people a space for self- determination, self- organization and 

self- realization. Statism and paternalism in both ideology and institutions have 

made many young persons behave in a passive manner being entirely dependent 

on government agencies or NGOs and their programs. This is not desirable. What 

is required is a paradigm shift: youth policy should aim at enabling young people 

to develop their capacities and initiatives. It should empower them for self – help, 

to develop their full potentialities. And, since youth policy is a crucial national 

issue, it should be accepted as a collective, long term political task requiring a 

consensual approach transcending narrow partisan politics.  
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In his message to mark the International Youth Day on August 12, 2001, Kofi 

Annan, the Secretary General of the United Nations, made the following remarks 

which are certainly relevant for Sri Lanka as well: “Young people should be at the 

forefront of global change and innovation. Empowered, they can be key agents for 

development and peace. If, however, they are left on society’s margins, all of us 

will be impoverished. Let us ensure that all young people have every opportunity 

to participate fully in the lives of their societies.”  

 

Dietmar Kneitschel, Resident Representative FES  
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Youth and Youth Research in Sri Lanka:  

Introductory Remarks 
S.T. Hettige/ Markus Mayer 

 

Sri Lankan youth have figured prominently in the country’s post-independence 

political landscape, particularly since the early 1970’s. This is understandable 

because rapid population growth in the country since the mid 1940’s coupled with 

progressive social policies led to the emergence of a vast youthful population with 

high educational attainment and aspirations for social mobility. The democratic 

parliamentary system of government that encouraged political pluralism since 

independence in 1948 has been instrumental in mobilising increasingly politically 

conscious youth to play an active part in the country’s politics, particularly under 

the “youth wings” of the major parties that came forward. 

 

Sri Lanka witnessed an increasing radicalisation of its youth constituencies at least 

since the late 1960’s, particularly under the direct influence of the two major leftist 

parties in the country, namely the Lanka Sama Samaja Party (LSSP) and the Sri 

Lankan Communist Party. Both these parties with a strong urban working class 

support base, agitated for radical social change and mobilised popular support 

around socialist goals. Their initial success in building up a massive support base 

in the country was later thwarted by the emergence of the more moderate, 

reformist Sri Lankan Freedom Party (SLFP) with which the Marxist parties joined 

to form coalition governments since the early 1960’s. These developments 

appeared to have frustrated more radical youth belonging to the Leftist parties, 

eventually persuading them to form their own parties. The emergence of the JVP 

(People’s Liberation Front) in the late 60’s that led to a large scale mobilisation of 

Sri Lankan youth for armed struggle aimed at capturing state power. Since then, 
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Sri Lanka has witnessed not only a second wave of insurgency led by the JVP in 

the late 1980’s but also a major anti-state, separatist movement among Tamil 

youth in the Northern region. 

 

 

Globalisation, Economic Change and Politics of Segmentation 

 

The persisting or even widening gap between the developed countries on one hand 

and developing countries on the other has not prevented the establishment of 

further linkages between the two sets of countries under the influence of diverse 

forces of globalisation. Abandonment of protectionist, state-led development 

policies in these countries, coupled with the IT revolution has facilitated the flow 

of consumer goods, capital, cultural goods, labour and ideas across national 

boundaries. Many people, both well-to-do as well as poor, tend to seek livelihood 

opportunities, away from the native places, in larger cities and foreign countries. 

Such migration is as much encouraged by sheer economic need as by newly 

acquired consumer aspirations. 

 

The adoption of liberal economic policies has led to significant changes in the 

economy and the social structure. Relative significance of rural income sources, in 

particular, agriculture, has decreased while urban industrial and service sector 

employment has become more significant in terms of income and other 

opportunities. Similarly, the relative significance of private sector employment has 

also increased. These changes have not benefited all youth equally as youth from 

certain strata and social backgrounds have more opportunities in the private sector 

than others. 

 

The adoption of a liberal, market-led development strategy resulted in significant 

economic growth leading to the creation of new income opportunities for many 
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people. The emergence of commercial classes in diverse spheres also led to 

significant income inequalities. Cities and towns have become centres of 

accumulation and private consumption producing rapid change in the urban 

landscape. Urban areas are today dotted with signs and manifestations of affluence 

and conspicuous consumption, in contrast to the rural landscape which by and 

large displays signs of neglect, poverty and marginalisation.  

 

The above state of affairs facilitates rural urban migration. This is significant in 

the context of Sri Lanka where rural-urban migration had remained a marginal 

phenomenon for nearly three decades after independence owing to pro-rural 

economic and social policies implemented by post-independence regimes. There 

are signs that this situation is rapidly changing as more and more youth tend to 

look for livelihood opportunities outside the rural sector. 

 

On the other hand, the types of opportunities that have come up in urban areas are 

mostly for low-status, casual employment in construction sites, Free Trade Zones, 

and the informal sector. Many educated rural youth do not aspire to take up such 

opportunities; they look for more regular, white-collar employment in the state and 

private sectors. Yet, they can hardly compete with more privileged urban youth for 

more lucrative private sector jobs. Hence, their overwhelming desire to find 

employment in the state sector where employment is stable and more prestigious. 

 

In any competitive situation, cleavages among competitors depend on a range of 

factors, in keeping with both actual experiences as well as subjective perceptions. 

In a democratic environment that allows and enables different groups and their 

representatives to publicly articulate grievances and issues, individual experiences 

and subjective perceptions often get transformed into public perceptions and 

collective demands. The result is the emergence of a plurality of collective 

grievances and public perceptions, the diversity of which depends on the range of 
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politically significant and competing constituencies. The latter depends on the 

existing and potential divisions of the national electorate, be they on class, 

regional, ethnic, linguistic, caste or ideological lines. 

 

Sri Lanka’s national electorate showed signs of increasing segmentation after 

independence. While the leftist parties from the 1930’s onwards brought existing 

and emerging class divisions to the foreground, ethnically conscious parties 

emphasised the increasing ethnicisation of the national electorate. The tendency 

became further reinforced when the competition for sharing the national economic 

cake and public goods was increasingly perceived as one between ethnic groups. 

On the other hand, post independence educational-, language- and development 

policies also contributed to an intensification of ethnic consciousness among 

competing constituencies, in particular youth with aspirations for social mobility. 

 

Introduction of free education in the two local languages, namely Sinhala and 

Tamil was bound to generate a backlash at a time when English continued to be 

the official language as well as the business language in business establishments. 

When more and more youth from the two native linguistic communities began to 

leave schools with educational certificates looking for employment, it was natural 

for pressure to build up to dethrone English paving the way for local languages. It 

was at this point that the rift between the two native linguistic communities came 

to the surface leading to a major public contestation. The demand from the 

majority linguistic community to make its language the official language replacing 

English did not go uncontested by the representatives of the Tamil minority that 

naturally preferred a two-language policy. The issue was resolved in favour of the 

majority community when Sinhala was made the official language in 1956.  

 

State sector employment that many underprivileged youth considered as the most 

desirable path to upward social mobility now became open to many Sinhala-
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educated youth. Subsequent amendments to the Official Languages Act made 

Tamil also a national language to be used in Tamil – speaking areas, yet, the 

majority community could dominate in the area of state sector employment at a 

time when private sector employment remained highly restricted due to state led, 

left-leaning development policies adopted after 1956. 

 

The populist, welfare oriented development policies pursued by many post-

independence regimes, particularly after 1956, resulted in an explosion of popular 

aspirations and demands. The vast rural population living at a subsistence level, 

politically made aware by the leftist, populist parties, expected the state to provide 

food subsidies, social infrastructure services free of charge, and create state-sector 

employment for their educated sons and daughters. Increasing welfare budgets of 

these regimes left little for productive investment that would have led to economic 

growth and employment generation. On the other hand, being dependent on three 

agricultural commodities for export earnings at a time when terms of trade for 

such commodities continued to worsen, the country came under irresistible 

pressure to cut back essential imports including investment goods leading to 

serious economic difficulties. 

 

Economic stagnation that followed resulted in widespread unemployment, in 

particular among educated youth. This naturally coincided with a major youth 

uprising in the early 1970’s led by the People’s Liberation Front whose support 

base has always comprised the underprivileged, educated Sinhalese youth. Some 

of the steps taken by the then government to appease this youth constituency were 

perceived as discriminatory by Tamil-speaking, minority youth who were also 

under-privileged and had similar educational and employment aspirations as their 

Sinhalese counterparts. 
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The above tendencies, in turn further reinforced the lines separating the competing 

political constituencies at the national level as competition for public goods 

became more intensified. Persisting educational and employment policies in post-

independence Sri Lanka did not help narrow the gap between competing youth 

constituencies. In fact, they helped preserve such youth constituencies. Many 

youths across the ethnic divide have tended to perceive the competition as a zero-

sum game, without realising the commonality of their interest vis-à-vis the 

anglicised, urban elite that cuts across ethnic and other primordial divisions. Here, 

their inability to communicate across linguistic and regional boundaries has been a 

major obstacle. The result is the development of two separate youth constituencies 

linked to the two main ethnic communities. Intensification of the ethnic conflict in 

the country over the last two decades is partly a reflection of the widening gap 

between these two constituencies. 

 

Today, aspirations of these youth constituencies go very much beyond the limited 

social and economic aspirations of under-privileged youth. In fact, today they are 

more concerned with wider political aspirations, the aspiration of capturing 

political power. This is the case with the JVP, the party representing the interests 

of underprivileged Sinhala youth and the LTTE, which claims to represent not just 

the under- privileged Tamil Youth but also the entire Tamil- speaking community 

in the North and East of the country. While the JVP wishes to safeguard the Sri 

Lankan state in its unitary, majoritarian form, the LTTE aspires to carve out a 

separate state in the North and East as an exclusive preserve for the Tamil-

speaking minority. 

 

There, the emergence of separate youth constituencies is not a random event in the 

recent history of Sri Lanka. It is in fact the result of the interplay of a range of 

forces and factors, both historical and contemporary. On the other hand, it seems 

unreasonable to assume that Sri Lankan youth could be divided into two or more 
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broad ethnic fronts when the conditions prevailing throughout the country are far 

more diverse and complex. It is only a detailed empirical study like the National 

Youth survey covering a national sample of youth, which may do justice to such 

diversity and complexity. 

 

 

Youth, Conflict and Development in Sri Lanka: a Critical Triangle 

 

State explanations of violent conflicts are directed either towards the ethnic 

dimension (as in the Northern conflict) or (as in the Southern conflict) described as 

a generational problem. Insurgencies are then seen and explained as a youth 

phenomenon. This ensures that attention is drawn away from prevailing political 

and economic structures of society and focus on something that can be easily 

dismissed (Cohen 1997). Generally, youth – as a relational concept to adulthood - 

is often seen in a negative image and as a status of deficit (not adult), bringing in 

structures of power relations within a patriarchal order. But it is important to 

highlight that young people become marginalised not because of their perceived 

deficiencies, but because of the operation of economic and political processes 

working against them (Wyn/ White 1997). Thus, while operational in practice, 

ethnic discrimination/ racism may be subsumed by a greater understanding of 

social discrimination, which in this particular case affects youth especially and 

paves the way for their preparedness to join violent groups. 

 

In order to achieve sustained progress towards peace and the end of violent 

conflict (in the North as well as in the South of Sri Lanka), youth must be seen as a 

critical target group by policy makers and development workers in most, if not all, 

development-oriented initiatives. The economic and political contexts of violent 

conflict, whether in pre-, post- or actual conflict situation (such as experienced in 
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different parts of the country) place a high degree of structural restrictions on the 

life-chances of youth in Sri Lanka. 

 

One major impediment in the formation of appropriate youth-oriented policies and 

programs has been the lack of an in-depth understanding of the youth in terms of 

their aspirations and grievances, their ideas, values and attitudes, and their main 

experiences within the social, economic and political realm. Most youth-oriented 

intervention attempts have been based on common but unverified perceptions and 

assumptions about youth needs. This negligence among development workers to 

access the felt experiences and the lived realities of youth, and to integrate such 

information in policy and program design, has compromised the ability to provide 

an accurate and relevant account of how the space for adequate life-chances is re-

negotiated through violent conflict. 

 

Structural mechanisms that facilitate the social integration of youth and that avoid 

the further discrimination of youth are an important domain to be addressed and 

undertaken in youth development projects, as social integration is one of the 

factors directly mediating the space of life-chances. Processes that help youth to be 

pro-active within their families and that facilitate soci(et)al integration into their 

local communities have often been overlooked in youth development initiatives in 

favour of those that help youth obtain economic gains. 

 

Soci(et)al integration refers to the creation of space for youth and youth activities 

in the construction of community and in community development, where the status 

of youth itself and members of the youth population are sanctioned as contributing 

to the overall well-being of a particular community. The current attitude towards 

youth is that youth as such are disruptive forces for the community, and that youth 

activities should be marginalised from mainstream community efforts. A common 

result is that youth activities are often taken to mean only various sport- and 
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education-related activities that may not have an obviously discernible and 

immediate benefit for the community, and is seen in isolation of the community. 

To formalise structural mechanisms through which youth become integrated 

constructively into society is rarely formulated into the objectives of development 

initiatives. Rather active decision-making outcomes imply the belief that social 

integration follows economic integration, and that as long as economic integration 

cannot be realised, there is no valid space for alternative efforts at social 

integration. 

 

The typical development initiatives targeting youth commonly focus on vocational 

training and other educational assistance for youth, aiming to alleviate economic 

difficulties and thereby integrate them into society. However, there are hardly any 

strategies being formulated that enable youth to participate actively in accepted 

societal institutions to develop their own social-economic-political realities. Even 

when some youth take their own initiative to engage in endeavours that may 

eventually benefit them and the larger community, public bureaucracies often send 

them from post to pillar until they give up, thereby giving the authorities the 

opportunity to blame the victim and classify them as lacking self initiative, 

motivation and desire to take up challenging opportunities. This was the 

experience of the two co-editors and a group of recently passed out social science 

graduates who, a few years back embarked upon an action research initiative in 

southern Sri Lanka to explore possibilities for alternative livelihoods for 

underprivileged but educated youth in the country (YULIP, 2001). 

 

 

The Role of Youth Research in Sri Lanka 

 

It is against the above background that Sri Lankan youths have drawn the attention 

of both academics as well as policy makers. In fact, following the second uprising 
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in the late 1980’s, the then President of the country appointed a commission to 

look into the issues of youth unrest and make recommendations to address them. 

The commission, which did not have adequate time to investigate the issues 

empirically in-depth, nevertheless pointed to many sources of frustration for 

youth. Since then there have been many discussions and debates about youth 

unrest and the increasingly violent and intolerant nature of their politics. In the 

absence of systematic studies, these discussion and debates have been rather 

impressionistic in nature. 

 

The National Youth Survey conducted in 1999/ 2000 was conceived against the 

above background. Its main objective has been two-fold: firstly to outline the 

socio-economic profile of the country’s youth population, aged 15-29 years, and 

secondly, to give the country’s youth an opportunity to express their subjective 

feelings, aspirations, preferences, attitudes, ideological orientations and 

perceptions etc. The subject areas covered by the survey were determined after a 

series of workshop consultations involving a wide range of specialists and interest 

groups. The data collection was done using a questionnaire administrated by 

trained graduate interviewers. The national multi-stage stratified random sample of 

youth interviewed included 2892 youth. In addition, a whole range of detailed 

qualitative case studies has been conducted to supplement the statistical data. 

 

The survey has generated, for the first time in Sri Lanka, a comprehensive data 

base concerning youth from all parts of the country, including the North and East. 

While the database gives us an opportunity to have a close look at the country’s 

youthful population in its diverse aspects, it also provides a reasonable baseline 

against which future changes can be investigated through similar surveys. The 

detailed quantitative and qualitative data will facilitate discussions, debates and 

analysis on youth-related issues in many years to come. Far more important, 

however, would be the use that the data can put to in the areas of policy formation 
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and program development at both national and sub-national levels. The analysis 

and interpretation of selected data taken from the National Youth Survey by a 

number of distinguished Sri Lankan and International scholars, is a first step in 

this direction. 

 

 

Structure of the Book 

 

The book can be divided in four parts. The first part, written by Prof. S.T. Hettige, 

provides a broad overview on the profile of the youth interviewed with a special 

focus laid on the socio-cultural orientations of youth in Sri Lanka, as well as some 

important policy perspectives arising out of this profile. 

 

The second part, written by Prof. W. D. Lakshman and Prof. Chandra 

Gunawardena, focuses on the two main areas of concern mentioned by the 

overwhelming majority of youth in the survey: namely access to (adequate) 

employment and education. 

 

The third part concentrates on questions of governance and youth. Dr. Laksiri 

Fernando reflects on the Sri Lankan survey data, whereas the team of Prof. Mitra 

uses the opportunity to compare survey data arising from identical questions from 

an Indian national survey and the Sri Lankan youth survey. 

 

The very critical aspect of violent youth conflict, as described in the previous 

section, is further explored by two papers focusing directly on the conflict-affected 

areas of Sri Lanka, utilising relevant data on regional variations and similarities. 

Dr. C.Y. Thangarajah investigates the situation of youth in Eastern Sri Lanka, 

whilst Dr. Markus Mayer provides a comparison of mainly qualitative data 

highlighting the incidences of felt social discrimination of youth from Jaffna in the 
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North of Sri Lanka, where the ongoing Tamil youth struggle initiated and from 

Hambantota in the South, where the JVP, the radical Marxist party with a base 

among the rural Sinhalese, led two major uprisings in the past. 

 

In the present publication, different authors have looked at a range of issues in the 

light of the National Youth Survey data. Their lines of enquiry have been 

influenced by their specific academic orientations derived from within their 

respective disciplines. Since the chapters contributed by these writers are fairly 

self-contained, no attempt is made to highlight all the policy relevant issues 

discussed by them. Each article provides an in-depth analysis of crucial youth 

problems arising from the Youth Survey data, where the authors have also 

attempted to place the perceptions of the youth into a wider (structural) 

framework. By doing so, each article contains a number of policy relevant 

recommendations and information for policy makers, development and 

humanitarian workers and other practitioners. 

 

However, the primary intention of this publication is to provide a sound academic 

interpretation of selected data of the National Youth Survey of Sri Lanka. This 

should foremost enable more reliable access to important findings and outcomes of 

this survey. Various agencies and organisations, working with youth issues, are 

invited to further discuss the implications of the analyses contained within the 

different papers of this volume for improving policies and programs towards youth 

integration in Sri Lanka. 
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Sri Lankan Youth: Profiles and Perspectives 
S. T. Hettige 

 

Social, political and cultural significance of youth varies across societies 

depending on a range of circumstances. Social and political significance of Sri 

Lankan youth increased rapidly after political independence not only due to their 

growing numerical strength but also owing to their changing socio-political 

profile. The first anti-systemic youth rebellion in southern Sri Lanka in 1971 left 

little doubt about the growing political importance of youth in the country. This 

perception was reinforced further in the late 1980’s when the JVP-led second 

youth uprising not only disrupted law and order but also brought about a major 

shake up in the social and political system of the country. On the other hand, the 

grievances of northern Tamil youth, both real and perceived, have played a 

significant part in the ethnic conflict in the country, at least since the mid-1970’s. 

 

The growing political significance of youth in the last several decades is 

undoubtedly a reflection of certain objective and subjective conditions. On one 

hand, the political dominance of certain youth constituencies should not 

overshadow the fact that Sri Lankan youth do not constitute an undifferentiated 

mass but display considerable diversity in terms of their socio-economic profiles 

as well as their social, cultural and ideological orientations. On the other hand, 

political behaviour of youth cannot be discussed in isolation of their perceptions, 

lived experiences, grievances and aspirations. How they perceive the world around 

them is a critical factor that underpins their behaviour in politics and other spheres. 

 

Understanding youth in terms of what is outlined above is critical for any attempt 

to address youth issues in terms of policy and programmes in a range of areas. The 

recently concluded National Youth Survey in Sri Lanka is the first nation-wide 
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study that has made a significant contribution to the above understanding. The 

present paper, based on the above survey, is intended to address two broad areas. 

Firstly, it provides a profile of youth in Sri Lanka, based on the sample survey 

with special attention being given to the dominant social and cultural orientations 

of youth and significant variations across major divisions. Secondly, some selected 

policy implications arising from the survey results will be discussed.  

 

 

Part I: Profile of Sri Lankan Youth 

 

In this section of the chapter, an attempt is made to provide a profile of Sri Lankan 

youth, outlining only some selected aspects. 

 

1. Demographic Profile of Sample Youth 

 

It is necessary to provide an overview of the demographic characteristics of the 

sample population at the outset. Of the sample of 2892 youths interviewed as part 

of the survey, nearly 50% belong to the age category 15-19 years. While 36.6% 

were between 20-24 years of age, the remaining 14.8% belonged to the higher age 

bracket of 25-29 years. The sample is obviously biased towards the younger age 

group. This was due to the fact that married youth were excluded from the sample 

and these persons mostly belonged to higher age groups.1 

 

As regards the gender composition of the sample, males were over represented, 

which is 57%. Female respondents were only 43%. This is largely the result of the 

elimination of married persons. As is well known, age at marriage for women is 

                                                 
1 The definition of youth was provided by youth themselves in various focus group discussions 
before the survey was conducted. They defined youth as the unmarried population belonging to 
the age group 15-29 years.  
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lower than for men so when the married persons are excluded, it results in a 

reduction in the female sample.  

 

The sectoral composition of the sample appears to be in conformity with the actual 

distribution of the population in the country across urban, rural and estate sectors. 

Thus, 19.5% of the sample coming from the urban sector is about the same as the 

proportion of the population living in cities and towns. The same can also be said 

about rural sector, which is 74.6%, and estate sector, which is 5.9% of the sample. 

 

Ethnic composition of the sample is not far removed from the composition of the 

national population. Sinhalese youth, which is 77.5%, is slightly more represented 

in comparison to their Tamil counterparts, which is 14.9%. This is mostly due to 

the fact that the sample of Tamil youth from the North and East is somewhat 

underrepresented in the national sample, as certain areas in this region were 

inaccessible due to security reasons.  

 

2. Socio-economic Profile of the Sample 

 

Education has long been a major avenue of socio-economic advancement for Sri 

Lankan youth. Yet, the proportion of the population reaching a higher level of 

education has remained significantly low in comparison with many other countries 

in the region. This is also evident from the survey results. Only 2.7% of youth 

have reached university level. It is significant that nearly 40% of youth were 

engaged in studies at the time of the interviews. Of those who belong to the 

younger age group between 15 to 19 years, the proportion is as much as 63%. On 

the other hand, of those who are 25 years or above, only 7% are still engaged in 

studies. It is also noteworthy that 46.1% of female respondents are engaged in 

studies compared to only 33.6% among male respondents. This shows that more 
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female youth tend to remain within the education system for a long period than 

their male counterparts (See table 1). 

 

Table 1: Activity Status of Sample Youth (Percentage)  
 

Groups Employed 
(permanent) 

(Employed 
(casual) 

Unemployed 
(seeking job) 

Schooling/ 
Studying 

Unable to 
work 

Domestic 
work 

Others 

All groups 11.0 15.0 30.3 39.0 0.2 4.0 0.5 
        
Male  13.9 21.0 29.2 33.6 0.2 1.3 0.8 
Female  7.1 7.2 31.8 46.1 0.2 7.5 0.2 
        
Sinhalese  9.6 14.2 31.4 40.7 0.3 3.6 0.2* 
Tamil  16.7 18.3 26.5 32.9 - 4.0 1.6 
Moor  14.0 15.9 26.1 33.8 - 8.7 1.4 
Malay  - 25.0* 25.0* 50.0* - - - 
Burger  - 25.0* 37.5* 37.5* - - - 
        
Western  13.7 17.3 30.9 35.2 0.1* 2.4 0.4* 
Central  9.8 11.2 31.6 42.6 - 4.0 0.8* 
Southern  8.4 9.9 33.2 44.9 - 3.3 0.3* 
Northern  12.9 19.0 19.6 42.9 - 3.1* 2.5* 
Eastern  17.2 8.3 27.6 39.1 - 6.8 1.0* 
North-western  8.0 15.8 27.0 41.7 1.1* 6.3 - 
North-central  7.7 14.9 37.0 34.8 - 5.5 - 
UVA 7.8 20.0 28.3 38.3 - 4.4 1.1* 
Sabaragamuwa  10.7 18.8 31.6 34.6 0.4* 3.7 - 
        
Urban  12.6 16.2 23.0 43.4 0.2* 4.1 0.5* 
Rural  10.0 14.6 32.4 38.5 0.2* 3.7 0.5 
Estate  16.1 15.5 28.6 32.1 - 7.1 0.6* 
        
15-19 Years  2.8 8.7 21.6 63.0 0.2* 3.4 0.4* 
20-24 Years 14.1 20.0 40.3 20.3 0.1* 4.8 0.4* 
25-29 Years  29.6 23.2 34.6 07.0 0.5* 4.0 1.4 
        
Grade 1-5 20.3 28.8 23.7 19.5 1.7* 5.1 0.8* 
Grade 6-11 10.0 17.4 34.4 32.0 0.1* 5.6 0.5 
Ready for A /L 8.9 10.3 22.9 54.9 - 2.5 0.5* 
Passed A/L 15.4 13.0 34.0 35.5 - 1.9 0.2* 
Degree or 
higher 

11.4 7.6 27.8 51.9 - 1.3* - 

No schooling  15.8* 36.8 26.3 - 10.5* 5.3* 5.3* 
*Five or less cases  
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The above Table provides detailed data on the activity status of sample youth. 

While 11% of them are permanently employed, another 15% report that they are in 

casual employment. The rate of unemployment among the sample is as high as 

30%. Only 4% of the respondents are reportedly engaged in domestic work or 

unpaid family work alone.  

 

The activity status of sample youth varies widely across demographic and socio-

economic categories. As it is evident, the rate of employment, both permanent and 

casual, is much higher among males than among females, the former being twice 

as much as the latter. On the other hand, the unemployment rate is not very much 

higher among females than males. It is noteworthy that many more females than 

males are engaged in domestic work. 

 

Regional variations with respect to activity status are significant. The proportion 

of youth still engaged in studies is higher in some outlying provinces like 

southern, central, northern, north central, eastern and Uva. In the same provinces, 

the rate of employment is relatively low, the lowest being in the southern province 

with just 18%, much lower than the national average of 26%. On the other hand, 

the rate of employment in the western province is 31%, which is the highest for 

any province indicating that youth in this province enjoy a relatively more 

advantageous position with respect to employment prospects. 

 

The above patterns are in line with rural-urban differences as well. The 

unemployment rate is the lowest for the urban sector (23%) compared with 32.4% 

for rural youth. In the estate sector, the rate of unemployment is 28.6%. The 

proportion of youth still in education is the lowest in the estate sector with 32%, 

compared with 43% in urban areas.  
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As for age, there are some clear variations. As one would expect, employment rate 

increases sharply with age, indicating a steady transition from education to 

employment over time. Of those within the age group of 24-29 years, nearly 53% 

are already in employment, compared with just over 11% for the 15-19 year 

category. On the other hand, only 7% of the older age group are still in education 

compared to 63% of the younger group. What is significant, however, is that over 

34% of the older age group remain unemployed. And finally, looking at how 

activity status varies with education, it is clear that the rate of employment 

decreases with increasing educational achievement. The highest rate of 

employment is recorded for those with no schooling or primary education, 52% 

and 49% respectively. The lowest rate is recorded for those with university 

degrees.  

 

3. Economic Dependence of Youth 

 

A high rate of unemployment and a very high proportion of youth continuing to 

engage in studies naturally make many youth economically dependent on their 

families for their basic needs. This, no doubt, is an important factor influencing 

their behaviour and social relationships.  

 

Nearly 72% of the interviewed youth report that they are dependent on others for 

their basic material needs. While this is understandable for very young persons, 

the fact that 41% of those who are above 25 years continue to be so dependent is 

noteworthy. When those who are partially dependent are also added, the 

proportion increases to nearly 60%.  

 

Another noteworthy feature is that a larger proportion of females is dependent on 

others for their basic material needs (85%), compared with 61.7% among male 
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respondents. Only 7% of females are independent compared with 25% of the male 

respondents. 

 

A remarkable feature of the statistical picture is that economic dependence 

increases rapidly with increasing education. Those with little or no education 

report very high rates of economic independence, compared to those with a higher 

level of educational achievement. This seems understandable, in view of the fact 

that the rate of unemployment is also high among highly educated youth. 

 

As stated earlier, it is evident that nearly 72% of the youth respondents reportedly 

depend on others for their basic material needs. Therefore, it is important to see, 

on whom the majority of youth are dependent for their basic material needs. 97% 

of the youth depend on their parents while only 3% of them state that they depend 

on relatives or others.  

 

4. Social Class Identity of Youth 

 

Social class identity of youth appears to be as much a product of their life 

circumstances as their social aspirations. Being young and dependent, many youth 

are not yet in a position to achieve a rank of their choice. So, when they claim that 

they belong to a particular class, it may reflect the socio-economic background of 

their families or what they hope to achieve in the near future. The dominant 

tendency among youth surveyed, to claim middle class membership appears to 

indicate their aspirations for upward social mobility (see Table 2). When one looks 

at the very strong relationship between class identification and educational 

attainment, it appears to be reasonable to assume that youth tend to form their own 

class identity depending more on their actual educational attainment than on their 

actual economic circumstances (see Graph 1). 
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Table 2: Class Self-identification among Sample Youth (Percentage)  
 

 Middle class Working 
class 

Upper class Other Don't know 

All groups 61.8 31.1 2.3 1.1 3.6 
      
15-19 59.5 32.8 2.6 1.4 3.8 
20-24 63.9 30.4 1.6 0.7 3.4 
25-29 64.5 27.5 3.3 1.6 3.1 
 
Urban 69.6 23.4 3.4 1.6 2.0 
Rural 63.1 30.1 1.9 1.0 3.9 
Estate 19.6 70.8 4.2 1.2 4.2 
 
Male 59.9 33.7 2.0 1.4 3.1 
Female 64.4 27.9 2.7 0.8 4.1 
 
Western 67.1 25.5 2.3 1.2 4.0 
Central  59.3 34.6 2.9 - 3.2 
Southern  60.3 33.1 2.8 1.8 2.1 
Northern  72.0 18.9 4.3 1.2 3.7 
Eastern  69.6 25.8 3.1 - 1.5 
North-western  61.3 31.8 2.0 1.4 3.5 
North-central  47.8 48.2 0.6 1.1 3.3 
Uva  42.9 48.6 2.3 1.7 4.5 
Sabaragamuwa  63.5 28.0 0.7 1.8 5.9 
 
Sinhalese  63.4 29.7 2.0 2.0 3.6 
Tamil  52.2 40.1 3.7 0.9 3.0 
Moor  65.2 28.1 2.4 0.5 3.8 
Malay  50.0 50.0 - - - 
Burger  75.0 25.0 - - - 

 

Graph 1: Class Self-identification among Sample Youth 
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Social class identification nevertheless varies across regional and sectoral 

boundaries. The proportion of youth identifying themselves as belonging to middle 

class in the estate sector is as low as 19.6%, while it is more in the urban sector. 

Given the fact that the estate sector mostly comprises lowly paid, manual workers, 

the above pattern of response is quite understandable. Most of these workers are 

Tamils. 

 

As is evident from the data in Table 2, 52.2% of Tamil youths identify themselves 

as members of the middle class, while the corresponding proportions for other 

ethnic groups are even higher. It is also noteworthy that the proportion of youth 

identifying themselves as middle class is significantly lower in socio-economically 

disadvantaged, peripheral regions like Uva and North-Central provinces. 

 

5. Language Proficiency  

 

Language has been a persisting socio-political issue in Sri Lanka at least since 

Independence. This is understandable in view of the fact that three main languages 

have long been used in the country, and that one language or another has been 

bestowed with greater official recognition, thereby providing the user of that 

language undue advantage over the others. The English language, which was 

spoken by a small minority, was the official language during the British period 

1796 - 1948). Though it ceased to be the official language in 1956, its importance 

has remained virtually unchanged till the present day. 

 

On the other hand, the vast majority of people belonging to main ethnic groups 

living side by side, speaking two distinct languages, have by and large remained 

monolingual and have not been able to communicate across the ethnic division, 

and this has been a major factor contributing to the current ethnic conflict.  
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Sinhala  

It is significant that a large majority, 88% of youth interviewed, report that they 

have a very good knowledge of Sinhala, while only a small minority, 7%-11% of 

respondents report that they do not have a knowledge of Sinhala. As regards the 

speaking and writing ability in the Sinhala language, there are significant 

variations by province, ethnicity and sector. 

 

If we first look at the situation of Tamil and Muslim ethnic groups, it is evident 

that nearly one third, 36%, of Tamil youth report that they have a very good or 

good knowledge of Sinhala, while only one fifth of them have very good or good 

Sinhala writing skills. On the other hand, more Muslim youth (62%), can speak 

and can write (47%) very good or good Sinhala, compared to Tamil youth.  

 

Regional variations with respect to Sinhala writing and speaking ability are also 

significant. It is clear that the proportion of youth who do not have or have poor 

Sinhala speaking and writing skills is higher among youth in the Northern and 

Eastern provinces due to spatial segregation of Tamil and Muslim ethnic groups in 

these provinces. 

 

It is also noteworthy, that the proportion of youth who have poor writing ability is 

relatively higher in Uva, and in Central province, due to the large number of estate 

plantation youth in these provinces. On the other hand, youth in Southern, North-

Central and Western provinces have the highest proficiency in speaking (81%), 

and writing (74%) in Sinhala, which is much higher than the national average. 

 

And finally, looking at how language proficiency varies with age, it is clear that 

the rate of language proficiency decreases with increasing age. The age group of 

15-19 records the highest rate of Sinhala proficiency, which is 85% in speaking 



Sri Lankan Youth: Challenges and Responses 

 34

and 78% in writing while the lowest rate is recorded from the age group of 25-29, 

74%, speaking and 68% in writing respectively. 

 

Tamil  

As is evident from the survey, a majority of youth interviewed, following their 

self-assessment, do not have speaking (68%), or writing ability (72%) in Tamil, 

while only one fourth of the youth have a very good or good knowledge of Tamil, 

either spoken (25%) or in writing (22%). 

 

When we look at the data tabulated by key socio-demographic variables, some 

interesting patterns emerge. For instance, the ability to speak and write either very 

good or good Tamil is marginally higher among males than among females, while 

nearly 90% of the Sinhala youth have no ability at all either to speak, or write, in 

Tamil, indicating the monolingual nature of Sinhala youth. 

 

Regional variations with respect to proficiency in Tamil are also significant. It is 

clear that the proportion of youth who have little or no writing and speaking skills 

in Tamil is higher among youth in the Western, Southern, North-Western and 

Sabaragamuwa provinces due to the segregation of the Sinhala ethnic group in 

these provinces. It is also significant to note the differences between different 

sectors in the above regard. Proficiency in Tamil is the highest among estate 

youth, followed by urban and rural respondents.  

 

English  

Fluency in the English language continues to be confined to a tiny minority of 

youth, except in the highly urbanised Western province where 5.6% of the youth 

report fluency as given in the table 3. The proportion of youth with a high level of 

English language proficiency is an insignificant minority. Also there are 

significant variations in the responses across social divisions. It is evident that 
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knowledge of English or lack of it is a major aspect of the urban-rural division in 

the country. In this regard, there is no major gap between the Sinhalese and the 

Tamils, as the overwhelming majority of them is rural, and remains monolingual.  

 

Table 3: English Language Proficiency Among Sample Youth 
 
Groups Very good Good  Poor  Not at all 
Total  2.5 22.3 45.0 30.1 
     
Urban  7.8 31.6 40.4 16.2 
Rural  1.1 20.6 45.7 32.6 
Estate  3.0 13.6 37.9 45.6 
     
Sinhalese  2.0 21.6 44.2 32.2 
Tamil  3.1 21.7 49.6 25.5 
Moor  6.2 31.0 43.8 19.0 
Malay  - 50.0* - 50.0* 
Burger  25.0* 12.5* 62.5 - 
     
Western  5.6 27.0 42.1 25.2 
Central  2.9 17.8 42.3 37.0 
Southern  0.8* 19.7 49.5 30.0 
Northern  3.8 24.1 58.9 13.3 
Eastern 1.5* 27.3 59.3 11.9 
North-western  0.6* 25.7 41.9 31.8 
North-central  0.6* 16.6 39.2 43.6 
UVA 0.6* 14.4 42.8 42.2 
Sabaragamuwa  0.7* 19.1 41.5 38.6 
     
Grade 1-5 0.8* 12.7 28.8 57.6 
Grade 6-11 0.9 10.6 44.4 44.1 
Ready for A/L 3.1 31.6 46.9 15.4 
Passed A/L 5.9 41.3 44.2 8.6 
Degree or higher  11.4 46.8 40.5 1.3* 
No schooling  - - 10.5 89.5 

*Five or less cases  

 

So far in the present chapter, an attempt has been made to provide a broad socio-

economic profile of Sri Lankan youth based on the survey findings. The remaining 

pages of the first part are devoted for an examination of the social and cultural 

orientations of youth. 
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6. Social and Cultural Orientations of Sri Lankan Youth 

 

Sri Lanka was colonised by three western powers, commencing from the early 16th 

century. During the British rule, which lasted for over 150 years till the country 

gained political independence in 1948, Sri Lanka’s economy, social structure, 

political system, and even cultural values underwent drastic changes. These 

changes influenced the general population in significant ways altering their 

worldview, thinking, values, cultural norms, aspirations, desires, social relations, 

identities, etc. These changes did not, however amount to a process of change 

unchallenged by indigenous forces. The organised nationalist movement that 

emerged in the late 19th century became critical of some of the changes and 

attempted to revive native institutions and cultural ethics. Many nationalist leaders 

agitated for greater life chances and opportunities for native groups. 

 

The post-independence period has been characterised by even more changes. 

Population growth, expansion of education and other social sectors, 

democratisation of politics, rapid growth of the public sector, social reforms, land 

redistribution and rural settlement programmes, etc. significantly altered the life 

chances of many people. Some of the changes altered existing social and political 

divisions and their interrelations. 

 

One of the main outcomes of colonialism has been the spread of Western values, 

ideas and institutions in the colony. Many social scientists felt that this would pave 

the way for a transition from tradition to modernity. Empirical evidence, however, 

has shown that the result has been the creation of a small westernised, native elite 

and the ways of the larger population have not been radically altered. In fact, after 

independence, instruments of modernisation, now in the hands of native leaders, 

have been employed to reinforce primordial identities and traditional institutions. 
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As a result traditional social institutions and cultural practices did not disappear 

(Hettige, 1998).  

 

It is against the above background that we have to examine the social and cultural 

orientations of Sri Lankan youth who have been influenced not only by the 

colonial legacy but also by post-independence reforms in diverse fields. Empirical 

evidence deriving from the National Youth Survey points to their present social 

and cultural orientations. What should be noted at the outset is that there is a high 

level of pluralism among Sri Lankan youth in terms of their social and cultural 

orientations. This is not to discount some of the more dominant tendencies 

prevalent among youth. In the next pages, an attempt is made to give an overview 

of the above orientations. This is done under several sub-headings for convenience 

of presentation and analysis.  

 

6.1. Social Relations 

What is the nature of social relationships of young people? In order to explore this 

issue, several questions were asked. The first question was about the persons with 

whom youth spend most of their free time. As is evident from table 4, it is 

significant that less than 50% of the respondents state that they usually spend the 

day with family. About a third of the youth report that they spend the day with 

friends, while another 11% appear to interact closely with peers and co-workers. It 

is noteworthy that only a very small proportion of youth state that they spend their 

time with relatives outside the family. 
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Table 4: Social Relations – With whom do you mostly spend your free time? 
 
Spend Most of the Day With Frequency Valid Percent  
Family Members  1308 45.3 
Neighbours  51 1.8 
Peers and co-workers  319 11 
Relatives  51 1.8 
Friends  1004 34.8 
Other 119 4.1 
No specific persons  4 0.1 
By myself  31 1.1 
Children  2 0.1 
Total  2889 100 

 

In regard to close social relations, there are significant differences among different 

youth groups. Firstly, the gender difference is remarkable. While a majority of 

female respondents spend their time with family members, a majority of male 

youth state that they spend their time with friends, peers and co-workers. 

 

There are significant differences among age groups as well. With increasing age, 

youth tend to spend more and more time with peers, co-workers and friends. The 

quality of social relationships is as important as the nature and extent of such 

relationships. When asked about the availability of emotional support when 

needed, the vast majority, 90.7%, answered in the affirmative. It is noteworthy that 

most of those who do not have such support come from lower social strata and 

deprived communities such as the least educated, and the plantation community. 

For instance, as much as 31% of the respondents with no education and nearly 

18% of estate sector youth report that they do not have such support. 

 

As mentioned earlier, a large proportion of youth spends a lot of time with their 

families. What is interesting to find out here is their relative position vis-à-vis that 

of other family members. Do they feel that they have influence within the family 

or feel alienated? It is noteworthy that the vast majority of youth state that they 

play a significant role in intra-family decision-making process. Only 22% of the 
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respondents say that they do not play such a role. It is significant that there is no 

considerable gender difference in the above regard. If at all, more females than 

males state that they are playing a role in the family decision making process. 

 

It is noteworthy that the proportion of youth playing a role in the family decision 

making process increases with better educational attainment. For instance, nearly 

37% of those with no schooling report that they do not play a role whereas, only 

about 11% of those with G. C .E. A/L fall into this category. It is also worth noting 

that there are significant differences among religious groups in the role they play 

in decision making. A total of 30% of Muslim youth report that they do not play a 

role whereas only 17% of Hindu youth give the same answer in comparison to 

22% of Buddhists, 20% Roman Catholics and 19% Christian youth giving this 

answer.  

 

6.2. Ethnocentrism in a Multi-ethnic Society 

The formation of social and cultural identities among youth and their attitudes 

towards other communities and cultures is the result of a range of circumstances. 

In this regard, whether youth have opportunities to interact with communities and 

cultures other than their own is a critical factor. 

 

It is highly significant that the vast majority of youth is socially segregated and has 

no opportunities to interact with peers from other ethnic communities. There is no 

doubt that regional segregation, ethnically segregated school system, inability to 

speak the language of the other, etc. has contributed immensely to the above state 

of affairs. This is particularly so in rural areas, though the percentages are not any 

higher even in urban areas. With rising age, opportunities increase somewhat. This 

is no doubt due to increasing mobility for employment and other purposes.  
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Ethnic segregation appears to be greater among Sinhala youth; 91% of them say 

that all their friends are from the same ethnic group. The corresponding figures for 

Tamil and Muslim youths are 81% and 74%. It is noteworthy that only 5% of the 

Sinhalese youth admit having friends from other ethnic communities. Among 

Muslims, the figure is 22% followed by Tamil youth with 14%. It is also highly 

significant that, with increasing education, youth remain more segregated, not less. 

This no doubt is a reflection of the segregated nature of our schools and even 

many universities. In other words, youth with little or no education tend to have 

more friends belonging to other ethnic communities. By contrast, nearly 90% of 

the youth with a university education have all their friends from their own ethnic 

community. Only 7% of them have friends from other ethnic communities. In 

other words, more education does not lead to any blurring of the boundaries 

separating ethnic communities in the country. 

 

Limited social interaction between youth belonging to different ethnic 

communities, partly owing to language barriers and partly due to lack of 

opportunities prevents them from appreciating each other’s cultures. In fact, a 

majority of youth interviewed, 57%, did not wish to have contact with a culture 

other than their own. The fact that a sizeable segment of Sri Lankan youth is not 

interested in contact with other cultures is significant. When we look at variations 

in responses among ethnic groups, they are quite significant as well. For instance, 

only 35% of Sinhalese youth expressed interest as against nearly 70% of Tamil 

youth, followed by Muslim youth, 46%. While there is no significant difference at 

all between the genders, urban and rural differences are remarkable. For instance, 

while 53% of urban youth expressed interest in other cultures, only 37% of rural 

youth did so. On the other hand, 53% of estate sector youth expressed interest. It is 

also noteworthy that interest in other cultures increases with better educational 

attainment. While 31% of the youth with no education expressed interest in other 



Sri Lankan Youth: Profiles and Perspectives 

 

 

41

cultures, the proportion of youth with higher education with such interest is as 

much as 64%.  

 

6.3. Secularisation and Sri Lankan Youth 

Modernisation theory postulated that with the increasing influence of forces of 

modernisation such as secular education, modern scientific thinking, expansion of 

the mass media, urbanisation, and industrialisation, people who are exposed would 

embrace similar values and attitudes. Yet, what has been overlooked by these 

theorists is that some of these same instruments can be used to promote opposite 

tendencies. Where do the Sri Lankan youth stand against the above background? 

Here, we look at religiosity, and other traditional practices prevalent among them 

as given in table 5. 

 

It is significant that 80% of the youth interviewed say that they consider 

themselves to be religious. Looking at the reported levels of participation in 

religious activities, the trend seems to be further corroborated by the data. In fact, 

93% of the respondents report that they participate in religious activities on a 

regular basis.  

 

What is highly significant is that the extent of religiosity does not vary with 

educational attainment. On the other hand, there is a relationship between 

religiosity and one’s religion. While 94% Muslim youth report that they consider 

themselves to be religious, the proportion among Buddhists is 78% and 88% of 

Tamil youth belong to the category of being religious. There is also a significant 

difference between the genders, nearly 86% of female respondents as against 77% 

of male respondents declaring themselves as religious. 

 

Urban-rural differences in the above regard are not very significant though the 

proportion of plantation youth who are mainly Tamil claiming to be religious, is 
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much higher than in the other sectors. There is no appreciable difference between 

age groups in the above regard. 

 

Table 5: Religiosity (Percentage) 
 
Groups  Yes No  Do not know 
All Groups  80.9 19.0 0.1* 
 
Western  74.4 25.5 0.1* 
Central  79.8 19.9 0.3* 
Southern  82.9 16.8 0.3* 
Northern  89.6 10.4 - 
Eastern 92.2 7.8 - 
North-western  77.6 22.4 - 
North-central  85.6 14.4 - 
UVA 86.1 13.9 - 
Sabaragamuwa  82.7 17.3 - 
 
Male  77.2 22.6 6.2* 
Female 85.9 14.1 - 
 
Sinhalese  78.1 21.8 0.1* 
Tamil 88.8 11.0 0.2* 
Moor 94.3 5.7 - 
Malay 100* - - 
Burger 87.5 12.5 - 
 
1-5 83.8 21.8 - 
6-11 82.3 17.6 0.1* 
Qualified to do A/L 77.6 22.2 0.2* 
Passed A/L 81.8 18.2 - 
Degree or Higher 82.3 17.7 - 
No Education 89.5 10.5* - 
*Five or less cases 

 

6.4. Ideology and Values of Sri Lankan Youth 

 

As is well known, ideologies and values be rooted from within a particular socio-

cultural context or can emanate from an external source. As mentioned earlier, 

colonialism was a vehicle for the transmission of ideas and values from dominant 
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colonial centres to the colonised parts of the world. These ideas and values are 

inculcated in the minds of the colonised people through such institutions as the 

education system, the media, political parties and civil society organisations. They 

are not always accepted and embraced particularly when pre-existing value 

systems, ideologies and socio-political practices are in conflict with to new ones. 

On the other hand, people can also be selective with regard to ideas and values. 

For instance, they may embrace certain ideas and values emanating from outside 

sources while discarding others. Similarly, some ideas and values originating from 

within one’s own culture and society may be abandoned, while others are jealously 

guarded. In other words, what we are talking about is not a process of 

westernisation or nativisation in a total sense, but often a judicious mix of both. 

 

At the time of political independence, the country’s political elite was divided into 

two broad ideological groups, one advocating a path of liberal, market-driven 

economic development, the other arguing for a state-led socialist path to socio-

economic progress. Social transformation that took place under colonial rule 

combined with the increasing attractiveness of the socialist model in a highly 

polarised world made socialist ideology appealing to many people in countries like 

Sri Lanka. The notion of equality embedded in socialist ideology gained wide 

acceptance in a society characterised by class differentiation and unequal 

distribution of life chances. Political groups agitating for socialist reforms became 

highly influential in the national political arena.  

 

The continuing commitment to socialist ideology on the part of a majority of Sri 

Lankan youth as evident from the national survey on youth is partly a reflection of 

what is outlined above and partly a product of the lived experience of a large 

majority of youth in the country. 
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As is well known, Sri Lanka has pursued an explicitly market-led development 

policy for almost 25 years now. So, it is remarkable that a large majority, 62% of 

the sampled youth continue to be committed to socialist ideology. Only a small 

minority of youth, 10%, expressed an explicit commitment to capitalist ideology. 

When we look at the distribution of responses among different youth groups, it 

becomes quite clear that ideological orientation is largely a reflection of their 

relative social position. In fact, commitment to socialist ideology is more widely 

prevalent among marginalised groups. This is evident from the data on regional 

variations. The highest proportions of youth committed to socialist ideology are 

reported from more remote and disadvantaged provinces like the Eastern, 

Northern, and North-central. It is also noteworthy that the commitment to socialist 

ideology increases with better educational attainment, indicating a strong influence 

of a sense of relative deprivation, as shown in Graph 2. Ironically, the lowest 

percentage of youth, subscribing to socialist ideology, is reported from the 

southern province, which has long been the main arena for the JVP-led, leftist 

political campaign. It is perhaps a reflection of the widespread impact of violent 

politics and the resulting polarisation of opinion. 

 

Graph 2: Favoured Ideology by Education 
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The commitment to the value of equality is often accompanied by a strong sense 

of social injustice, deprivation and discrimination. In this regard, it is remarkable 

that the vast majority of Sri Lankan youth, 71%, are of the opinion that ours is not 

a just society as given in table 6. It is also noteworthy that the sense of social 

injustice increases with education. In fact, most of the youth with higher levels of 

educational attainment, nearly 80%, feel that Sri Lankan society is unjust. Many 

youth feel so strongly about what they consider to be unjust leading to a 

widespread feeling among them that even use of violence to achieve their 

objectives is legitimate. It follows that it is justifiable to fight or resist injustice. 

 

Table 6: Do you Consider Our Society as Just (“Sadharana Samajaya*”)? 
 

Group Yes No Do not Know Indifferent 
All Group 
 

20.7 71.2 7.4 0.8 

Male 22.9 70.0 6.4 0.7 
Female 17.8 72.6 8.6 1.0 
 
Grade 1-5 27.1 61.9 11.0 0.0 
Grade 6-11 24.2 67.3 7.7 0.8 
Qualified to do A/L 17.4 75.6 5.9 1.1 
Passed A/L 14.7 76.8 8.0 0.5 
Degree or Higher 
education 

12.7 79.7 6.3 1.3 

No Schooling 22.2 55.6 22.2 0.0 
 
Western 13.9 78.7 6.0 1.4 
Central 19.4 71.3 9.0 0.3 
Southern 17.9 75.4 5.9 0.8 
Northern 20.1 59.8 20.1  
Eastern 47.9 41.2 10.8  
North-western 18.8 75.4 5.5 0.3 
North-central 27.2 66.7 6.1  
Uva 22.2 68.9 6.1 2.8 
Sabaramuwa 23.5 70.6 5.1 0.7 

* "Sadharana" in Sinhala language carries such meanings as equitable and just. It is also 
understood as a political concept among the Sinhalese. For a detailed interpretation of the 
perceptions of Tamil youth on the concept of a just society see the article of C. Y. 
Thangarajah in this volume.  
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6.5. Participation in Public Affairs 

 

It is due to the widespread interest among Sinhalese youth in public affairs that a 

political party like the JVP has been able to build a strong support base among 

underprivileged youth. These youths are committed to socialist ideals, feel that 

society is unjust and that they are discriminated by the privileged and the 

powerful. This is also evident from the fact that political party leaders do not enjoy 

much trust among youth in the country. This appears to be based on the 

widespread conviction that the present political process is framed to give undue 

privileges to the wealthy and the powerful and public goods are not distributed on 

merit. The following table illustrates whom youth perceive as benefiting from 

development activities. 

 

Table 7: Who Benefits from Development?  
 
Categories  Frequency Percent Valid Percent  
Only the well-to-do 511 17.7 17.8 
Poor and needy also 497 17.2 17.3 
Those with political /connections 1671 57.8 58.1 
Known Parties 1 .0 .0 
Politicians 1 .0 .0 
Other 101 3.5 3.5 
Don’t know 95 3.3 3.3 
Total  2877 99.5 100.0 

 

In spite of the above view, a large majority of youth not only recognise the value 

of their vote and have no hesitation to cast it at elections. In fact, 64% of the youth 

interviewed feel that their vote has an effect. They also feel strongly about 

important national issues like the on-going ethnic conflict. It is noteworthy that the 

vast majority of youth, 72%, does not feel that the ethnic conflict can be or should 

be solved militarily. Moreover, a large majority of youth feel the need to reach a 

negotiated settlement through dialogue. It is against the above background that we 

have to view the general assessment of the youth regarding the prevailing situation 
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in the country. It is noteworthy, as illustrated in table 8 that about a third of the 

youth interviewed feel that the situation in the country is getting better. An equal 

proportion of youth, however feel the situation in the country is getting worse. 

Graph 3 illustrates the future prospects of the country as perceived by youth from 

different age groups.  

 

Table 8: Future Prospects of the Country by Province 
 
Groups  Getting better Getting worse  Stay the same Do not know 
All groups 36.6 35.5 22.8 5.1 
 
Western 25.8 42.2 25.4 6.5 
Central 34.0 37.8 21.5 6.6 
Southern 33.7 34.9 24.2 7.1 
Northern 32.3 49.1 18.6 - 
Eastern 52.1 15.6 31.8 0.5 
North-western 43.4 36.4 17.6 2.6 
North-central 52.5 25.4 18.8 3.3 
Uva 46.4 30.4 18.2 5.0 
Sabaragamuwa 41.2 29.0 22.8 7.0 

 

Graph 3: Future Prospects of the Country by Age 
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Given the above situation, it is not surprising that nearly one half of the youth 

interviewed feel that one should seek one's own advancement even by migrating to 

another country. This is perhaps not due to any lack of patriotism toward the 

country. It is probably due to the widespread feeling among youth, that all is not 

well with the management of affairs in the country. 

 

Looking at the issue of gender equality, it is surprising to note that a majority of 

youth, 59%, feels that both men and women have equal opportunity in Sri Lanka, 

as shown in table 9. It is noteworthy that there is little difference in the perception 

of this issue between men and women.  

 

Table 9: Do Men and Women Have the Same Rights and Opportunities in  
Sri Lanka? (%) 
 
Group Yes No Do not Know 

All Group 58.3 41.4 0.3 
Grade 1-5 43.6 55.6 0.9 

Grade 6-11 62.1 37.6 0.3 
Qualified to do A/L 57.9 42.1 0.0 
Passed A/L 53.9 45.9 0.2 
Degree / Higher education 48.7 51.3 0.0 
No schooling 26.3 63.2 10.5 
 
Male 59.6 39.9 0.4 
Female 56.6 43.4 0.1 
 
Western 57.3 42.3 0.4 
Central 53.2 46.3 0.5 
Southern 58.7 41.3  
Northern 49.4 50.6  
Eastern 62.7 37.3  
North-Western 57.6 41.8  
North-Central 65.7 34.3  
Uva 65.6 33.9 0.6 
Sabaragamuwa 60.9   
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6.6. Marriage and Sexuality  

 

Turning to issues of sexuality and marriage, it should be noted that the attitudes of 

youth show both continuity and change. Moreover, Sri Lankan youth display a 

significant diversity in their attitude towards certain issues. 

 

If we first take the issue of arranged marriage which has traditionally been the 

dominant form of marriage in the country, it is significant that, today, only 39% of 

the sample youth express their preference for it, as shown in table 10. While this is 

a significant proportion of youth, the fact that a majority of youth, 54%, have a 

preference for "love marriage" is noteworthy. It is also necessary to highlight the 

fact that the traditional form of marriage is still the most widely preferred form 

among certain social groups such as northern Tamil youth, and youth from the 

eastern province. By contrast, most youth in the more urbanised Western Province 

prefer "love marriage." It is also noteworthy that more educated youth also tend to 

prefer "love marriage" as illustrated in Graph 4. 

 

Table 10: What Kind of Marriage do you Prefer? (%) 
 
Groups  Arranged  Love Living together Do not know  
All Groups  40.1 53.4 0.3 6.1 
     
Western 23.7 69.9 0.4 6.0 
Central 47.9 42.6 - 9.6 
Southern 37.1 57.0 0.8 5.1 
Northern 56.1 39.0 0.6 4.3 
Eastern 56.2 39.0 0.6 4.3 
North-Western 48.3 47.1 - 4.6 
North-Central 46.4 45.3 0.6 7.7 
Uva 45.6 49.4 0.6 4.4 
Sabaragamuwa 41.5 55.1 - 3.3 
 
15-19 45.0 48.6 0.2 6.2 
20-24 34.3 59.8 0.6 5.3 
25-29 38.9 52.9 - 8.2 
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Matching horoscopes of marital partners is another age-old practice prevalent in 

Sri Lanka. It is noteworthy that youth in the country are increasingly prepared to 

ignore this practice. 52% of the youth interviewed do not consider it as important 

at all. It is considered important by a large majority of Tamil youth, 70%, whereas 

it is not important at all for the vast majority of Muslims, 69%. Urban-rural 

differences are also very significant in this regard. It is considered unimportant by 

a large majority of urban respondents. This is not so in estate and rural areas. The 

importance of matching horoscopes is more pronounced in the former. There is 

also a gender difference here, more women than men treat it as important. 

 

Graph 4: Preferred form of Marriage by Educational Attainment  
 

 

It is highly significant that the overwhelming majority of respondents do not 

consider dowry as an essential aspect of marriage, as can be seen in table 11. In 

fact, 80% of them have expressed a negative opinion on the matter. Yet, we cannot 

ignore some of the variations in the responses of different youth groups. In this 

regard, differences between ethnic groups are significant. While only 17% of the 

Sinhala youth and 16% of Muslim youth consider dowry as an essential aspect of 

33%33%35%
45%

51%53%

40%
37%

62%
59%59%

49%

10% 9% 6% 6% 8% 5%
0%

10%
20%
30%
40%
50%
60%
70%
80%
90%

No
schooling

Grade 1-5 Grade 6-11 Qualified to
do A/L

Passed A/L Degree or
higher

Arranged Love Don't know



Sri Lankan Youth: Profiles and Perspectives 

 

 

51

marriage, nearly 30% of Tamil youth consider it as an essential element of 

marriage. It is also interesting that more women, 22%, than men, 17%, consider 

dowry as essential. 

 

Table 11: Dowry as an Essential Part of Marriage (%) 
 

Groups Yes No  Don’t know 
All groups 19.0 80.5 0.5 
    
15-19 20.6 79.0 0.4 
20-24 16.6 83.0 0.4 
25-29 19.1 79.8 1.2 
    
Urban  12.2 87.3 0.5 
Rural  19.9 79.7 0.4 
Estate  28.6 69.6 1.8 
    
Male  16.9 82.5 0.7 
Female  21.8 77.9 0.3 
    
Sinhalese  17.2 79.3 0.4 
Tamil  29.6 69.2 1.2 
Moor  15.9 83.6 0.5 
Malay  - 100.0 - 
Burger  37.5 62.5 - 
    
Grade 1-5 27.0 72.2 0.9 
Grade 6-11 20.9 78.8 0.4 
Qualified to do 
A/L 

16.2 83.2 0.6 

Passed A/L 14.8 84.5 0.7 
Degree or 
higher  

24.4 75.6 - 

No schooling  21.1 73.7 5.3 
 

6.7. Opinion on Other Issues Related to Marriage and Sexuality 

 

When asked to express their opinion on a range of other social issues such as 

divorce, homosexuality, pre-marital sex, abortion, prostitution and the use of hard 
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drugs, the vast majority of youth have expressed negative opinions, disapproving 

such practices. The rates of negative responses are noted below in table 12. 

 

Table 12: Negative Opinion on Contentious Social Issues 
 
Issue Rate of Negative Opinion 
Divorce 
Homosexuality 
Pre-marital Sex 
Abortion  
Prostitution 
Use of hard drugs 

65% 
81% 
76% 
85% 
89% 
93% 

 

As is evident from the above data, in the case of certain issues, the negative 

response is overwhelming. In regard to divorce, 65% expressed a negative attitude 

toward it. It should be noted again that there are some significant variations across 

different youth groups. If we take the issue of hard drugs, the negative attitude is 

not as pronounced among youth in the estate sector, 65%, as in the case of urban, 

91%, or rural youth, 95%. 

 

On the issue of prostitution, there are some noteworthy differences among ethnic 

and religious groups. In regard to religious groups, it is more pronounced among 

Buddhists, 91%, and Roman Catholics, 89%, but less so among Hindus, 79%, and 

Muslims, 81%. As for gender, more women, 91%, than men, 87%, expressed a 

negative opinion. There is also a sectoral difference. While only 58% of estate 

youth expressed a negative opinion, the same opinion was expressed by as much 

as 90% of the youth in the other two sectors. 

 

With regard to abortion, there are significant differences among religious groups, 

between men and women as well as across sectors. The difference between estate 

youth, on one hand urban and rural youth, on the other is striking. While only 55% 

of estate youth expressed negative opinion on abortion, the proportion of youth in 
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the other two sectors is as much as 88%. As regards religious groups, Buddhists 

and Roman Catholics express an overwhelmingly negative attitude (about 87%); 

among Hindus, the proportion is 76%, as against 79% among Muslim youth. More 

women, 88%, than men, 83%, hold a negative opinion on abortion as shown in 

Table 13. 

 

Table 13: Non Approval of Abortion (Percentage) 
 
Groups Yes No  Do not know 
All groups 85.5 10.5 4.1 
    
15-19 86.0 8.0 6.1 
20-24 85.7 12.2 2.1 
25-29 83.1 14.3 2.6 
    
Urban  88.2 9.8 2.0 
Rural  87.0 8.8 4.1 
Estate  55.8 33.3 10.9 
    
Male  83.0 12.7 4.2 
Female  88.5 7.5 3.9 
    
Sinhalese  87.5 8.7 3.8 
Tamil  77.8 17.7 4.5 
Moor  78.6 15.0 6.3 
Malay  75.0 25.0 - 
Burger  100.0 - - 
    
Grade 1-5 80.0 13.0 7.0 
Grade 6-11 84.6 9.7 5.7 
Qualified to do 
A/L 

87.6 9.9 2.5 

Passed A/L 86.8 12.2 1.0 
Degree or higher  81.8 16.9 1.3 
No schooling  73.7 5.3 21.1 

 

As regards premarital sex, there are no significant differences among ethnic or 

religious groups as demonstrated in Table 14. On the other hand, gender difference 

is striking. While nearly 88% of women disapprove of premarital sex, only 67% of 

male youth subscribe to that opinion. On the other hand, only 56% of youth in the 
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estate sector disapprove of premarital sex, while nearly 80% of rural youth and 

72% of urban youth express the same opinion. 

 

Table 14: Opinion on Premarital Sexual Relationships (%) 
 
Group Object Not object Do not know 
All groups 76.9 20.8 2.3 
    
Western 71.9 26.5 1.7 
Central 62.5 33.2 4.3 
Southern 80.6 17.6 1.8 
Northern 97.0 3.0  
Eastern 84.2 12.0 3.8 
North-western 80.8 16.0 3.2 
North-central 76.1 22.2 1.7 
Uva 81.7 14.4 3.9 
Sabaragamuwa 80.7 17.8 1.5 

 

On the issue of homosexuality, educational attainment has a significant impact on 

the opinion of youths as demonstrated in Table 15. While nearly 90% of youth 

with higher educational qualifications hold a negative attitude towards it, the 

proportion of youth with primary education holding on to such a view is as low as 

73%. There are some noteworthy differences among religious groups. Those with 

a negative attitude constitute about 70% among Hindus, while the corresponding 

proportions for Buddhists, Catholics and Muslims are 83.6%, 83.7%, and 78% 

respectively. More women, 86%, than men, 78%, have a negative attitude towards 

homosexuality. While only 50% of the estate youth hold a negative attitude 

towards homosexuality, the proportions for urban and rural youths are 86% and 

83% respectively. 

 

And finally, to look at youth attitudes towards divorce, there are some significant 

differences, between ethno-religious groups. The proportion of youth with a 

negative attitude towards divorce is as high as 73% among Muslims, and around 

69% among Buddhist and Hindu respondents. While nearly 70% of female 
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respondents have expressed a negative attitude, the corresponding figure for men 

is 63%. 

 

Table 15: Opinion on Homosexuality 
 
Group Object Not object Do not know 
All groups 85.5 10.5 4.0 
    
15-19 86.0 8.0 6.0 
20-24 85.7 12.2 2.1 
25-29 83.1 14.3 2.6 
    
Male 83.0 12.7 4.2 
Female 88.5 7.6 3.9 
    
Western 87.4 9.1 3.5 
Central 70.1 24.0 5.9 
Southern 90.8 3.6 5.6 
Northern 95.7 4.3  
Eastern 83.7 13.6 2.7 
North-western 86.3 8.5 5.2 
North-central 82.9 13.8 3.3 
Uva 86.7 9.4 3.9 
Sabaragamuwa 88.1 8.1 3.8 

 

What is evident from the discussion on attitudes of youth towards social issues is 

that Sri Lankan youth in general have negative attitude towards most of the 

contentious issues discussed. Yet, what is equally important to note is that on 

many issues there are significant differences among youth coming from different 

socio-economic and ethnic backgrounds, indicating the importance of social and 

cultural diversity as a factor shaping the attitudinal, value and behavioural 

orientations of youth in spite of the long-standing influence of modernising focus 

in the country. 
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7. Conclusions 

 

In this chapter, an attempt has been made to provide an overview on the profiles, 

perspectives and socio-cultural orientations of Sri Lankan youth. On the basis of 

the analysis presented in the chapter, several major conclusions can be drawn.  

 

Sri Lankan youth population is segmented on ethno-linguistic, regional and social 

class lines. These divisions, in turn, influence their life chances, the worldview and 

social and political orientations. Social, political and spatial segregation of youth 

belonging to different ethno-linguistic groups is further reinforced by the 

persisting language barrier that separates them. In spite of significant socio-

economic changes in recent years, the gap between the desires and aspirations of 

youth, on one hand and what is increasingly prescribed to them, on the other 

persists as a critical issue. 

 

A noteworthy aspect of the profile of the young population is to which extent they 

are economically dependent. While the overwhelming majority of younger 

members of the sample are either partly or wholly dependent on family members 

for their basic necessities, a sizeable segment of the older age group, 25-29 years, 

is also dependent. This is understandable in view of the persisting high rate of 

overall unemployment among youth, both women and men.  

 

Self declared social class identity among Sri Lankan youth showed some 

interesting patterns as was discussed in this chapter. The vast majority of youth 

feel that they were members of the middle class. Only about a third felt that they 

belonged to the working or lower class. As is evident, class identity is highly 

correlated with educational attainment; with increasing education, they moved up 

the class ladder in terms of their identity.  
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Another important feature of the young population is their overwhelmingly 

monolingual character; most of them spoke only their own language. Though 

English is highly valued and emphasised in Sri Lankan society both as a status 

marker and a valuable asset in the competition for much desired urban, white 

collar employment, particularly in the private sector, fluency of English is 

confined to a tiny minority. The overwhelming majority of youth do not have even 

a reasonable working knowledge of the English language.  

 

Moving into the area of social and cultural orientations of youth, it is clear that 

there is a high degree of ethno-linguistic and spatial segregation of youth in most 

parts of the Country. This often breeds ethnocentrism, which is not a very positive 

factor in a multi-ethnic society. This is also evident from the strong tendency 

among youth to find it problematic to locate a marital partner outside one’s ethnic 

group. The same also applies to caste, which is an important consideration in the 

selection of marital partners among a majority of youth.  

 

A remarkably high degree of religiosity among youth is another important aspect. 

Even in the most urbanised western province about 75% of the youth declare 

themselves to be religious. In the northern and eastern provinces the proportion is 

over 90%. 

 

The notion of social justice is very strong among Sri Lankan youth, e.g. the vast 

majority of the Sri Lankan youth subscribing to the view that our society is 

characterised by social injustice (Asadharana). As is well known, this is a popular 

slogan often used by militant youth. This is very much in keeping with the 

dominant ideological orientation of youth as well. They are very much committed 

to an egalitarian ideology as is evident from the survey data.  
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Dwindling trust that youth have in public institutions, elected bodies, 

representatives and public servants is another major issue according to the survey 

(see paper by Laksiri Fernando in this volume). Restoration of public confidence 

may not be easily accomplished. Nevertheless, this may be a critical need as youth 

are often compelled to deal with the same institutions, officials and representatives 

in their day-to-day lives.  

 

"Development" is often justified by political leaders as the main vehicle taking 

various benefits to the larger population. Yet, if the vast majority of the youth 

believe that development process benefits disproportionately the well to do and the 

politically powerful, it leads to serious erosion of legitimacy of the 

“developmental state”.  

 

Youths’ interest in public affairs remains very high despite their disillusionment 

with mundane politics. While the latter is perhaps a reflection of their dismay with 

the behaviour of many politicians, they also seem to realise that the proper 

management of public affairs is crucial for the wellbeing of the ordinary people 

and the socio-economic progress of the country. On the other hand, many youths 

are not hopeful that the country’s situation is getting better. In fact, many of them 

feel that the situation in the country is getting worse. There is no doubt that this is 

at least partly a reflection of the on-going ethnic conflict in the country.  

 

What should the individuals do against the above background? On this issue, 

youth are divided. Nearly half of them feel that one should seek one’s own 

advancement even by migrating to another country. Others apparently do not think 

that it is a desirable option. Once again, these views are no doubt influenced by the 

prevailing situation in the country. It is perhaps a reflection of the times. With 

increasing globalisation, more and more people tend to look beyond the shores of 

one’s own country.  
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This first part was devoted to a discussion on youth attitudes towards contentious 

social issues. In this regard, it is noteworthy that they display a rather complex 

picture with respect to their attitudes. On one hand, a majority of youth is rather 

unconventional with regard to social issues as dowry, divorce, arranged marriages, 

etc. On the other hand, by and large they have “conservative” attitudes towards 

such issues as pre-marital sex and homosexuality. 

 

 

Part II: Policy Perspectives 

 

Social scientists in general would complain that their research is often not taken 

into account when policy decisions are made in diverse fields. They feel that 

politicians, public officials and business leaders are influenced more by vested 

interests and their own biases rather than systematic social research in their day-to-

day activities. So, unless social scientists use their research findings to mobilise 

public opinion through their own professional bodies, civic organisations and the 

mass media, their research is much less likely to have an impact on public policy 

and corporate decision making, particularly when research results point to the need 

to take measures that are unfavourable to vested interests. 

 

On the other hand, many research studies do not go beyond university libraries, 

classrooms, academic conferences and the bookshelves of research sponsoring 

agencies. They rarely figure in public debates. In many countries, there is no 

institutionalised system whereby research findings are brought to the notice of 

those who are in a position to make use of them. There are also situations where 

research findings are not conclusive and do not indicate an unambiguous path to 

follow. In some cases, research can be too controversial to act upon. 
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Research on youth has been undertaken in many countries for several decades 

now. Much of the early research has focused on what have been referred to as 

youth problems such as alienation, unrest, anti-social behaviour, violence, 

addictions, crime, and suicide. Youth were increasingly viewed as individuals with 

“problems” and requiring assistance, advice and guidance. More recently, there 

has been a shift in the way the youth question is conceptualised, looking at youth 

as a constituency with their own perspectives on society, and the adult world in 

particular. This latter approach treats youth as social critics. It became more and 

more significant as youth movements gained greater visibility in the wider society. 

In fact, in some situations, youth movements became trendsetters, challenging the 

status quo, as was the case in the Western counter-culture movement in the 1960’s. 

Elsewhere, radical youth movements compelled governments to introduce reforms 

in many fields. This does not mean that they have always been effective and 

successful. In fact, some conservative political regimes did hit back hard, often 

destroying many young lives and suppressing entire movements. On the other 

hand, under more favourable conditions, youth movements have succeeded in 

establishing useful strategic alliances with other groups and constituencies and 

have consolidated their position to the extent of being able to pose a serious 

challenge to even a hegemonic regime. 

 

Globalisation and the connected social and cultural changes are also effecting 

youth in different parts of the world, including Sri Lanka. An important aspect lies 

in the fact that the biographical phase between youth and adulthood is more and 

more prolonged. This is mainly due to the fact that, on the one hand the period of 

formal education is being extended, and on the other hand, access to appropriate 

employment opportunities is getting more difficult for many youth. The 

ambivalence of a social status between economic dependency (in case of Sri 

Lanka mainly, on their parents) and the desire for socio-cultural autonomy (mainly 

expressed in the form of often violent anti-systemic movements) creates new 
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pressure on many youth to define their identities and positions in society. Those 

youth, who are sidelined by the modernisation process despite better educational 

achievements, are most likely to feel marginalised, if not even discriminated 

within the new global arena. 

 

It is against the above background that the National Survey on youth should be 

viewed. Its primary aim has been to shed light on our understanding of Sri Lankan 

youth. Given the highly vociferous and forceful manner in which politically 

organised youth groups in the country have given expression to their views, ideas, 

aspirations, criticisms and demands, it would be naïve to treat them simply as 

misguided youth. Their perspectives on social, economic, political and cultural 

issues deserve serious attention. In fact, they often mirror serious ills and 

anomalies in society. 

 

Given the above state of affairs, the need for a better understanding of youth 

cannot be overemphasised. Here, there is no substitute for systematically planned 

and executed national sample surveys. It is only a comprehensive data set 

compiled on the basis of such a survey that can paint a reasonable picture of the 

young population in the country in terms of their actual profiles and their social, 

cultural and political perspectives and orientations. Against this backdrop an 

attempt is made to focus attention on several key issues. They are as follows: 

 

a) Taking youth seriously 

b) Narrowing the gap between different youth constituencies 

c) Building capacities of youth and ensuring equal opportunities 

d) Combating discrimination and injustice 
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a) Taking youth seriously 

 

Whether one takes youth seriously or not depends on one’s understanding of and 

attitudes towards, youth. If one equates youths with behavioural problems such as 

risk taking, violence, drug abuse, etc. one may be tempted to adopt a patronising 

attitude towards them (e.g. youth need protection, guidance and support of adults 

and public institutions). On the other hand, if we take the views, ideas and 

perceptions of youth with the seriousness they usually deserve, then, one may 

realise that youth can play a constructive role in changing or reforming society, or 

institutions. The “change of heart” however is not easy, particularly in view of the 

longstanding social attitudes towards youth and traditional youth-adult 

relationships in many societies. On the other hand, youth studies that allow youths 

to express their views openly can play an important mediatory role by bringing to 

the surface how youth feel about the world around them. 

 

It is clear that youths have certain ideological tendencies, perceptions and socio-

cultural orientations, at least some of which may be incongruent with those of their 

parents and adults in general. On the other hand, many youths have become 

victims of certain past policies, in such fields as education and language. These 

and other matters need to figure in public discussions and policy debates at the 

highest level. This could only happen if we are prepared to take youth seriously, 

rather than simply appease them by offering conventional youth services. This is 

not to suggest that many services and programs offered to youth by various 

institutions are not useful but to emphasise the fact that many youth expect a more 

constructive response to their predicament.  

 

b) Narrowing the Gap between Youth Constituencies 
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It seems reasonable to assume that in no society, youth constitute a homogenous 

entity. They may be segmented on ethno-linguistic, class, religious and other lines. 

This diversity in itself should not constitute an issue. On the other hand, the 

perpetuation and reinforcement of deep divisions may lead to conflict of interests 

and ideas, particularly when the groups involved are placed in a mutually 

competitive situation.  

 

In Sri Lanka, major divisions among youth are based on ethnicity, class, language, 

ideology and rural-urban differences. These divisions have created in the minds of 

many youth a strong sense of deprivation, marginalisation, discrimination and 

social injustice. So, the narrowing of the gap between different youth 

constituencies remains a critical policy issue. It should also be noted that, to 

address this issue effectively, refashioning of public policies in several related 

areas may be a prerequisite. For instance, promotion of bilingualism or 

multilingualism in place of rampant monolingualism among upwardly mobile 

youth belonging to all ethnic communities is essential to ensure equality of 

opportunity and address the sense of discrimination and deprivation prevalent 

among underprivileged youth. 

 

Another important imperative would be to avoid further politicisation in regard to 

the distribution of socio-economic resources as this was clearly expressed as one 

of the main sources of grievance among many youth. On the other hand, many 

youth might find it difficult to face more competitive situations, which make them 

vulnerable to pressures emanating from extremist movements, built on ethnic or 

regional identities. Establishment of politically independent local institutions 

would be one important prerequisite to accommodate youth and provide them with 

a forum where they can not only air their grievances but also build their own 

capacities. 
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Sri Lankan population is generally divided into urban, and rural and estate 

categories. This makes sense, as there are significant differences between these 

divisions. While urban areas are far more privileged in terms of life chances and 

social infrastructure, rural areas have lagged behind over many years. Estate sector 

has traditionally been the most underprivileged. As is well known in Sri Lanka, all 

the best educational institutions are concentrated in cities and towns. On the other 

hand, rural schools are generally poorly equipped. Estate schools are even worse, 

often with least physical infrastructure and qualified teachers. In rural and estate 

schools, opportunities for learning languages other than one’s own are almost non-

existent. It is in this sense that there are wide variations across sectoral boundaries 

that undermine the principle of equality of opportunity. This is an important issue 

requiring a decisive policy response. 

 

Finally, the general sense of alienation among youth has to be addressed urgently. 

This is especially relevant for the North and East in view of various security 

measures that impinge on the day-to-day lives of youth. The general suspect image 

of youth by armed forces or militant groups not only exposes youth as victims but 

also stigmatises them against other communities. 

 

Given the long-standing and pressing issues referred to in this section, a permanent 

national commission independent of political influences and interferences might 

be a very useful forum for addressing youth issues. 

 

c) Building Capacities of Youth and Ensuring Equality of Opportunity 

 

Survey data on youth aspirations, interests and role models indicate that many Sri 

Lankan youth do not have opportunities for pursuing challenging life goals. Many 

youth do not have role models. Even most of those who have role models to 

emulate mention such figures as sportsmen and sportswomen, family members, 
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actors, etc. They have rarely mentioned professionals, scientists, entrepreneurs or 

social activists. 

 

Most of the youth prefer conventional government jobs, which may not 

necessarily be a challenging option. It certainly provides a sense of security and 

stability but rarely allows one to take self-initiatives. The examination based 

school education often leaves little room for the development of critical faculties 

of students. Such education usually alienates youth from the world of work and 

other real life situations. This situation needs to be remedied in order to enable 

youth to develop their own capacities. 

 

d) Combating the Widespread Sense of Discrimination 

 

It is significant that about a third of the youth interviewed state that there is caste-

based discrimination in their areas. It is also remarkable that such discrimination is 

there even in the most urbanised Western Province. This may be partly due to the 

fact that many members of the urban elite are also caste-conscious and therefore, 

likely to favour their own kind in various situations. There is, of course, very little 

empirical evidence on inter-caste relations in urban settings and therefore, no firm 

conclusions can be made with respect to the nature of caste discrimination that 

prevails there. It is very clear that certain regions have a much higher incidence of 

caste-based discrimination. While the Northern Province, where the largest Tamil 

minority is concentrated is very prominent in this regard, it is also significant in 

such predominantly Sinhalese rural areas like the Southern Province. 

 

Caste discrimination is often subtle and cannot be easily eradicated. It takes place 

in family, kinship and community settings in an informal manner. Nevertheless, 

youth are affected by it and are, therefore conscious of its consequences. It is an 

area that needs attention and closer scrutiny. 
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Another arena where many youth state that there is discrimination is the private 

sector. Discrimination here may be based on a range of factors. If more and more 

youths continue to experience or perceive discrimination by the private sector, 

agitations against economic reforms are likely to grow in intensity. Moreover, it 

can also contribute to unrest among upwardly mobile youth with attendant adverse 

consequences.  

 

The inability of many youth to compete for white-collar jobs in the private sector 

may well be due to non-possession of cultural capital, which usually plays a major 

role in the corporate employment market. Some of the attributes, which the private 

sector is looking for, cannot be easily acquired by underprivileged youth. This 

naturally creates the need for revamping education and opportunity structures in 

order to make the latter more open and accessible. While there is no simple 

remedy, educational planners and others responsible for resource allocation have a 

crucial role to play in order to find ways and means of addressing the issue of 

equality of opportunity in training, education and employment provision. Given 

the increasing emphasis placed on the private, corporate sector in a liberal 

economic environment, it is imperative to raise the consciousness of the private 

sector employers to the same level as that of liberal socially conscious politicians. 
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A Holistic View of Youth Unemployment in Sri Lanka:  

An Exploratory Study 
W. D. Lakshman 

1. Introduction 

 

Higher than average unemployment among the youth is a world-wide 

phenomenon. Because of its peculiarities and multi-faceted significance, the 

subject has elicited immense academic and policy interest. Sri Lanka is an 

interesting case of a developing country with extensive youth unemployment. 

From the time the relevant statistical information has been available, the rate of 

unemployment among the youth in Sri Lanka is known to have remained several 

times that of the average rate of unemployment for the country. A large proportion 

of the youth in unemployment has also been relatively highly educated. The bulk 

of the unemployed youth, as first time job seekers, are usually compelled to wait 

long before they eventually find a job. This particular pattern of unemployment in 

the country has given rise to extensive concern at the political level. Many were 

the policy measures adopted in the past to meet this continuing problem, albeit 

with limited results. 

 

Unless otherwise specified, the youth is treated, in what follows, as those in the 

age range of 15-29 years. The more widely prevalent international practice is to 

treat only the 15-25 years old as youth. The 15-29 year definition has been adopted 

partly because YS (2000), which provides part of the data for this paper, takes the 

26-29 age group also as part of youth. Required effort to eliminate the 26-29 group 

from, or to separately indicate that group in, the YS (2000) statistical information 

presented in this paper would not have produced commensurately better analytical 
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results. In addition, to treat 26-29 as part of youth in Sri Lanka, does not appear to 

be all that awkward despite the international practice being different1.  

 

Causes, effects and implications of the youth-biased pattern of unemployment are, 

no doubt, multi-faceted. Yet the tendency has been to examine and analyse these 

separately by economists, management scientists, educationists, sociologists, 

political scientists and so on, within the prevailing system of disciplinary 

boundaries, each analyst highlighting factors which receive prominence in his/ her 

own disciplinary training. The frame of reference of the present paper, however, is 

inter-disciplinary. It is an exploratory and preliminary exercise, which needs to be 

supplemented by further studies. The initial idea of undertaking a study of this 

nature came from the availability of data for use from the Sri Lanka National 

Youth Survey conducted in year 1999. Pitfalls of questionnaire survey data are 

well known. These data weaknesses would become particularly serious when the 

survey concerned has had nothing to do, at its planning stage, with the study which 

eventually uses the data generated by the said survey. 

 

This paper intends to examine, as the proposed title indicates, three broad aspects 

about youth unemployment in Sri Lanka: (a) the nature of youth unemployment, 

(b) important factors behind the phenomenon, and (c) its important implications. 

No attempt is made; however, to classify the material discussed separately into 

these three thematic groups. The study is based on national survey data, 

particularly those from the Quarterly Labour Force Survey of the Department of 

Census and Statistics and as already noted, those from the above mentioned YS 

(2000). The study is constrained by the subject coverage of data that is available. 

                                                 
1 There are a few exceptions to this 15-25 year international norm in the definition of youth [see 
e.g. O’Higgins (2001: 10)]. Some of the implied peculiarities in Sri Lanka may be noted. The 
majority of those who gain admission to universities in Sri Lanka would now be graduating after 
age 25. There is the widely spread family tradition among all ethnic and religious groups to 
consider even those in the 26-29 age group as youth, as long as they are unemployed / unmarried. 
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The author hopes that this study will stimulate other studies on more narrowly 

defined themes.  

 

The paper is presented in several sections. After this introduction, there is a brief 

section on the general problem of unemployment in the country to provide the 

backdrop for this study. Section III introduces the reader to the nature and 

characteristics of the problem of youth unemployment in Sri Lanka. In several 

sections after III, a number of aspects of the problem of youth unemployment in 

Sri Lanka are examined. These constitute a mixture of characteristics, causal 

factors and implications of youth unemployment in the country. I move across 

disciplinary boundaries at will in the analysis, bringing into discussion associated 

economic, social, educational, cultural and political factors. The final section 

attempts to draw some policy insights emanating from the analysis. 

 

2. Unemployment in Sri Lanka: The Backdrop 

 

During the post-Independence period in Sri Lanka, one observes “the emergence 

of chronic large scale unemployment...due to the contrast between the fast growth 

of population and the inertia of the economy in the face of adverse trends in the 

economy” [ILO (1971): 17]. Open unemployment has been identified as a major 

problem in Sri Lanka since around the end of the 1950s. A consistently observed 

characteristic feature of the problem of unemployment in Sri Lanka has been its 

high overall rate. Extensively spread high unemployment and under-employment 

have remained a serious economic, social and political problem in the country for 

quite some time. The unemployment problem has had certain peculiar structural 

characteristics, of which three may be highlighted.  

 

First, ever since the commencement of the practice of systematic collection of data 

on unemployment, the greater incidence of unemployment among females than 
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among males has been highlighted (Tables 1 and 2). The sex differential has 

persisted irrespective of whether the overall unemployment rate was rising or 

falling. The female rate of unemployment was 2-3 times that of the male rate in 

the recent past. 

 

Table 1: The Percentage of Unemployment by Sector and Sex, 1981/2, 1986/7 
and 1996/7 
 

 1981/82 1986/87 1996/97 
 SL US RS ES SL US RS ES SL US RS ES 
Male 7.8 10.1 7.3 6.4 11.3 12.9 11.1 9.5 6.4 8.3 6.1 6.1 
Female 21.3 25.1 25.3 3.6 23.6 25.6 26.2 9.8 17.5 23.9 17.7 7.9 
Total 11.7 14.2 12.0 5.0 15.5 17.3 16.0 9.7 10.4 13.4 10.2 6.9 

Notes: SL = Whole country; US = Urban sector; RS = Rural sector; ES = Estate sector. 
Source: Central Bank (1999) 
 

Second, as a natural result of the concentration of population in rural areas, the 

bulk of the numbers unemployed also is found in those areas.  In the first quarter 

of 2000, 86 per cent of the total unemployed (the same percentage for both males 

and females), according to Quarterly Labour Force Survey (QLFS) of the 

Department of Census and Statistics, were in the rural sector. Table 1 presents a 

summary of the Central Bank’s Consumer Finance and Socio-economic Survey 

(CFSES) data for the three most recent survey years, on the rate of unemployment 

in the three sectors – rural, urban and estate. According to these statistics, the rate 

of unemployment has consistently been higher in urban and rural sectors than in 

the estate sector. The urban sector rate was higher than that of the rural sector in 

respect of the overall rate, though for male and female components of the labour 

force no particular pattern could be discerned. 

 

Third, unemployment is heavily concentrated among young age groups. Being the 

primary focus of this paper, youth unemployment and its various features of policy 

significance are examined in the rest of this paper.  
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3. Nature and Characteristics of Youth Unemployment 

 

As already noted, the heavy concentration of unemployment among young age 

groups has attracted a great deal of analytical and policy level attention since the 

early 1970s. Statistical information on unemployment classified by age and sex is 

presented in Table 2 for a few recent years. The overall rate (i.e. covering both 

sexes) of unemployment among the two age groups, 15-19 and 20-24, taken 

separately, was between 2-2.5 times that of the overall rate during the early years 

shown in the Table. Since 1997 the rate for these age groups has risen to around 

three times the overall rate.  

 

According to Table 3, more than 75 per cent of total unemployment is found 

among the three age groups 15-19, 20-24 and 25-29. In fact, the share of these 

young persons among the total number unemployed has gradually increased over 

the years - 76 percent in 1985/6, 78 per cent in 1991, 79 per cent in 1994 and 83 

per cent in 2000.  

 

Due to either differences in definitions (of employment, unemployment etc.) 

adopted or differences in the rigor with which the adopted definitions were applied 

in practice, the comparison of the levels of youth unemployment estimated from 

official (i.e. Department of Census and Statistics) data sources and from YS 

(2000) can be quite confusing2. The ratios from the latter are significantly higher 

than those from the former. For example, the YS (2000) estimates the 

unemployment rates for the 15-19 and 20-25 age groups at 59 and 50 per cent 

respectively. The rate of unemployment among the youth belonging to the 15-19 

and 20-24 age groups, according to the Quarterly Labour Force Survey is 

                                                 
2 YS focuses more on self-perception of the youth regarding their employment status, as against 
the DCS attempts to indicate the numbers unemployed on some objective criteria. The 
unemployment numbers shown in YS (2000) would cover those who are unemployed and/or are 
not satisfied with present employment and therefore are looking for a job.  
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respectively 22 and 25 per cent in 2000. Large numbers of persons in the “under-

employed” category, engaged in occupations considered of temporary interest 

have recorded themselves as unemployed in the YS (2000). 

 

Table 2: Unemployment Rate by Age as a Per cent of Labour Force 
 

Age Group 1991: 4th Q 1994: 4th Q 1997: 4thQ 2000: 1stQa  
 Total Male Fem. Total Male Fem. Total Male Fem. Total Male Fem.
All Ages 13.7  9.6  21.2  12.1  9.8  17.0  10.3  7.7  15.4  8.0 6.4 11.1 
             

10-14 33.3  12.5  51.9  7.1  6.5  8.3  b b b b b b 
15-19 31.2  32.8  28.9  32.3  29.3  38.5  34.8  30.9  40.1  22.1 20.5 25.3 
20-24 35.8  27.3  47.7  31.3  27.5  37.9  28.0  23.5  35.0  24.5 21.9 28.9 
25-29 16.0  11.5  23.0  13.1  7.4  22.7  15.3  11.6  21.5  12.7 7.0 18.6 
30-39 8.7  3.7  18.2  7.9  5.7  12.0  4.9  2.9  8.9  3.8 2.4 7.3 
40-49 3.8  3.4  4.6  2.3  2.8  1.1  1.3  1.0  1.9  1.1 1.2 1.7 
50-59 0.2  0.3  0.0  3.5  4.5  0.0  0.4  0.5  0.0  1.0 1.1 0.3 
60 & over 0.6  0.7  0.0  1.5  1.8  0.0  0.1  0.2  0.0  ... ... ... 
Notes: Less than 0.05 

 

a) According to the Youth Survey, the rates of unemployment for the three youth 

age groups are substantially higher than are shown in this Table. The relevant 

percentages are as follows: 15-19 age group 59.1%, 20-25 group 50.1% and 

26-29 group 36.3%.  The overall rate for youth unemployment according to YS 

(2000) was 50.3 per cent. 

b) Statistical practice has changed after 1994 in how this age group is treated. 

Recognising the reality that a proportion of children of this age is employed, 

the recorded number employed from this age group has continued to be 

included in the labour force. But the practice of indicating a number falling 

into this age category as unemployed has been abandoned after 1994. Hence 

the absence of a rate of unemployment among those in the 10-14 age group in 

1997 and after. Sources: QLFS (various). 

 

 



Sri Lankan Youth: Challenges and Responses 

 74

4. Spatial and Sector-wise Distribution 

 

Widely heard is the criticism that economic activities, and therefore employment 

opportunities, created and promoted under market-led growth processes in the 

country since the late 1970s, have been concentrated heavily in favour of urban 

areas and areas where specially designed development projects were located3. Two 

Tables, 4 and 5, present the YS (2000) data on two aspects of the spatial 

distribution of rates of youth unemployment. Of these the former confirms the 

urban-rural pattern shown in national data from official sources, and thus the urban 

bias hypothesis.  

 

Table 3: Pattern of Distribution of Unemployment by Age Group:  
Selected Years 
 

Age Group 1991a 1994a 1997a 2000: 1stQb 

15-19 19.3 22.4 22.5 16.6 

20-24 42.2 41.2 41.5 45.8 

25-29 16.7 15.6 19.0 20.7 

30-39 15.8 15.5 12.7 12.3 

40-49 4.8 3.9 3.4 2.8 

50 & above 1.2 1.6 0.9 1.9 

 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 

Note: 
• Average of the data for the four quarters of the given year.  
• According to the Youth Survey, youth unemployment is divided into three relevant 

age categories as follows: 15-19 age group 34.5%, 20-25 group 53% and 26-29 group 
12.5%. The relevant proportions for slightly different age groups shown in this Table 

                                                 
3 The virtually untranslatable Sinhala expression – colombata kiri, gamata kakiri – poignantly 
expresses this bias of economic processes of this period in favour of the cities and against rural 
areas. The Sinhala expression, effectively using the rhyme in the words involved, literally means 
that market-based economic processes have provided “kiri (meaning milk implying superior 
things) to Colombo and only kekiri (a cheap vegetable meaning, in this context, inferior things) to 
the village”. 
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according to the above statistics would be 15-19 – 20%, 20-24 – 55.1% and 25-29 – 
24.9%. Sources: Quarterly Report of the Sri Lanka Labour Force Survey (various).  

 

Table 4: Sector Wise Distribution of Youth Unemployment, 2000 
 

Sector Rate of 
Unemployment 

Sector-wise Distribution of the Unemployed 
(%) 

Urban 41.08 14.76 
Rural 53.33 79.75 
Estate 42.48 5.49 
Total 50.40 100.00 

Source: Youth Survey, 2000 
 

The presence of sharp regional differences in the pattern of distribution of youth 

unemployment has been subjected to widespread economic, social and political 

discussion. According to the Youth Survey, for 21 administrative districts4, the 

rate of unemployment varies from the lowest District average of 35.14 per cent in 

Amparai District to the highest 71.74 per cent in Hambantota District.  It is rather 

difficult to see any distinct pattern in the variation of rates of unemployment by 

Districts.  

 

It is difficult to interpret the District distribution data in Table 5; however, using 

the highly plausible hypothesis that economic processes of the last couple of 

decades have favoured more urbanised and policy-favoured Districts. The group of 

Districts with the lowest youth unemployment rates can hardly be described as 

favoured by recent policies. The second District group, in terms of the rate of 

youth unemployment in ascending order, contains two Western Province Districts 

– Colombo and Gampaha. It also contains three rather under-privileged Districts, 

which have been subject to relative policy neglect during the last couple of 

decades – Badulla, Nuwara Eliya, and Trincomalee. Similarly, although three of 

the four Districts in the fourth group may be treated as under-developed and 
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under-privileged, it is debatable whether Kandy would be treated as a least 

developed District in the country.  

 

I have argued above that the number of unemployed youth, as shown in the Youth 

Survey, is likely to consist of a reasonable percentage of under-employed youth, 

“waiting” for their preferred occupation, in addition to the genuinely unemployed.  

This is particularly likely to be the case with the relatively more educated persons 

among the youth. The under-privileged Districts of the country and those, which 

have not been favoured by location decisions pertaining to large development 

projects of the recent past, are likely to be less endowed with the type of 

occupations preferred by the youth.  The length of time, which young persons are 

willing to wait for occupations of ‘higher rating’ too is likely to be less in those 

Districts.  Hence the lower rates of recorded youth unemployment in certain such 

Districts in Table 5 than in the more urbanised and relatively more developed 

Districts of the country. One wonders, however, whether the above interpretation 

can be applied to Hambantota, the District with the highest District rate of youth 

unemployment. That it is one of the least developed regions is well known. It 

recent times, however, Hambantota has been the home for the intervention of 

some well-funded foreign-sponsored projects like the Integrated Rural 

Development Project (IRDP) for the District. Since the beginning of the 1990s, 

governmental programmes for the Southern Province development received 

considerable publicity. A Cabinet portfolio was created recently to promote and 

manage developmental activities in the Southern Province. These initiatives 

appear to have promoted the aspirations of the youth of the Hambantota District, 

more rapidly than the expansion of productive activities and ‘modern’ type of 

occupations. 

 

                                                                                                                                                  
4 Of the total of 25 Districts, the Youth Survey had covered only 21.  Excluded from the Survey 
were districts of Mannar, Vavuniya, Mullaitivu and Kilinochchi. 
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Table 5: Districts in Selected Ranges of Youth Unemployment Rate (%) 

 

Range in the Rate of Youth 
Unemployment 

Administrative Districts Average Unemployment 
Rate  

Amparai 35.14 
Jaffna 35.96 

Less than 40 

Ratnapura 36.79 
Badulla  42.47 
Nuwara Eliya 43.40 
Kurunegala 45.74 
Colombo 46.67 
Gampaha 47.06 

40 - less than 50 

Trincomalee 47.37 
Matale 50 
Puttalum  50 
Galle 50.55 
Kalutara 52.78 
Batticaloa 55 
Moneragala 55.56 
Anuradhapura 56 

50 - less than 60 

Polonnaruwa 58.14 
Kandy 64.55 
Matara 65.38 
Kegalle 67.14 

60 and above  

Hambantota 71.74 
Source: Youth Survey, 2000 
 

5. First-time Job-Seekers among the Unemployed and Period of Waiting for 

Employment 

 

Subject to problems of interpretation and reliability of data, QLFSs indicate that 

first-time job seekers constitute a very large proportion of total unemployment – 

82 per cent for the 4th quarter of 1997, 77 per cent in the 3rd quarter of 1998 and 

82 per cent in the 1st quarter of 2000. The relevant proportions for men and women 

were respectively 80 and 84 per cent for 1997, 76 and 79 per cent for 1998 and 79 

and 86 per cent for 2000. In 1991, the large numbers who fell into this category of 

the unemployed, were distributed between the rural and urban sectors, roughly in 

correspondence with the population proportions falling into these sectors, 75 and 
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25 per cent respectively (Table 6). By the 4th quarter of 1997, these proportions 

have changed respectively to 91 and 9 per cent and by the first quarter of 2000, to 

89 and 11 per cent. The changing structure of occupations associated with growing 

globalisation is probably to the greater disadvantage of the rural youth in search of 

jobs than the urban youth in that category. Increasing emphasis on globalisation, 

therefore, makes it increasingly more difficult for the rural youth to secure their 

“first” job in their working life than the urban youth. It needs no special mention 

that almost all the unemployed first-time job seekers belong to years 15-29 age 

group.  

 

Table 6: Pattern of Distribution of the Unemployed who never had a Job by 
Residential Sector: Selected Years as Per cent of total unemployment 
 

Residential Sector 1991 4th Q 1992 4th Q 1994: 4th Q 1997: 4th Q 2000: 1st Q 
Urban  24.4 25.1 23.5 9.2 11.0 
Rural 75.6 74.9 76.5 90.8 89.0 

Source: Quarterly Report of the Sri Lanka Labour Force Survey (various) 
 

Another significant aspect of the youth concentration characteristic of the 

country’s unemployment problem is brought out in Table 7. Not only were the 

overwhelming bulk of them first-time job seekers. A very large proportion of them 

has been waiting for long periods to secure their first ever job in life. As World 

Bank (1999: ii) argues there are strong job preferences among the unemployed in 

Sri Lanka, making the numbers ‘unemployed and willing to take up “any job”’ 

much less than the total reported numbers of unemployed. The country’s labour 

market – as anywhere else in the world – is segmented. Jobs in certain sectors and, 

even in the same sector, certain types of occupations, are not preferred by large 

numbers of jobless persons, particularly the more educated segments of the labour 

force. According to the existing family structure, parents support their unemployed 

children, financially and otherwise, during the period of their job-search. Persons 

who have reached relatively high levels of educational attainment, therefore, 
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appear to be willing and able to wait relatively long periods for jobs of their 

choice. 

 

Table 7: Pattern of Distribution of the Unemployed by Duration of 
Unemployment and Sex Breakdown: Selected Years as per cent of total 
unemployment 
 

Waiting Period 1991: Q4 1992: Q4 1994: Q4 1997: Q4 2000: Q1 
Less than 6 months 14.4 7.4 16.9 10.3 12.0 
Male    10.0 15.2 
Female    10.5 8.3 
      
6-less than 12 months 9.4 14.0 10.0 11.1 11.6 
Male    12.6 9.8 
Female    9.7 13.7 
      
12 months & more 76.2 78.6 73.1 78.6 76.4 
Male    77.4 75.0 
Female    79.8 78.0 

Source: Quarterly Report of the Sri Lanka Labour Force Survey (various) 
 

Table 8: The Composition of Numbers Unemployed by the Period of Waiting 
for a Job and by Occupations Desired as percentages out of each category 
 

Occupation Desired Less than 6 Months 6-less than 12 Months 12 months and more 

 1998 2000 1998 2000 1998 2000 
Managerial ... ... ... ... 100.0 ... 
Professional 8.7 16.6 11.9 15.5 79.5 67.9 
Technical 13.9 21.2 20.2 20.5 65.8 58.6 
Clerical 6.7 7.1 14.5 10.2 78.8 82.7 
Sales and Services 29.6 3.3 20.2 16.9 50.2 79.8 
Skilled agricultural & 
fisheries workers 

38.7 ... 20.7 ... 40.6 ... 

Craft & Related 
Workers 

11.7 9.9 8.8 6.2 79.5 83.9 

Plant & Machine 
Operators 

17.9 26.4 5.0 7.1 77.2 66.6 

Elementary 
Occupations 

24.3 16.8 17.7 8.4 58.1 74.8 

Other 7.4 12.2 10.8 13.8 81.8 74.0 
Total 11.4 12.0 12.1 11.6 76.5 76.4 
Source: QLFS, 3rd Quarter 1998 & 1st Quarter 2000 
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Tables 8 and 9 are about the pattern of job preferences in the society and the actual 

structure of jobs generated by the economy. The available statistical compilations 

of the QLFSs do not match this information with information about educational 

attainment levels of the unemployed. The information in these two Tables refers to 

the widely discussed question of structural mismatches in Sri Lanka’s 

unemployment, particularly youth unemployment. This is taken up for discussion 

separately in a sub-section later. We may merely note here that there is a 

significant mismatch between the pattern of jobs the economy creates and the 

pattern of job preferences of those waiting to be employed. In relation to what the 

economy demands, there is an over-supply of labour for professional and white 

collar type of jobs and an under-supply for manual and elementary jobs in sectors 

like agriculture and fishing, crafts, services etc. The YS (2000) data based on a 

more detailed classification of occupations would also support the above 

comments regarding job aspirations of the youth (Table 10). 

 

Table 9: Actually Employed by Major Occupational Group and the 
Unemployed by Desired Occupational Category, 2000 as % 
 

Occupational Category Actually Employed in 
Each Group 

Unemployed Desiring an 
Occupation in the category 

Managerial 1.2 ... 
Professional 5.1 8.8 
Technical & related 4.8 4.3 
Clerical 4.0 21.1 
Sales & Services 13.2 6.5 
Skilled agricultural & fisheries 
workers 

24.8 ... 

Craft & related work 15.3 15.7 
Plant & machinery operator 5.1 3.9 
Elementary occupations 23.3 11.2 
Other 3.2 28.4 

Source: QLFS, 4th Quarter 1997 
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6. Education and Youth Unemployment 

 

Unemployment in Sri Lanka over the last several decades has overwhelmingly 

been concentrated among those with 6 years and more of schooling (Table 11)5. 

The largest concentration, according to the Table, is seen among those with 6-10 

years of schooling. These are the persons who have either stopped school 

education before taking the GCE (Ordinary Level) examination or having taken 

that examination, failed to obtain a pass in any of the subjects offered. The 

percentages of the unemployed with the two highest education attainment levels in 

Table 11 are also disturbingly high. The percentage for the highest educational 

level appears to have also increased in the course of the 1990s. 

 

A special sub-category in this highest educational level, not separately shown in 

the Table, consists of those with a Bachelor’s degree from a local university.  

Through a special analysis of QLFS data, the Labour Market Information Bulletin 

of the Tertiary and Vocational Education Commission  (December 2000 issue, p. 

27) estimates that in 1999, 2.0 per cent of total unemployment in the country 

consisted of these university graduates. Not only is unemployment heavily 

concentrated among the higher educational attainment levels, their rate (i.e. the 

rate to total labour force in respective educational groups) of unemployment also 

is substantially higher than among the less educated or the overall rate of 

unemployment (Table 12). Moreover the rate of unemployment goes up with 

every step in the educational ladder.  

                                                 
5 The argument that youth unemployment in Sri Lanka is heavily concentrated among relatively 
more educated persons is widely accepted. Interpreting it to imply that unemployment is 
concentrated among holders of either the GCE (O-Levels) or the GCE (A-Levels), Dickens and 
Lang (1996) have designed their study with the objective, partly, of critically examining the 
factual basis for this argument. One of their conclusions is that ”…Sri Lankan unemployment is 
best described as ‘youth’ unemployment rather than ‘educated-youth’ unemployment” (p. 623). 
The aspect of educated youth unemployment referred to in the text of this paper is that youth 
unemployment is overwhelmingly seen among relatively educated persons, defined as ‘6 years 
and more of schooling’. This argument can stand in spite of the conclusions of the above study.  
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Table 10: Structure of Job Aspirations among the Unemployed and the Youth 
outside Labour Force, 2000a Percentages 
 

 Out of the Unemployed Out of the youth outside 
labour force 

Administrative/ Managerial 2.5 9.3 
Professional (teaching excluded) 4.1 15.3 
Technical / engineering 9.4 7.5 
Clerical 12.4 7.9 
Services 13.6 10.2 
Sales workers 1.5 0.1 
Education/ teaching 12.4 28.4 
Any government job 2.0 2.1 
Agricultural & fisheries workers 2.1 0.8 
Production & related work 6.3 1.5 
   
Transport equipment operator 5.8 0.7 
Labourer 3.7 1.5 
Business 5.7 3.6 
Self-employment 11.1 4.0 
Domestic services 0.7 0.4 
Any job 5.6 3.1 
Other 1.3 3.6 
Note: A The respondents have been asked to give the first three of their preferences in 
respect of job aspirations. This Table analyses the data on what has been indicated as first 
preference ‘aspiration’. Source: Youth Survey, 2000 
 

Table 11: Distribution of the Numbers Unemployed by Level of Education: 
Selected Years in the 1990s as per cent of total unemployment 
 

Level of Education 1990 1992 1994 1995 1996 1997 1998a 
No schooling 1.3 1.5 1.2 0.8 1.2 0.6 0.1 
Years 1-5 of schooling 7.2 7.7 7.4 4.7 6.7 4.8 5.3 
Years 6-10 of schooling 49.7 50.5 44.9 47.1 42.3 45.3 46.3 
GCE (O Level) 26.5 27.0 28.3 29.1 23.5 28.2 27.5 
GCE (A Level) and above 15.4 13.7 18.2 18.4 18.9 21.0 20.9 
Total 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 
Note: a average for the first three quarters of the year. Source: Quarterly Report of the Sri 
Lanka Labour Force Survey (various) 
 

An analysis of Youth Survey data, which cover youth unemployment only, 

supports this conclusion (see Table 13). A point of policy concern regarding time 
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trends (Table 11) is that the sum of the unemployed percentages in the two highest 

educational levels shown had gradually gone up in the 1990s, reaching 51% by 

2000. It is noteworthy that this has happened during a time when the rate of 

overall unemployment was declining. The redeeming factor is that the rate of 

unemployment among persons with these highest educational attainment levels too 

has declined over the 1990s (Table 12) although their share in the total 

unemployment increased. In terms of the pattern of distribution of the unemployed 

by educational attainment, women appear to be more disadvantaged than men6.  

 

The social, political and economic implications of unemployment, so concentrated 

among the relatively educated youth, are quite serious. In addition to the 

frustration this causes among the unemployed youth and their families, the entire 

phenomenon is destabilising from the point of view of society at large. Recent 

history of Sri Lanka has been marked by extensively unsettled social and political 

conditions. There has been extensive political unrest in two separate theatres of 

conflict, (I) the north and the east, and (II) the rest of the country. Since the mid-

1980s, most areas in the north and the east of the country have remained gripped 

in violence related to the on-going Tamil separatist movement. Generally unsettled 

socio-political conditions, which prevailed in the rest of the country during this 

period have intermittently turned into extensive violence. Going beyond the 1980s, 

the insurrection of 1971 was the first episode of the majority Sinhala community 

attempting to capture state power through violent revolutionary means. Even the 

                                                 
6 The percentages of those with (I) GCE (O Level) and (II) GCE (A Level) respectively among 
the unemployed men and women during the 1990s were as follows: 
For Men: 1990 1991 1992 1993 1994 1995 1996 1997 3Q: 1998
I 23.3 25.0 25.1 28.0 27.0 29.4 23.8 23.9 24.6
II 8.4 10.5 7.9 12.9 11.3 10.9 10.6 13.6 15.2
For 
Women 

1990 1991 1992 1993 1994 1995 1996 1997 3Q: 1998

I 29.5 34.5 28.9 29.4 29.6 28.8 28.3 32.4 30.1
II 21.9 18.8 19.4 22.5 24.9 25.5 27.0 28.4 27.6
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normal democratic political processes in the country over the last three decades, 

e.g. at times of Presidential, Parliamentary and Provincial/ Local Government 

elections, have been characterised by extensive violence. 

 

Table 12: Rate of Unemployment at Different Educational Attainment Levels: 
Selected Years as percent of Labour Force (%) 
 

Level of Education 1992 1995 1997 1998 2000:1Q 
Overall Rate 14.6 12.3 10.4 9.7 8.0 
No Schooling 3.5 1.9 1.3 0.3 1.3 
Years 1- 5 of schooling 5.4 3.0 2.3 2.5 1.1 
Years 6-11 of schooling 16.1 12.8 10.8 10.3 7.9 
GCE (O. L.) 21.8 18.4 15.8 14.7 11.2 
GCE (A. L.) & Above 21.2 20.0 19.0 17.4 15.4 
Note: These rates were calculated by the author using the total numbers of the employed 
and the unemployed and their respective percentage distribution among different 
educational attainment categories, as shown in the source.  
Source: Quarterly Report of the Sri Lanka Labour Force Survey (various) 
 

All analysts of these conditions in modern Sri Lanka would agree that the 

country’s youth, radicalised under the influence of varying ideologies, have 

always played a leading role in the developments leading to political violence. A 

widely presented argument is that, extensive conditions of unemployment and 

widespread sense of despair among the youth, led to erosion of their confidence in 

established socio-political and economic systems and processes. This, it is argued, 

created the desire among the radicalised youth to build up alternative systems. 

Depending on the ideological inclinations of different segments of the youth and 

their leadership, alternatives sought would have taken various forms. Those among 

the Sinhala youth, led by the Janatha Vimukthi Peramuna (JVP) agitated and 

worked for revolutionary transformation of the state to one of socialism and the 

radicalised Tamil youth led by the separatist political parties and movements, for 

bifurcation of the Sri Lankan state. In addition, the major political parties in the 

mainstream also have used the youth joining their respective camps in the 

progressive militarisation of Sri Lanka’s political processes. 
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These political conflicts have exacerbated the production losses to the economy 

emanating from extensive unemployment among the educated youth. Political 

unrest, leading to loss of investor confidence, has indeed been a major impediment 

to economic growth and development over the recent past. It is noteworthy that the 

youth have played and are playing, what could perhaps be called, the dominant 

role in these political conflicts. Quite naturally, it has been surmised that there has 

been a close causal relationship running from this highlighted pattern of 

unemployment to the political processes noted. We will return to this subject later 

on the basis of the Youth Survey data. 

 

Table 13: Rate of Youth Unemployment by Level of Educational Attainment 
(%) 
 

Educational Attainment Rate of Youth Unemployment 
No Schooling 33.33 
Grade 1 – 5 32.56 
Grade 6 – 11 55.68 
Qualified to do A/ L 54.37 
Passed A/ L 54.55 
University Degree or Higher 59.46 
Source: Youth Survey, 2000 
 

7. Structural Mismatches 
 

Related to some of the above characteristics of Sri Lanka’s unemployment, there is 

yet another characteristic, which has attracted considerable analytical attention in 

the recent past. On the one hand, unemployment has been found to exist side by 

side with shortage of labour in different segments of economy. On the other hand, 

there has been a mismatch (i) between existing labour skills and the needs of the 

employers, as well as (ii) between aspirations of those waiting for jobs and 

employment opportunities that are available. Table 9 has set out the 2001 data on 

the distribution of actually employed persons by occupational groups and the 

distribution of the unemployed by occupations desired. This Table indicates one of 
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the above aspects of the mismatch in the labour market. One cannot be certain as 

to whether the job classification in Table 9 captures sufficiently well the desired 

job characteristics7. Yet the information already presented shows a huge mismatch 

between what is available and what is desired. The labour market mismatch in 

agriculture and fisheries sector occupations, clerical jobs and elementary 

occupations is particularly striking because the numbers involved in these 

categories is also quite large. The more educated a job aspirant is, he/she appears 

to desire less and less agricultural and manual jobs and to desire more and more of 

office jobs. 

 

The economy is fairly extensively based on primary activities (agriculture and 

fisheries) with about 40 per cent of employment opportunities provided therein. 

Because of the low level of technological sophistication of these activities, many 

available jobs in agriculture and fishing are of the manual type. No doubt along 

with normal growth of an economy, the ratio of the employed in primary activities 

must be expected to decline. But at the present stage of growth of production and 

productivity, a high proportion of the available jobs in Sri Lanka is likely to be in 

this sector. Those who are looking for jobs, particularly the educated youth, must 

be aware of where they could find work for a living. Yet they are not interested in 

jobs in agriculture and fishing and the other ‘elementary occupations’. Hence the 

very large excess of the actual employment percentage over the aspirations 

percentage in respect of these occupations.  In contrast, as much as 21 per cent of 

the unemployed appear to be looking for clerical jobs, whereas only about 4 per 

cent of the currently available jobs are of this category8. These data are indicative 

                                                 
7 A point worth making is that a proportion as high as 28.4 per cent of the unemployed are shown 
to be desirous of obtaining an unclassified group of occupations.  A large residual category in any 
empirical classification indicates inadequacies in the classification system itself as well as in the 
underlying data set.  
 
8 Changes in office technology and also in management practices have produced a gradual decline 
in the share of ‘clerical’ jobs actually supported by the economy – in both public and private 
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of an existing mismatch in the labour market between what is aspired and what is 

available. Job preferences are towards white-collar type of jobs, which are not 

available in such large abundance.  

 

Job aspirations are conditioned by the existing disparities among different 

occupation categories. These disparities are caused by factors like wage rate 

differentials and differences of social rating of different occupations. The 

educational system in the country, moreover, has been known to detract new 

entrants to the labour force from manual pursuits in agriculture, fishing, animal 

husbandry, services etc. There is an incompatibility between what the employers 

are looking for in the persons they would like to recruit and the characteristics - 

qualifications and training, experience and overall quality - of the manpower that 

is looking for jobs. Human values and skills and the institutional arrangements 

(e.g. in education) which influence them do not appear to change as rapidly as the 

economy and its structure. There is clearly a strong need for manpower planning 

and for mechanisms of effective information transmission about the structure of 

the available occupations to job aspirants as well as to training establishments.   

 

Another dimension of this labour market mismatch concerns the aspirations-

availability mismatch in respect of public and private sector jobs. The public 

sector in Sri Lanka, following the practices, which the British colonial system had 

left behind, operates on tenets of permanent or lifetime employment. Jobs in the 

public sector have come to be considered more secure and permanent than those in 

the private sector. There are also perceptions about public sector jobs being on 

average more paying than non-public-sector jobs. The formal system of education 

                                                                                                                                                  
sectors. In the absence of effective manpower planning practices and the asymmetries in 
information flows, large numbers of job aspirants and their parents/ guardians/ advisors, it 
appears, are failing to recognise the significant impact of these transformations on the job market. 
Hence the widespread nature of this unrealistic aspiration for ‘clerical’ jobs among the 
unemployed and also prospective entrants to labour market.  
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has tended to implant attitudes favouring the public sector. Over the last several 

decades, there has been a process of gradual shrinkage of the public sector and an 

expansion of the private sector in terms of employment opportunities. Attitudes of 

more educated job aspirants, however, have changed rather slowly. It appears that 

on the part of the educated youth, particularly of rural origin and those without 

adequate “accumulated social capital” to help them in life or ancestral resources to 

succeed in self-employment, there is still a greater desire to seek public sector 

jobs, in preference to private sector jobs. In formation is not available in the 

national statistical surveys referred to so far but a few comments can be made on 

the basis of the YS data. Of the total unemployed, recorded in the YS, 50 per cent 

have declared their preference to a public sector job. The proportion of the 

unemployed showing preference to private sector wage jobs (21 per cent) is even 

less than the proportion expressing preference to self-employment (27 per cent)9.  

 

In addition to the factors mentioned in the foregoing paragraph – factors that may 

be called ‘objective’ – there are also certain subjective factors affecting the job 

aspiration patterns among the youth. To a question whether they believe the 

private sector to be discriminatory in their recruitment and other employment 

related practices, as many as 54 per cent of the total sample have answered in the 

affirmative.  The relevant proportion for the employed, unemployed and for those 

outside labour force is, 54, 52 and 55 per cent, respectively.  This ‘anti-private 

sector’ attitude among as many as half of the country’s youth is interesting as well 

as intriguing, in the light of recent developments. During nearly a quarter of a 

century in the recent past, there were strong trends of liberalisation, market 

orientation and globalisation. The idea of the private sector being the engine of 

growth and leader in economic activities has been actively propagated. Yet about 

                                                 
9 The three percentages given add up to 98.  The balance 2 per cent is to cover preference to an 
unspecified ‘other’ type of jobs. 
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half of the youth in the country have strong attitudes of suspicion about joining 

and serving the private sector10. This is further reason for the peculiar labour 

market behaviour of the youth – to wait until either they succeed in finding a 

desired type of occupation or they realise the futility of waiting any more and 

decide to take on what is available.  

 

8. Distribution in terms of Ethnic and Religious Groups 
 

YS (2000) data can be analysed to indicate distribution of youth unemployment by 

ethnic and religious groups in the country (Table 14). The three principal ethnic 

groups and the four principal religious groups are separately indicated. The 

interesting pattern emerging from this Table is the higher rate of youth 

unemployment among the majority ethnic, i.e. Sinhala and the majority religious, 

i.e. Buddhist communities. Superficially, one may be tempted to interpret these 

data as indicating the operation of open or hidden forces of discrimination against 

the majority ethno-religious community in the Sri Lankan economy and society. 

The normal minority tendency of in-group favouritism cannot be completely ruled 

out. The above type of arguments could be popular among some groups of 

analysts. It would, however, be difficult to sustain these arguments through 

objective evidence. Factors of the type discussed in the spatial distribution of 

youth unemployment may be in operation to produce also the pattern of 

distribution seen in Table 14. The aspiration-opportunity gaps operating in the 

labour market also might be operational in this regard too. It may be speculated 

that the employment expectations of the Tamil youth are of a lower level than 

those of the Sinhala youth. The former might be willing to take up low level jobs 

more readily than the latter because of basic survival needs. The distribution of 

                                                 
10 The Youth Survey has made an attempt to find out why those who mistrust private sector do so. 
The two most widely cited reasons – cited so by all three groups of persons noted in the 
discussion in the text – are as follows: that private companies show favouritism to known groups 
and individuals and that they discriminate against persons from low income groups.  
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language competencies among the youth belonging to the three ethnic groups (see 

Table 17) is also a useful indicator of factors behind the issue under consideration. 

The basic problem anyway appears to be the inadequate expansion of total 

employment opportunities to be equitably distributed among all social groups in 

the society.  

 

Table 14: Ethnic and Religious Distribution the Rate of Youth 
Unemployment (%) 
 

Ethnicity Rate of Unemployment  Religion Rate of Unemployment 
Sinhala 53.42  Buddhist 53.57 
Tamil 40.50  Hindu 42.98 
Moor & Malay 40.44  Muslim 40.88 
Other 60.00  Christian 42.97 
Total 50.35  Total 50.35 
Source: Youth Survey, 2000 
 

9. Family Bonds in Society and Youth Unemployment 
 

Complex socio-cultural factors influence the high levels of unemployment found 

among relatively educated young persons in Sri Lanka. In addition to more 

commonly highlighted economic reasons, these socio-cultural factors affect the 

level and the rate of growth of production and productivity. As already noted, 

large numbers of young persons with many years of schooling, and some with 

even university level education, are voluntarily waiting long periods expecting to 

find certain types of ‘desirable’ occupations. In addition to specific job-related or 

career-related factors (e.g. the relative wage/ salary level, security of employment 

etc.), the perceptions about the desirability or otherwise of different occupations 

are governed by various social and cultural attitudes and beliefs. Whatever the 

reasons, large numbers of persons among the educated youth are so “waiting”, 

while claiming to be unemployed, even though, in actual fact, they are under-

employed.  
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This particular behavioural characteristic pertaining to a large part of the country’s 

youth is facilitated by certain cultural traits in Sri Lankan society. Of these certain 

types of family traditions, which modernisation processes have so far failed to 

uproot or to significantly modify, may be noted as very significant. This pertains 

to the child-parent dependency pattern prevalent among all ethnic and religious 

groups in Sri Lankan society. Table 15 presents some interesting data in this 

respect. Of the entire sample of the YS between the ages of 15 and 29, 60 per cent 

fall into the labour force category. Half of the labour force is unemployed. Again 

of the total sample, 68 per cent are dependent on family, relatives and others. But 

the greatest degree of dependence is on family – 66 per cent. The point of 

relevance in the present discussion is that, of the total unemployed youth in this 

sample, 77 per cent are dependent on their family. The social tradition of ‘family-

dependence’ discussed here implies two things. First, the youth at even rather 

mature ages (say 20-29) consider it their right to expect their families, basically 

parents, to look after them as long as they are unemployed and are unmarried. 

Second, the families, again the parents in particular, consider it their duty to 

positively respond to the above expectation of their children concerned.  

 

The pattern of variation of age-wise ratio of family-dependency among the 

unemployed youth (i.e. the numbers in the last column of Table 15), excepting the 

ratio for the age 15 group11, is interesting. One sees the family dependency ratio 

(last column, Table 15) declining with every step up along the age ladder. Yet 

even in the 28-29 group, as many as 64 per cent of the unemployed are dependent 

on their families. The youth in Sri Lanka appear to enjoy a peculiarly high sense of 

security provided by family during their unemployment, i.e. until they build up 

their own economic foundations for independent living. This is clearly a 

                                                 
11 A fair proportion of the unemployed at 15 years of age is likely to come from families, which 
are not in a position to support them because of weak economic conditions. Hence the lower 
family dependency ratio for these persons than for those between 16 and 23 years of age. Anyway 
the absolute number unemployed in the 15-year-old group is rather small.  
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contributory factor making these youth so highly choosy or selective in the labour 

market. High rates of reported unemployment among the youth are therefore, at 

least partly, a reflection of this peculiar socio-cultural trait in Sri Lanka. 

 

Table 15: Labour Force Participation, Unemployment and Dependency (%) 
 

Age Group Labour Force 
Participation  

Number 
Unemployed 

Number 
Dependent on 
Family/ 
Relatives/ 
Others  

Dependent on 
Family  

Unemployed Dependent 
on Family  

15 10.5 6.0 92.5 91.0 75.0 
16 21.5 11.3 88.7 85.3 90.0 
17 32.9 22.5 86.5 83.4 82.2 
18-19 49.2 28.2 77.3 75.6 82.1 
20-21 72.4 39.8 65.4 64.0 78.5 
22-23 85.3 42.5 55.9 54.4 78.0 
24-25 85.5 36.3 46.6 45.8 70.5 
26-27 91.8 34.8 38.0 37.5 64.1 
28-29 94.2 32.4 30.2 28.1 64.4 
Total 60.2 30.3 67.5 65.7 77.2 
Source: Youth Survey, 2000 
 

The additional burden, which this widespread tradition of family-dependence of 

the unemployed youth places on the not so well to do families is widely 

recognised in the society. It highlights the need for strengthening policies to bring 

job aspirations of the youth more in line with what the economy can offer. 

Strengthening of information flows among different actors and agents in the labour 

market and more focused manpower planning policies are called for. The 

transformation of educational systems to make vocational focus stronger is also 

needed. There is also the need to work out suitable schemes of unemployment 

insurance that can be financed without undesirable burdens on the government 

budget.  
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10. Role of Government/ Political Process in Perceptions of Unemployed 
Youth 

 

It has been noted that the bulk of the unemployed youth sustain themselves during 

the period of job-search through family dependence. The bulk of them do not 

seem, however, to consider it their own responsibility or that of their families to 

secure employment. The majority of the youth in conditions of unemployment 

appear to place this responsibility squarely on politicians and official 

governmental agencies (Table 16). Identifying the lack of (i) income sources, (ii) 

employment opportunities or (iii) investment capital as principal problems faced 

by them12, 58 per cent of the unemployed in the sample believe that politicians and 

governmental authorities are responsible for finding solutions to their problems.  

 

The culture of blaming others for one’s own difficulties are widely established 

among the youth as much as among many others in the Sri Lankan society (Table 

16). Asked to indicate what they consider to be the most important to improve 

their life chances, only 5 per cent of both unemployed and employed have marked 

“effort/ self-confidence/ initiative” as the factor of number one importance. This 

survey finding is of policy significance in the context of the extensive current 

interest in the promotion of self-employment as a means of relieving the problem 

of unemployment. It will be referred to again in the concluding section of the 

paper. Dominant Sri Lankan cultural practices are closely shaped by religious 

philosophies, which uphold notions of karmic determinism, although no religious 

teaching advises people to always accept whatever is offered by karma. 

Democratic political traditions, as they developed in Sri Lanka since introduction 

of universal adult franchise, added to these social and cultural practices strong 

elements of a paternalistic/ populist political culture. Members of governments and 

                                                 
12 Of the unemployed, 13.2 per cent think that incomes are the most important to improve their 
life chances, 31 per cent think that it is employment and 26.7 per cent think that it is capital. It 
may be noted that, strictly speaking, these are mutually related factors. 
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of political parties in power have come to be perceived by ordinary people as the 

ones who could help them find appropriate solutions to their problems. A widely 

heard argument is that policies of liberalisation and globalisation since the late 

1970s have brought the private sector to the helm of the domestic economy 

making it the ‘engine of growth’. In spite of the shrinkage of public sector, the 

majority of the youth in the country, as noted earlier, continue to be looking for 

public sector occupations13. Nepotism and political favouritism, as well as bribery, 

have become important factors in the selection of persons for various public sector 

occupations and in the distribution of various assets and benefits to people from 

the public sector.  

 

Table 16: Youth Perceptions as to Who Should Help Problem-Solving (%) 
 

Perception of Who Should Help  Employed Unemployed Total 
Parents 4.2 3.4 3.9 
Religious leaders/ institutions 5.7 4.1 5.2 
Local elders 6.6 6.5 7.6 
Politicians 43.9 48.8 44.2 
Central/ Provincial Governmental Authorities  11.0 9.1 9.7 
Community organisations/ NGOs 11.1 10.2 11.9 
No one in particular 7.1 10.6 9.1 

Source: Youth Survey, 2000 
 

11. Youth Unemployment and Language Skills 

 

Discussions of youth unemployment in recent times are replete with critical 

comments about skill and competence inadequacies of the youth in the labour 

force. An aspect of inadequacy so highlighted, particularly among those with 

relatively high levels of educational attainment is their lack of competence in an 

international language like English. The argument that, in a time of globalisation, 

                                                 
13 Despite the rhetoric of making the public sector small, every government has tended, in the 
recent past, to intermittently create large volumes of public sector jobs for reasons of political 
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the suitability for certain types of jobs depends crucially on the competence in 

English is widely heard, particularly from the business community. In the post-

1995 educational reforms too the importance of, and facilities for, English 

language teaching and learning are being highlighted. Youth Survey (2000) has 

collected information about language competencies of the respondents. The 

information so collected on competencies of respondents in non-mother tongue 

languages, analysed by ethnicity and employment status, is presented in Table 17. 

Data on competence of the persons of the Sinhala community in the Tamil 

language, and those of the Tamil and Malay/ Moor communities in Sinhala 

language are analysed here.  The author believes that, in a multi-ethnic society like 

that of Sri Lanka, universal or near-universal competence in both locally spoken 

languages is of critical significance not only for national amity but also for better 

work place performance. Table 17 is suggestive toward certain conclusions, which 

are of relevance in the present discussion.  Further research is needed, however, to 

gain hard evidence to be definitive on these matters.  

 

First, in respect of each ethnic group, the degree of competence in each non-

mother tongue language considered is slightly higher for the employed than the 

unemployed. The largest differences are found for the Malay/ Moor community. 

The employed among them appear to be more competent in both English and 

Sinhala languages than the unemployed. It is safe to presume that competence in 

all three languages is a very useful qualification to be gainfully employed in Sri 

Lanka. Second, competence in English is slightly better for the employed than for 

the unemployed, except for the speaking ability among the Tamil and for the 

reading ability among the Sinhala community. The difference, however, is 

nowhere as sharp as in the widely heard rhetoric of competence in English being a 

passport to good employment. Third, may be because of their position of being the 

                                                                                                                                                  
expediency.  Jobs as teachers, “‘samurdhi’ animators”, or irrigation “water managers” etc. were 
the main types of occupations so created in the public sector over the past decade. 
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majority community within Sri Lanka, the persons from the Sinhala community 

show the lowest interest in learning the other locally spoken language.  

 

Table 17: Distribution of the Employed and the Unemployed by Ethnicity and 
Competence in Languages Other than Mother Tonguea (%) 
 

Sinhala Language Tamil Language English Language Ethnicity & 
Employment 
Status Speech Reading Speech Reading Speech Reading 

Sinhala       
Employed - - 4.9 2.0 18.6 27.1 
Unemployed - - 3.4 0.7 18.6 29.4 
       
Tamil       
Employed 48.2 22.9 - - 18.7 34.9 
Unemployed 36.3 19.5 - - 19.5 34.5 
       
Malay & Moor       
Employed 67.9 49.4 - - 35.8 43.2 
Unemployed 61.8 38.2 - - 25.5 47.3 
Note: a The respondents were given the chance of selecting any one of four levels of 
competence: 1. Very good, 2. Good, 3. Poor and 4. Not at all. The Table covers only the 
responses at levels 1 and 2. Source: Youth Survey, 2000 
 

12. Policy Insights for Future 

 

The problem of youth unemployment, as well as solutions to that problem, has to 

be approached from within an inter-disciplinary analytical framework.  Along with 

measures to increase wage jobs in the economy, interventions and reforms are 

required in a variety of subject areas for containment and solution of the problem. 

The analysis in the foregoing sections has, no doubt, been incomplete, and rather 

dispersed over too wide an area.  But it highlights the need to be inter-disciplinary 

in trying to work out youth employment policies. In addition, the analysis 

undertaken so far also indicates that in the formulation and implementation of 

even narrow “economic” policies to create employment opportunities for the 

youth, certain socio-cultural and political factors have to be carefully considered.  
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Youth unemployment is a component of the more general unemployment problem 

– a component, which has been found, in Sri Lanka, to have normally behaved in 

the same direction as the aggregate (Dickens and Lang 1996). The general strategy 

of economic growth and employment creation, practised in the country over the 

recent past, has been of the so-called ‘market friendly’ type. This general policy 

environment would provide the backdrop for measures to address specific issues 

of youth unemployment. This overall policy framework, as implemented today, 

has two parts.  First, it has a ‘core’ consisting of the prototype elements of ‘market 

friendly’ policies - (a) de-regulation, liberalisation and privatisation and (b) 

promotion of closer integration of the domestic economy with the process of 

globalisation.  Second, there are certain peripherals to this policy core, in the form 

of poverty alleviation programmes and numerous initiatives to stimulate small 

enterprise development, self-employment and informal sector activities. This brief 

concluding section of the paper is not the place to attempt a detailed and 

comprehensive analysis of how effective these policies would be to address the 

kind of youth unemployment problem that has prevailed in Sri Lanka. It is 

sufficient here to highlight two points. First, the analysis in foregoing sections 

indicates certain peculiar features – most of them social, cultural and political – 

that characterise the youth unemployment scene in Sri Lanka. Second, even in the 

application of employment promotion strategies which are found quite commonly 

nowadays – e.g. promotion of self-employment and informal sector activities – it 

would be extremely useful to bear in mind these peculiarities of youth 

unemployment in the country.  

 

Wage employment opportunities, created even at higher rates of growth, might not 

be able to meet the country’s full employment needs. There exists therefore, 

substantial policy space in the area of self-employment. Past policy initiatives in 

the area of self-employment have often taken self-employment as a means of 

alleviating poverty. The youth, particularly the educated sections of the youth, 
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have not taken up self-employment activities under these programmes to any 

significant extent. The absence of involvement of young men in these programmes 

is particularly striking. YS (2000) data too, as already noted, confirm this lack of 

interest in self-employment among the unemployed youth. The challenge is to 

devise self-employment programmes, more importantly entrepreneurship 

development programmes, which will attract the country’s educated youth. The 

support and intervention of the organised private sector in this area is of crucial 

significance. 

 

In relation to employment, the significance of the ‘quality’ of the jobs created as 

much as the quantity has been highlighted. The record of the global integration 

strategy in Sri Lanka so far has not been so promising in this regard. This issue is 

being widely discussed in particular relation to conditions under which large 

numbers of women have secured employment. The quality issue is important also 

in the case of the large volume of self-employment opportunities and informal 

sector occupations generated. Among self-employment opportunities opened up 

too, women are important in quantitative terms. The issue of the quality of jobs 

appears to be a legitimate question in the minds particularly of the young and 

educated job seekers. 
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Youth and Education 
Chandra Gunawardena 

 

1. Introduction 

 

This paper will analyse the data collected through questionnaires and interviews 

for the Youth Survey in order to examine  

(i) The extent to which equal educational opportunity has been realised for 

young people with differing background characteristics, such as district and 

sector, ethnicity, social class and gender. 

(ii) The relationship between the level of education and the development of 

selected essential competencies of the young respondents covered by the 

study. 

(iii) The educational and career aspirations of the respondents and how these 

differ according to the level of education received by them. 

(iv) The relationship between education and returns to education in terms of 

employment and remuneration, and 

(v) The validity of the assumption that education brings about a radical 

attitudinal change in those who have benefited from education.  

 

The analysis will provide insights regarding the realisation of expectations of both 

individual young persons and society from education through their perceptions as 

well as to identify the theoretical perspectives that explain the role of education in 

social and economic development of the country. It will also examine the reforms 

in education that are being implemented at present in the light of the above 

findings. The paper will also suggest strategies that can be proposed to reform the 

system of education to maximise the benefits that accrue to individuals as well as 

the society through education. 
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The analysis is constrained by certain limitations in data. Firstly, the Youth Survey 

covered a large age spectrum from 15 to 29 and therefore a considerable 

proportion of the respondents might still be continuing their education, either at 

secondary, collegiate or tertiary level. As such, conclusions arrived at regarding 

employability of the entire group may not be accurate. Moreover, data on the 

length of the period of awaiting employment, the total quantum of jobs available 

in the country, the total number of unfilled posts due to the non-availability of 

required skills and knowledge for employment in applicants are essential variables 

to be considered in investigating problems such as those posed in this survey.  

 

2. Situational Analysis  

 

Sri Lanka has given priority to education in its investment programme since 

regaining independence in 1948. Among the measures taken to widen access to 

education, were the introduction of free education from kindergarten to university 

level, the switchover from English to mother tongue as the medium of instruction, 

the establishment of a network of primary and secondary schools in the island, the 

establishment of Central Schools to provide senior secondary education in 

identified locations and the institution of a system of scholarships and bursaries. 

These investments have borne fruit in raising the level of literacy, participation in 

education at primary and secondary school level and in reducing gender, ethnic 

and class disparities in education to a great extent. Table 1 shows the rate of 

literacy in selected years.  
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Table 1: Rate of Literacy in Selected Years (Sri Lanka) 
 

 
Year Male Female Total 
1946 76.5 46.2 62.8 
1953 80.7 55.5 69.0 
1963 85.6 67.1 76.8 
1971 85.6 70.9 78.0 
1981 91.1 83.2 87.2 
1990/91 90.2 83.1 86.7 
1996/97 94.3 89.4 91.8 
Source: Dept. of Census and Statistics, (Sri Lanka). Consumer Finance and Socio-
economic Survey, (1999) Central Bank  
 

Table 2 indicates the participation rates of children in education at primary and 

secondary level by gender. The Ministry of Education has estimated the 

percentage of children who were admitted to school at Grade I to be 90.5%. In 

January 1998, Compulsory Education Regulations came into effect and presently 

efforts are being made to encourage parents to admit their children into schools 

and school principals have been requested to accept even children who cannot 

produce birth certificates in school. Yet, the lack of provision for education in the 

conflict-ridden North and East may lead to a reduction in enrolment and 

participation. 

 

Table 2: Participation in Primary and Secondary Education by Gender - 1991 
 

Grade Male Female Total 
5 71.4 69.8 70.2 
9 96.3 94.2 95.3 
O/L 92.6 92.8 92.7 
A/L 65.3 69.9 67.6 
Source: Ministry of Education (1992) 
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Whether equal outcome is obtained by all who participate in education is open to 

question. Thus, in Navaratne’s study (1995) 400 pupils in 204 schools tested their 

attainment in literacy, numeracy and life-skills. The performance (all-island) was 

indicated as follows: Literacy (61.8%), Numeracy (45.1%) and Life Skills 

(26.7%). It was clear that none of the districts had reached mastery levels in all 

three areas. 

 

University entrance has remained a ‘bottleneck’ limiting access to higher 

education. In 1998 (the latest year for which information is available) only 16.08 

per cent of those who were eligible to enter universities were selected for 

admission. Yet graduate unemployment has loomed as a major problem facing the 

country during the last three decades. The public sector shrank from 21.5 per cent 

in 1990 to 13.6 percent in the first three quarters of 2000. The Central Bank of Sri 

Lanka noted that the increase in public sector employment by 3.2 per cent in 2000 

was mainly in the armed forces, teaching and Samurdhi workers. Sporadic 

measures introduced without clear or committed understanding of the problem 

have fizzled out and temporary solutions provided employment that was neither 

gratifying nor remunerative to the graduates.  

 

Nor has education succeeded in guaranteeing employment for those who receive 

education. Most recent data on unemployment available indicate a progressive 

increase in unemployment rates as the level of education rises (Table 3). This 

situation may be a result of non-availability of employment positions, the desire to 

obtain employment in a certain sector or occupation, or heightened career 

aspirations, singly or in combination.  
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Table 3: Level of Unemployment Rate by Education (% of Labour Force) 

 

Period No 
Schooling 

Grade 0-4 Grade 5-9 
NCGE 

GCE O/L HNCE 
and above  

GCE A/L 

2000(a) 1.4 1.1 7.4 11.5 14.6 
1st Quarter 1.3 1.1 7.9 11.2 15.4 
2nd Quarter 1.8 1.1 6.8 11.4 13.1 
3rd Quarter 1.2 1.0 7.6 12.0 15.2 

(a) Average of first three quarters. 
Source: Department of Census and Statistics 
 

In 1971, the Dudley Seers report (ILO) on Matching Education to Employment 

argued that unemployment among the educated had partly resulted from their high 

aspirations on entering white-collar employment and a desire for academic 

education. Subsequent studies (World Bank, 1991) on employer expectations 

indicate that employers were critical of the quality of the products of Sri Lankan 

secondary schools and universities. The Marga Study (1991) on secondary 

education identified technical skills, the capacity for sustained effort over long 

periods even when the task is not interesting, the ability to be motivated by distant 

rewards and communication skills as important. Gunawardena’s study (1991) 

showed that employers listed communication skills, personality, interpersonal 

skills and general transferable skills such as adaptability, decision-making ability 

and organisational skills as important requirements from university graduates, 

which they lacked. 

 

The Asian Development Bank (2000) states that many A.L. qualified persons 

would prefer to ‘queue’ for ‘inner circle’ jobs rather than take something below 

the range they expect. It also identifies the A.L. holders’ lack of skills, attitudes 

and work attitudes that employers find desirable. In the case of university 

graduates, specific mention is made of private business owners and managers who 

have difficulty in employing young graduates due to the latter’s’ low proficiency 

in English, inadequate practical experience and very often negative attitudes to 
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work. A recent survey (Chamber of Commerce, 1999) also identified more or less 

the same attributes as Gunawardena’s 1991 survey. Additional attributes 

mentioned were the ability to head a team and achieve results in a short period, 

ability to prioritise/organise time productively, an open, positive, practical mind-

set, willing to learn from a cross-section of people, general knowledge including 

world affairs, wide interests and dress sense, personal grooming and business 

etiquette. 

 

Sri Lanka introduced wide-ranging reforms in education in 1972 but with the 

change in political power certain modifications have been done from time to time. 

The curricular reforms of 1981 were more limited in scope and implemented to 

even a lesser extent. All these reforms failed to have long-term impact on the 

system mostly due to shortcomings in implementation. 

 

Taking cognisance of the criticisms being levelled the National Education 

Commission (NEC) put forward in 1992 a comprehensive set of Educational 

reforms from primary level to university level. The NEC formulated nine national 

Goals and six general goals in education. Among the objectives of the curricula 

reform, the following figure significantly: 

1. Teaching should be oriented to the achievement of basic competencies, 

2. Foster active learning including discovery, experimentation and practical 

work with the teacher acting as the adviser, organiser of resources, and 

facilitator as an alternative to passive learning of students by listening and 

taking down notes, 

3. Move towards learning using varying resources including updated 

textbooks, activity rooms, resource centres, libraries, audio-visual aids, and 

other supplementary material rather than learn only from the sole 

experiences of the teacher, 
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4. Provide more inter-active learning activities, which involve group 

discussions, games and stimulation without depending only on interaction 

with the teacher,  

5. Allow for school-based assessment where evidence via oral tests, practical 

tests, assignments, self-assessment is presented as a detailed student 

performance profile rather than through a pass/fail written examination 

only,  

6. Follow the issue-based approach in presenting curriculum as opposed to 

knowledge for knowledge’s sake attitude,  

7. Attempt to identify and make use of real life experiences and strengths the 

pupils bring to school from home, which may not be related to the 

disciplines (NIE and MOE, 2000). 

 

In conformity to the above objectives, the major goal of primary education reforms 

has been identified as the development of Essential Competencies in all children. 

The essential competencies are:  

• Competencies in Communication, 

• Competencies relating to the Environment, 

• Competencies relating to Ethics and Religion, 

• Competencies in Play and Use of Leisure and 

• Competencies relating to Learning to Learn. 

 

Understanding the need to develop children for life in a multi-cultural society, 

Oral English and Basic Sinhala or Tamil have also been added to the curriculum in 

the primary school. At secondary school level, there are worthwhile curricular 

changes:  

• The introduction of Sinhala/Tamil as a second language, 

• Technology being added to the subject of Science, 



Youth and Education 

 

 

107

• Environment Studies and Life-competencies (at junior secondary level), 

• And additional subjects of History, Geography, Development Studies, 

Sinhala/Tamil as a Second Language, Literature (Sinhala/Tamil/English), 

Modern or Classical Languages and Health and Physical Education, 

• In addition School-based Assessment has been introduced in conformity with 

the changes implemented in the process of learning. 

 

At collegiate level (Grades 12&13), Project Work is expected to have a significant 

impact on the development of competencies demanded by the world of work. It is 

also envisaged to introduce information technology as a compulsory subject at this 

level. Moreover, General English has been added to the curriculum and is at 

present a subject being examined at GCE (AL). In view of the lack of general 

awareness and an identified lack of essential skills as communication, problem 

solving and reasoning in students completing a secondary education, a Common 

General Test has also been held to for selection to university. At GCE (AL) 

science is being taught in English medium in selected schools. 

 

The above General Education Reforms are being buttressed by Education Reforms 

at university level and in post-secondary and tertiary education. The former places 

stress on quality improvement, development of attributes desired by the employers 

in university graduates and the provision of a more relevant and practical 

education. The latter will focus on strengthening the post-secondary education and 

tertiary education sectors by expanding opportunities for relevant courses of study 

and by improving the quality of technical education. 

 

The above reforms are being implemented island-wide in Grades 3, 7 and 11 in 

2001. The feedback on the implementation of educational reforms from students 

and teachers (Little, 2000) and researchers who have conducted a few small-scale 
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studies is quite positive. They report a more stimulating classroom, greater 

motivation of students to attend school, a less likelihood of dropout and 

improvement of attainment in essential competencies. Yet they also indicate gaps, 

which persist in implementation for example, inequitable distribution of 

infrastructure provision, low level of teacher motivation and insufficient 

monitoring and supervision by the authorities.  

 

 

The Youth Survey - Analysis of Data 

 

1. Access to Education 

 

The faith placed on education to bestow economic and social benefits on its 

recipients is well demonstrated by the interviewees from their own perspective as 

well as from that of their parents. These excerpts indicate that youth, irrespective 

of their socio-economic background or education still have such faith on 

education. 

 

“ Parents expect their children to complete their education up to a 
certain level and to become successful” (New Urban Middle Class 
respondent, O.L. Qualified, Young Voices, National Youth Survey 
2000). 
 
“My parents could have asked me as the eldest son in the family to stop 
schooling and support the family.  But they encouraged me to study.  
Despite the financial constraints, we were educated, fed and finally 
found jobs as well”. (Squatter Settlement interviewee, O.L. Qualified, 
Young Voices, National Youth Survey 2000). 
 
“My poor parents think that at least the children will one day come into 
some kind of position in future with the help of education. I am the 
eldest child in the family.  Therefore, my parents have hope and 
expectation laid on me.” (Weligama, Passed year 8, Young Voices, 
National Youth Survey 2000).  
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It is symptomatic that when asked "what is necessary to improve life-chances", the 

highest percentage of respondents had stated ‘knowledge/training/skills/guidance 

(all of which can fit under the broad term education) in their first response. This 

answer was ranked 1st in both the second and the third responses as well. 

 

Looking at gender aspect the National Youth Survey also shows that women are 

better represented in the categories of those qualified to do A.L., passed A.L. and 

degree or higher qualifications than men (32.5% as against 27%, 17% as against 

12% and 3.2% as against 2.4% respectively) showing to a certain extent, 

compatibility with national trends (Table 4). 

 

Table 4: Level of Education by Sex 

 

Sex Grade 1-5 Grade 6-
11 

Qualified 
for A/L 

Passed 
A/L 

Degree or 
Higher 

No 
Schooling 

Male 4.8 52.2 27.1 12.7 2.4 0.8 
Female 3.2 43.9 32.1 17.2 3.2 0.5 
Source: National Youth Survey data, 2000. 

 

When examined in respect of ethnicity, Tamil respondents demonstrate higher 

achievement in terms of higher percentages in A.L. and university education while 

greater access to enter A.L. is recorded in the Sinhalese. The disparities that occur 

are noteworthy. (Table 5) 

 

Table 5: Level of Education by Ethnicity 

 

Ethnic 
Group 

Grade 1-5 Grade  
6-11 

Qualified 
for A/L 

Passed 
A/L 

Degree or 
Higher 

No 
Schooling 

Sinhalese 2.2 51.5 31.0 12.9 1.9 0.5 
Tamil 11.7 33.8 20.7 24.6 7.7 1.4 
Moors 9.1 49.0 25.5 13.5 1.9 1.0 
Source: National Youth Survey data, 2000.  
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Respondents were requested to identify the social class to which they belong 

according to the area in which they were living. The three classes presented to 

them were upper class, middle class and working class. Table 6 is a vivid 

illustration of the close relationship between access to education and social class. 

The percentage of respondents in the working class progressively decreases as the 

level of education rises, from 73.7% in the no schooling group to 12.7% in the 

category of degree holders. These percentages are reversed for the middle class, 

while no such relationship emerges for the upper class. 

 

Table 6: Level of Education by Social Class 

 

Social 
Class 

No 
Schooling 

Grade 1-5 Grade  
6-11 

Qualified 
for A/L 

Passed 
A/L 

Degree or 
Higher 

Working 73.7 48.3 40.3 20.4 19.1 12.7 
Middle 15.8 43.2 52.1 72.9 75.9 79.7 
Upper -- 3.4 2.0 2.6 2.4 3.8 
Other -- -- 1.4 1.1 0.5 2.5 
Don’t 
Know 

10.5 5.1 4.2 3.1 2.1 1.3 

Source: National Youth Survey data, 2000.  

 

Similarly, in relation to district and sector also, differential access is indicated. 

Thus the Youth Survey data reveals that in some districts (for example, Ampara) 

access seems to be limited at secondary level while achievement levels in other 

districts such as Monaragala, Polonnaruwa and Puttalam are low (as indicated by 

the lower percentages of those qualified to do A.L., passing A.L. and getting a 

university education) (Table 7). 
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Table 7: Level of Education by District (Selected Districts) 

 

District Grade 1-5 Grade 6-11 Qualified 
for A/L 

Passed A/L Degree or 
Higher 

No 
Schooling 

Colombo 1.7 48.4 31.3 15.1 2.3 1.2 
Matara 1.5 43.4 32.4 19.9 2.9 -- 
N.Eliya 5.5 61.5 28.6 2.2 2.2 -- 
Jaffna 1.3 11.3 31.3 44.4 11.9 -- 
Ampara 35.0 18.3 28.3 11.7 6.7 -- 
Monaragala 1.6 62.3 21.3 13.1 -- 1.6 
Polonnaruwa 3.3 65.6 13.1 14.8 1.6 1.6 
Puttalam 5.8 54.8 21.2 13.5 1.0 3.8 

Source: National Youth Survey data, 2000. 

 

It is also relevant to note, that in spite of the recent initiatives to uplift education in 

the estate sector, the representation of youth from this sector is very low in 

collegiate and higher education (Table 8). 

 

Table 8: Level of Education by Sector 

 

Sector Grade 1-5 Grades  
6-11 

Qualified 
for A/L 

Passed 
A/L 

Degree or 
Higher 

No 
Schooling 

Urban 4.5 43.4 34.1 14.5 3.0 0.5 
Rural 3.5 48.4 28.9 15.8 2.8 0.6 
Estate 10.7 68.0 16.6 1.8 0.6 2.4 
Total 4.1 48.6 29.2 14.7 2.7 0.7 

Source: National Youth Survey data, 2000. 

 

On the whole, the analysis indicates that mere expansion of schooling does not 

guarantee equal outcomes.  The failure of disadvantaged groups to obtain 

education appears to be linked to economic problems.  Among the 76.3% who 

mentioned about problems related to education, almost one third (33.6%) cited 

economic problems.  This was confirmed by the interviews. 
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“Biggest problem I have is collecting money to attend tuition classes. 
On certain days when I attend classes, I do not have money for lunch” 
(Squatter Settlements, Studying for A.L., Young Voices, National Youth 
Survey 2000). 
 

Yet another young woman stated that she could not continue her studies and that 

her brother and sister also stopped schooling when they were in grade 7 and 8.  

 

“Three of us could not study well due to our poverty and my mother’s 
departure to the Middle East.” (Free Trade Zone, O.L. Qualified, 
Young Voices, National Youth Survey 2000). 

 

Others pointed out systemic deficiencies such as lack of learning/training 

opportunities (12.0%) or problems with teachers (11.9%). Lack of opportunities 

for learning/training appeared to be related to factors such as residence. In fact 

when questioned about “personal access to educational facilities” such as schools, 

only 30.4% said it was good while another 26.2% considered it to be bad.  It is 

perhaps noteworthy that even among those who had a university or higher 

qualification, only 34.6% considered access to educational facilities to be good 

(Table 9). Once again, this reiterates the view that people with different 

background characteristics have a differential access to schooling. 

 

Table 9: Level of Education by Access to Educational Facilities 

 

Level of 
Satisfaction 

Grade  
1-5 

Grade  
6-11 

Qualified 
for A/L 

Passed 
A/L 

University 
or Higher 

No 
Schooling

Good 17.2 26.2 35.2 38.7 34.6 11.1 
Satisfactory 29.3 40.4 48.3 47.3 52.6 5.6 
Bad 53.4 33.4 16.5 14.1 12.8 83.3 
Source: National Youth Survey data, 2000. 

 



Youth and Education 

 

 

113

Some of the youths interviewed seemed aware of the shortcomings in the system 

of education, especially those on which the private sector focuses as well as the 

fact that private sector plays a more critical role in employment at present.  

 

“Management of the companies should be able to go to the universities 
and make the students aware of the company employment requirements. 
The mentality of the graduate should also be made suitable to work for 
the private sector. The company management has to be made involved 
in educational policy making and restructuring the syllabuses.” (Urban 
Middle Class, A.L. Science, Young Voices, National Youth Survey 
2000). 

 

Analysis of data from the National Youth Survey indicates that even at the level of 

access, equal educational opportunity does not appear to have been realised yet, in 

spite of the extensive range of incentives offered to children and youth to continue 

in and obtain an education.  

 

2. Education and Essential Competencies 

 

One of the expected outcomes of education is the development of essential 

competencies. For example, it is assumed that the completion of primary education 

should enable a person to master basic competencies like literacy and numeracy. 

While the Youth Survey had not specifically focused attention on identified 

essential competencies, language skills form a major competency, which are 

useful for those living in a multilingual society.  Of the youth surveyed, only 

87.9% could speak ‘very good’ or ‘good’ Sinhala and 24.7% ‘very good’ or ‘good’ 

Tamil.  The ability to speak more than one language was limited to 12.4% only 

(with 6.7% speaking Sinhala and Tamil, 5.2% Sinhala and English and 0.5% 

Tamil and English). 
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Even though English competency is being pointed as the major barrier to 

employment, especially in the private sector, only 11.4 per cent of the degree 

holders claim to possess good competency in English. This clearly signifies the 

need to make the young people aware of the importance of English. 

 

Some of the interviewees had identified lack of English knowledge as one of the 

barriers they face in obtaining employment and in climbing the ladder at the 

workplace. In the whole sample, in spite of this realisation of the value of English, 

only 7.6 per cent had stated that the ability to write English was very good with 

only 32.3 % considering it to be good. 

 

3. Education and Aspirations 

 

Education is often perceived as an instrument of obtaining employment and 

therefore, there appears to be a close link between education and career 

aspirations. On the one hand, it is possible that youths may lower their aspirations 

in the face of the reality of a constricted labour market. At the same time, 

difficulty of obtaining employment may give rise to aspirations for further 

education. 

 

It is relevant to note that 70% of the respondents had stated that they wanted to get 

a further education. This can be motivated, on the one hand, by an interest in 

knowledge for its own sake or a realisation of the advantages that further 

education can bestow on youth. Thus one respondent who has not yet completed 

her O.L. stated that in order to find a job she is collecting more qualifications.  

 

The respondents were questioned as to what type of further education they would 

like to pursue. The responses clearly indicate that the highest percentage (36.8%), 

despite visible graduate unemployment, still wish to gain a university/higher 



Youth and Education 

 

 

115

education.  At each level of education (except those with no schooling) the 

percentages are considerable ranging from 27.8% of the group with grade 6-11 

education to 66.7% of the group who already possess university degrees. This 

evidence justifies Ronald Dore’s selection of Sri Lanka as a country, which had 

the Diploma Disease. 

 

A relationship between the level of education and the type of further education 

desired emerges as, for example, 77.8% of those with no schooling and 37.5% of 

those with Grade 1-5 education, aspire for a vocational education and more than 

40% of those with an education beyond O.L. desire a university/higher education 

(Table 10). 

 

Table 10: Level of Education by Type of Further Education Desired 

 

Type of Further 
Education 

Grade 
1-5 

Grade  
6-11 

Qualified 
for A/L 

Passed 
A/L 

Degree or 
Higher 

No 
Schooling 

Technical 9.4 11.1 7.1 6.1 7.1 -- 
Vocational 37.5 26.9 13.3 23.0 16.7 77.8 
University /Higher 34.4 27.8 46.1 40.6 66.7 -- 
Aesthetic -- 3.4 2.9 2.9 2.4 -- 
Computing 6.3 5.5 9.1 15.6 -- -- 
Other Special 9.4 6.3 4.8 4.5 4.8 11.1 
Other 3.1 2.0 1.5 2.5 2.4 11.1 
A.L./O.L. -- 17.1 15.1 4.9 -- -- 

Source: National Youth Survey data, 2000. 

 

The National Youth Survey inquired from the respondents the type of employment 

they desire. The responses indicated that the highest percentage had shown a 

preference for teaching/education (Table 11). This is probably because teaching is 

perceived as a job that requires no specialised skills or knowledge and also as an 

available type of employment for which large numbers are recruited. The fact that 

another 15.4% opted for self-employment/business points out that at least a 

proportion of youth have realised that the jobs in the public sector are scarce. 
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Table 11: Type of Employment Wanted 

 

Type of Employment % Rank Highest % Level of Education  
Teaching/Education 17.4 1 38.9 Qualified for A.L. 
Self-employment/Business 15.4 2   
Service workers 10.4 3   
Clerical 8.6 4 36.5 Qualified for A.L. 
Professional (other than teaching) 8.2 5 38.9 Qualified for A.L 
Technical/Engineering 7.5 6 49.8 Grades 6-11 
Administrative/managerial 5.2 7 44.1 Qualified for A.L. 
Unidentified 5.1 8   
Any type 4.1 9   
Production related 4.1 9 81.5 Grades 6-11 
Transport Operators equipment 3.7 1 78.3 Grades 6-11 
Elementary occupations 2.6 12   
Sales workers 0.8 14 54.5 Grades 6-11 
Domestic duties 0.6 15   
Source: National Youth Survey data, 2000. 

 

Table 11 also indicates that the type of employment desired is to a certain extent 

commensurate with the level of education. The highest percentages of youth 

desiring jobs in the professional, and administrative/managerial fields were 

qualified to do A.L. (38% and 44% respectively). In such fields as 

technical/engineering, sales workers, agricultural and fishery workers, production 

workers and transport equipment operators, the majority come from groups, which 

had an education up to grades 6-11 (49.8%, 54.5%, 62.7%, 81.5% and 78.3% 

respectively). 

 

Taken together these figures disprove to a certain extent the hypothesis that 

educated unemployment exists because those with more schooling ‘queue’ up for 

white-collar or more prestigious jobs. On the other hand, demand and supply 

forces seem to be the determining factors of employment. As is to be expected, 

even though almost half the respondents stated they prefer to work in agriculture, 

this group came mainly from groups with less education (57.9% of those who had 

no schooling and 68.6% of those with a grade 1-5 education). That the level of 
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education influences the preference for employment is clearly indicated by the 

following statements: 

 

“A good job is when there is a good pay and freedom. I like to be a 
clerk because you don’t have to work so hard and there is a pension” 
(Free Trade Zone, Educated up to O.L., Young Voices, National Youth 
Survey 2000). 
 

“A good job is where a person can come home at the end of the day 
hoping to continue cultivating. Government jobs are services for society 
but state sector jobs are only for big shots. Cattle farming, carving, 
vegetable growing as self-employment are good here”. (Tanamalvila, 
educated up to Year 8, Young Voices, National Youth Survey 2000).  
 
“The state sector jobs are good.  There is stability for the employees.  
Salary is less.  But it is better than the private sector which throws out 
the employees in 6 months without paying the due taxes”. (Weligama, 
Educated up to O.L., Young Voices, National Youth Survey 2000). 

 

Preference for employment in the public sector by secondary school and university 

graduates has been recorded in the literature. During the last two decades, 

however, public sector employment has drastically declined. The youth in the 

sample were questioned about the employment sector that was preferred by them.  

It is noteworthy that 53.4 % still indicated a preference for the public sector. At all 

levels of education, except ‘no schooling’ almost 50 % or more (in the case of 

those with a higher education, the percentage rose to 72.2%) indicated such a 

preference. Only in the ‘no schooling’ group did 42% say that they preferred self-

employment (Table 12). This reveals that perceived benefits such as job security 

seem to attract youth even at present to the Government sector, without their being 

aware of the dearth of opportunities in that sector. 
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Table 12: Preferred Employment Sector by Level of Education 

 

Sector Grade 
1-5 

Grade 
6-11 

Qualified 
for A/L 

Passed 
A/L 

Degree or 
Higher 

No 
Schooling 

Government 47.5 48.3 57.2 62.3 72.2 21.1 
Private 12.7 18.2 22.4 22.7 21.5 26.3 
Self-Employment 39.8 31.8 19.1 11.6 5.1 42.1 
Other -- 1.2 1.3 3.3 1.3 5.3 
Don’t Know -- 0.5 -- -- -- 12.5 
Source: National Youth Survey data, 2000. 

 

At the same time 53% of the total sample felt that private sector discrimination 

exists in recruitment due to reasons such as favouritism to known groups and 

individuals (23%), discrimination of low income groups (9.3%) being the major 

forms of discrimination cited. 

 

4. Education and Employment 

 

When the type of activities in which the youth in the sample were engaged was 

examined, it was seen that 39% were still engaged in educational activities (Table 

13). Another 30.3% stated that they were unemployed or seeking employment. In 

fact, 79.7% of the total sample felt unemployment was the major problem facing 

the country. Considerable proportions of youths from all levels of education were 

included in this unemployed group. It is surprising that the highest percentage of 

those possessing a higher education (51.9%) were still ‘studying’ indicating 

perhaps the non-availability of jobs for graduates and therefore the need to 

improve qualifications further. At the same time, the highest percentage of those 

permanently as well as casually employed had a Grade 6-11 education (44.1% and 

56.3% respectively).  
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Table 13: Type of Activity by Level of Education 

 

Type of Activity Grade 
1-5 

Grade 
6-11 

Qualified 
for A/L 

Passed 
A/L 

Degree or 
Higher 

No 
Schooling 

Permanently 
Employed 

20.3 10.0 8.9 15.4 11.4 15.8 

Casually Employed 28.8 17.4 10.3 13.0 7.6 36.8 
Unemployed/ 
Seeking employment 

23.7 34.4 22.9 34.0 27.8 26.3 

Schooling/Studying 19.5 32.0 54.9 35.5 57.9 -- 
Unable to work 1.7 0.1 -- -- -- 10.5 
Domestic Work 5.1 5.6 2.5 1.9 1.3 5.3 
Other 0.8 0.5 0.5 0.2 -- 5.3 
Source: National Youth Survey data, 2000. 

 

When the respondents were questioned about their satisfaction with present 

financial position, only 25% expressed satisfaction. Around 40% of those with a 

moderate to higher education stated that they were ‘somewhat satisfied’. The fact 

that the highest percentage indicating dissatisfaction with their financial position, 

were those with a Grade 1-5 education, (50%) and with no schooling (55%), points 

to a wage structure that is largely tied up with educational qualifications (Table 

14). 

 

Table 14: Level of Satisfaction with Present Financial Position and Level of 
Education 
 

Level of 
Satisfaction 

Grade 
1-5 

Grade 
6-11 

Qualified for 
A.L. 

Passing 
A.L. 

Degree or 
higher 

No 
schooling 

Satisfied 16.1 25.0 26.7 26.7 26.6 11.1 
Somewhat 
Satisfied 

33.1 44.2 47.7 49.4 44.3 27.8 

Not satisfied 50.8 30.8 25.3 23.9 29.1 55.6 
Don’t know -- 0.1 0.2 -- -- 5.6 

Source: National Youth Survey data, 2000. 
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The mismatch between education and supply was enunciated by an O.L. qualified 

respondent thus ‘Qualified persons are cornered at home, while unqualified 

persons are doing jobs’ (Free Trade Zone). 

 

What is encouraging to note is the hopeful expectations of youth with regard to 

future financial position. Almost 68% hoped their financial position would 

improve in the future. The percentage that expressed such hope increased as the 

level of education improved (from 44.4% with no schooling to 74.4% for those 

with a degree or higher qualifications) (Table 15). 

 
Table 15: Expectations Regarding Future Financial Position by Level of 
Education 
 

Expectation Grade 
1-5 

Grade 
6-11 

Qualified 
for A.L. 

Passing 
A.L. 

Degree or 
higher 

No 
schooling 

Stayed same 16.9 17.8 20.2 19.0 17.9 22.2 
Better 55.1 69.3 67.1 68.5 74.4 44.4 
Worse 23.7 9.2 9.3 9.0 3.8 22.2 
Don’t Know 4. 3.7 3.4 3.6 3.8 11.1 

Source: National Youth Survey data, 2000. 

 

5. Education and Transformation of Attitudes 

 

The final section of this paper will look at the values and attitudes of young people 

surveyed to find out whether there is any discernible impact of education on the 

transformation of attitudes.  

 

Some of the questions focused on their attitudes towards personal decisions such 

as marriage, which are shaped by traditional values, and others towards current 

issues considered as important. 
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It is pertinent to note that in a country where arranged marriages had been the 

norm, a change was being effected (Table 16). The majority (53%) said they 

preferred a love marriage with the percentage progressively increasing with the 

level of education.  Yet none of the respondents with a higher education or no 

schooling said they would like to live unmarried together with their partner. 

 

Table 16: Preference for Marriage by Level of Education 

 

Preference Grade  
1-5 

Grade  
6-11 

Qualified 
for A/L 

Passing 
A/L 

Degree or 
Higher 

No 
Schooling 

Arranged Marriage 50.8 45.1 34.4 32.9 32.9 52.6 
Love Marriage 39.8 46.9 59.1 59.3 62.0 36.8 
Living Together 0.8 0.3 0.5 0.2 -- -- 
Don’t Know 8.5 5.7 5.9 7.6 5.1 10.5 

Source: National Youth Survey data, 2000. 

 

It was the same for the other two questions, (marrying a person from another 

religion or ethnic group) which indicate that those who are highly educated appear 

to have more rigid attitudes towards selecting their partner.  

 

The position that women have the same rights was accepted by the majority 

(58.3%) and no appreciable difference existed in the responses of respondents 

from different levels of education. A respondent who is studying for her A.L. in an 

International School was quite emphatic regarding this matter. 

 

“Men should be very understanding; they should not put down women 
and think that women are only for the kitchen. There should be respect 
for women.  Women should have their own rights” (Urban Middle 
class, Young Voices, National Youth Survey, 2000). 
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It is interesting to note that while the respondents had identified various 

institutions as having the ability to resolve tension in the country, from among 

those with a higher education the largest proportion (26.9%) remained 

noncommittal. They could not identify any one. 

 

The youth were requested to identify themselves according to four categories: (i) 

according to race and religion, (ii) Sri Lankan (iii) both of the above and (iv) other. 

The responses show a strengthening of the Sri Lankan identity, but considerable 

proportions still continue to consider their affiliation to race and religion as 

important (Table 17). Yet the highest proportions considering themselves as Sri 

Lankan come not from the highest educated group but from among those qualified 

to do A.L. and passing A.L.  

 

Table 17: Self-identification by Level of Education 

 

Identification Grade  
1-5 

Grade  
6-11 

Qualified 
to do A/L 

Passing 
A/L 

Degree or 
Higher 

No 
schooling 

According to 
race/religion 

23.7 24.8 17.9 22.5 11.4 38.9 

Sri Lankan 30.5 40.4 44.6 45.5 26.6 11.1 
Both of the above 25.4 10.7 19.5 22.3 48.1 22.2 
Other 20.3 24.1 18.0 9.7 13.9 27.8 
Source: National Youth Survey data, 2000. 

 

6. Conclusions 

 

A substantial part of the time of young people (aged between 15-29) is taken up by 

educational activities, especially in countries like Sri Lanka where the 

participation in formal education is relatively high.  Education is viewed as a 

passport to a better life, especially to economic advancement and social mobility.  
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The Youth Survey sheds light on some of the issues connected with education, 

aspirations, employment and political socialisation of young people in Sri Lanka. 

 

Analysis of data from the Youth Survey indicates, to a large extent, that equal 

educational opportunity has been realised with little or no disparity in the level of 

education of males and females, of different ethnic and religious groups. Social 

class and geographical residence are the variables having a direct relationship with 

education. Similarly, in the case of essential competencies, the survey data reveal 

that within the narrow definition utilised here, not much headway has been made 

in the development of essential competencies  

 

These findings are in conformity with the research findings in Sri Lanka and 

elsewhere, that in spite of the commitment of governments to ensure equal 

educational opportunity, the inequitable allocation of resources in the school 

system and shortcomings in curricula and teacher attitudes tend to affect the 

disadvantaged groups more than the others. In these studies educational 

achievement has been correlated with SES (Socio-economic status) as a proxy for 

students’ initial status, to estimate the influence of background variables on 

education of students. From Coleman Report (Coleman and Moynihan, 1966) in 

1960s studies have demonstrated that school differences exert little effect on 

students’ outcome measures. Identification of methodological errors in these 

studies have prompted researchers (e.g. Burstein, 1980) to consider the individual 

child as the primary unit of analysis and then to incorporate additional levels 

(classroom, school and district) into the analytical model. Use of multi-level 

models has produced more precise estimates of school and home effects on 

achievement. 

 

Literature also distinguishes between private and social benefits of education. 

Benefits to individual students (private benefits) are easy to conceptualise: the 
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student who learns to read and write in school is better off than he or she who are 

unable to read or write. It is assumed that a student who has received a higher 

education will have a greater likelihood of finding a job and getting a higher 

remuneration than one with less educational qualifications in normal 

circumstances and also more job satisfaction due to the nature of his work.  Social 

benefits, on the other hand, accrue to people other than those who are being 

educated. The improvement of health care services as a result of a doctor obtaining 

a medical education and performing her/his job effectively is an example.  Society 

becomes better off because of the education of that individual as the individual 

would not have appropriated all of the benefits of the education received for only 

his- or her- self. Others derive (social) benefits above and beyond those (private) 

benefits received by the individual. 

 

In considering the non-economic benefits of education schools have been 

identified as important and effective modernising institutions. People who attain 

higher levels of education are also expected to have higher levels of educational 

and occupational aspirations, less adherence to traditional customs and beliefs, an 

openness to new experiences, a willingness to migrate, a reduction of family ties 

and more positive and balanced outlook in life. 

 

In this analysis, the relationship between education and aspirations did not emerge 

as straightforward. Thus when, on the one hand, youth expressed a desire for 

collecting educational credentials to realise ambitions of getting a ‘good’ job, their 

employment aspirations were closely related to their education.  However, the 

thesis of the “Diploma Disease” and Dudley Seers’ conclusion that the majority 

remains unemployed due to a mismatch of aspirations and education could not be 

confirmed due to an insufficiency of data related to other variables such as 

availability of employment. 
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Education is viewed as an investment in human capital, whereby expenditures of 

money and time are made to acquire education, which increases individual 

productivity, value in the labour market and income (Schultz, 1963). Especially in 

higher education, individuals who have achieved different years of schooling, as 

well as attended different institutions are expected to receive more benefits. Of 

special interest here are the issues of education-work fit, job-related benefits of 

higher education and over-education and mismatch 

 

The value of education in terms of earnings has been tested empirically (Solmon, 

1981; Becker, 1983; Rumberger, 1987; and Murphy and Welch, 1989) and the 

studies have indicated that everything else been equal, those with more and better 

education seem to earn more. 

 

The critical importance of employment in the lives of the youth was brought out 

by the National Youth Survey. Almost 1/3 of the sample was either unemployed or 

seeking employment. Increasing education appeared to make it more difficult to 

get employment. A similar percentage expressed dissatisfaction with the present 

financial position. Here too, the largest percentage of those who were satisfied 

with their financial position had a middle-level education. Higher education, 

especially does not seem to have guaranteed employment or after employment, 

satisfaction with monetary rewards. The Youth Survey data thus did not confirm 

the findings of above researchers regarding the relationship between education and 

earnings. 

 

Jencks et al, (1972) however, argued that “Economic success seems to depend on 

varieties of luck and on the job competence that are only moderately related to 

family background, schooling or scores on standardised tests…. Competence 

seems in most cases to depend more on personality than on technical skills”. It has 

also been pointed out that discrimination (for example, of minorities, low income 
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groups, women) plays a role in preventing productivity from being reflected in 

higher earnings.  It was the apparent failure of liberal educational reform to bring 

about structural changes in society to produce more equitable distribution of 

wealth and power that prompted radical educational theorists to put forward the 

Reproduction Theory. Schools reflect the class structure of society, either directly 

in their own structures or more subtly and indirectly through the ideologies on 

which they were based and which they instilled in students. 

 

In an elaboration of the same, Bowles and Gintis (1976) in their “Correspondence 

Theory” argued that there was a correspondence between the structures of 

relations in schools and the structure of relations in the capitalist economy. 

Bourdieu and Passeron (1977) also saw schools as largely influenced by powerful 

economic and political forces and reproducing the cultural relations of society. 

 

Others pointed out that the correlation between education and earnings might 

disappear when over-education takes place in relation to the demands from the 

economy (Berg, 1971; Dore, 1976). Yet subsequent studies (Solmon, 1981; 

Murphy and Welch, 1989) reported in periods of economic growth, the demand 

for university-educated workers and consequently their earnings would increase. 

 

The above findings to a great extent are compatible with the some of the 

theoretical perspectives discussed at the outset of this paper. Largely, the National 

Youth Survey Data point to a situation explained by the “correspondence theory”, 

rather than the “human capital development theory”, where the hierarchical social 

structure is reproduced through the school system with benefits from education, 

accruing mainly to the more privileged. The extent to which “resistance” exists in 

education cannot be ascertained due to the type data collected by the Survey. As 

far as the education-employment nexus is concerned, what has been confirmed is 
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the tenuous relationship between supply and demand for the educated in the labour 

market rather than “a mismatch of aspirations.” 

 

With regards to transformation of attitudes, Youth Survey indicates that some 

traditional stereotypes, for example, attitudes towards caste, horoscopes, and 

marriage are gradually breaking down, but an improvement in one’s belief in their 

own self-efficacy was not evident. On the whole though, positive attitudes were 

indicated by survey data. The relationship between education and attitudinal 

transformation cannot be inferred from this kind of survey data. 

 

The educational reforms, which are being implemented at present, appear to have 

been formulated with a clear understanding of the ills that besiege the education of 

our country.  They attempt to resolve most of the shortcomings that have been 

identified by previous Sri Lankan research on education, especially with regards to 

its relationship with employment.  Similarly, the reforms on post-secondary and 

tertiary including university education will also undoubtedly contribute to the 

production of better-trained and better-skilled men and women to be absorbed into 

the labour market.  

 

These initiatives in education are well supported by inputs from international 

donor agencies such as the World Bank and the Asian Development Bank. What is 

overlooked very often and even in previous occasions, when similar ambitious 

educational reforms were introduced is that a better-skilled supply cannot 

compensate for the negative consequences of a sluggish or stagnant demand from 

the labour market. To some extent, innovativeness and creativity fostered through 

educational reforms might create more employment opportunities, yet it needs to 

be stressed that in addition to provision of training opportunities and change of 

attitudes, provision of capital and other infrastructure facilities such as marketing 

are needed to re-orient youth from academic to vocational education and self-
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employment. Thus if the country is to reap the dividends expected from the inputs 

made in the reform of the educational sector, the authorities need to focus serious 

attention on economic reform, which should go hand in hand with educational 

reform. 
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Youth and Politics: Why They Rebel? 
Laksiri Fernando 

 

1. Background 

 

The age group between 15 and 29 years, the target group of the National Youth 

Survey, constitutes around 30% of the total population with an immense 

significance in politics of the country. From a global perspective, it is said, “the 

young generation is traditionally seen as one of the most dynamic mediums of 

social change. This is because the young often play an important and even 

dominant role in social movements which are usually the driving force behind 

these changes” (Glinski 1998) 

 

The local context in respect of youth in politics, however, appears to be much 

more problematic and complex. It was a historical fact that over 80% of the 

participants in the youth rebellion in 1971 came from the age group between 15 

and 29 years (Obesekera 1974). The purpose of this rebellion, however, was not 

merely to effect social change in its broadest definition, but to overthrow a 

democratically elected government and to install what was termed as a 

revolutionary one. The rebellion was conspiratorial, violent and insurrectionary - 

going against all the so far cherished democratic norms in the country. The 

insurrection that lasted for several weeks during April and May 1971 mainly in the 

countryside accounted for at least over five thousand lives.  

 

It was with the support of the youth of this age group that the Janatha Vimukthi 

Peramuna (JVP – Peoples’ Liberation Front) again led its second insurrection or 

armed struggle during 1987-89. The second insurrection, however, was different to 

the first one in several respects. The second one, more than being an insurrection, 
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was a prolonged armed struggle spanning over two years. The motivation of the 

youth for this insurrection was drawn from patriotic feelings against the Indian 

Peace Keeping Force (IPKF) stationed in the country rather than the socio-

economic grievances in the rural districts. The magnitude of the disaster unleashed 

as a result of the second insurgency as well as the counter-insurgency was 

unprecedented. The total killings during the period are reported to be over fifty 

thousand, being mainly the youth of rural origins. The most astonishing was the 

violent and brutal nature of the killings and actions by both the insurgency and 

counter-insurgency forces. 

 

The radical political nature of the youth can possibly be traced to the early years of 

the 20th century and to the formation of the Young Lanka League and the Jaffna 

Youth League (de Silva 1981). Youth unrest has been a recurrent theme in Sri 

Lankan politics since then and the main support base of the old left movement that 

emerged in the 1930s also came from the youth sections of the society. However, 

until the JVP politics and ideology, a combination of Maoism and nationalism, 

came to influence the thinking of the youth in the 1970s, the youth movements by 

and large were peaceful, non-violent and democratic.  

 

As the results of the survey under review reveal, the overwhelming nature of the 

views and attitudes expressed by the youth presently are anti-systemic in nature 

and presumably an underlying factor both in the insurrectionary and/or terrorist 

movement led by the Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam (LTTE) in the North as 

well as the radical leftwing and nationalist politics of the JVP at present in the 

South. 
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2. Why Young Rebel?  

 

Why young rebel? There is no easy answer to the question. There seems to be a 

general rebellious nature in youth everywhere depending on the psychological 

circumstances of growing up, but perhaps not to the extent of what is revealed in 

Sri Lanka. Erik Erickson argued that the transformation from childhood to 

adulthood entails a process of self-questioning, emotional instability and even 

social despair, which he called “identity crisis” (Erickson 1968). It is usually a 

process at the end of which a person gets adjusted to the established society and to 

the conventional way of life. The shorter this process is, the better it is for the 

individual as well as for society or otherwise certain discontinuities and ruptures 

could occur which would lead to vast generational gaps and generational struggles.  

 

It is largely the responsibility of society to facilitate this process, without 

commanding it, in order that youth get settled in society without any harm to the 

community and to themselves. If not, youth can easily become a tool of violent 

political movements of various natures that would aim at gaining political power 

at the expense of the society at large. What is necessary is to understand and 

address the natural processes of youth rebellion to avoid such a happening 

disastrous to the youth themselves.  

 

It is apparent that there is no such conscious understanding of this process of youth 

unrest in the present Sri Lankan society, not to speak of measures or mechanisms 

to deal with it. What is at work instead is a long and rather oppressive process of 

absorbing youth into society that creates deep alienation and frustration among 

them. It is no wonder, therefore, why young tend to rebel in the process. As far as 

this survey is concerned, this rebellious nature is manifested in very clearly 

expressed anti-systemic views and attitudes towards politics and society. The anti-
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systemic character is interpreted in this study as a tendency to reject the 

established system of politics and the society as a whole. 

 

It is, however, not only the duration or the nature of the transformation process 

from childhood to adulthood that would lead to generational gaps or rebellion. As 

Lewis Feuer argued, “the environment” within which youth come of age is 

crucially important. In the 1960’s, as he revealed in his classic study of Conflict of 

Generations, the environment within which the youth of that period came of age in 

many countries contributed to student and youth movements, and rebellion almost 

throughout the world (Feuer 1969). What could then possibly mean by the 

“environment” that would or would not determine a particular political behaviour 

or action of youth? It means not only the material or the socio-economic 

circumstances but also the mental or the psycho-political circumstances.  

 

Youth in this country, both Sinhalese and Tamil, have been experiencing long 

standing deprivation due to restricted opportunities for higher education, pervasive 

conditions of underemployment and unemployment, particularly in the rural 

sector, and the lack of a social support system in their painful adjustment to the job 

market, family life or the society at large. All these are the products of slothful 

economic conditions determined by the particular nature of underdevelopment 

irrespective of the country becoming a part of the global market and globalisation. 

Added to this is the population pressure that produces larger cohorts of youth 

population in society. It is a well-established argument that rapid population 

growth with its increase of younger people in society could well engender radical 

youth movements and revolts. (Moller 1968). Sri Lanka is no exception to this 

phenomenon. Although the population growth rates in the country have slowed 

down in the last decade or so, the number of persons who enters the youth 

population is still high due to the previous high rates of population growth. 
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On the other hand, the disturbing psycho-political circumstances under which the 

youth come of age may determine many of the anti-systemic views and attitudes 

expressed by them on various issues of politics and society. It can be argued that 

what is relevant in contributing to anti-systemic views and attitudes is the sense of 

relative rather than actual deprivation, deprivation relative to one’s expectations. 

There have been many psycho-political changes in the country under globalisation 

that have influenced the thinking, expectations and aspirations of the youth. The 

open economic system and the much talked about information revolution have 

raised expectations of the youth not only in respect of employment and higher 

living standards but also of politics, good governance, democracy, human rights 

etc. What youth have been experiencing when they enter society, however, is a 

dichotomy between their raised expectations and aspirations on the one hand and 

the day-to-day reality that frustrates and depraves those expectations on the other. 

 

The purpose of the present study, therefore, is to explore the apparent anti-

systemic views and attitudes expressed by the youth during the survey and to 

reveal many observable interconnections between these attitudes and their socio-

economic, political and cultural conditions, also revealed by the survey. The study 

at the end is also directed at identifying certain broad policies to address the 

overwhelming political frustrations, grievances and rightful aspirations of the 

youth and perhaps to avoid a possible recurrence of a third youth insurrection in 

the country. The purpose of the study can be considered important at least in terms 

of the democratisation process of the country since the anti-systemic orientations 

of the youth have proved to be both problematic and dangerous with two youth 

insurrections and a nationalist war led overwhelmingly by the youth in the recent 

past. 
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3. Anti-Systemic Orientation 

 

In respect of political attitudes and views of youth as revealed by the survey, there 

is a clear-cut and pervasive anti-systemic orientation, which is the main substance 

that the present study attempts to investigate and find answers to understand its 

existence. When the youth were asked, “Do you consider our society to be just,” 

71.2% out of 2,892 respondents categorically stated “No.” Another 8.2% were not 

clear, either saying, “don’t know” or remaining silent. Only 20.7% said, “Yes.”  

 

The insidious dissatisfaction of youth about the present status of the Sri Lankan 

society is substantiated by many other attitudes expressed during the survey. When 

youth were asked, “Do you have a high opinion about the political leaders in the 

country?” 81.4% stated “No,” and only 18.4% said “Yes.” It is true that the lack of 

“high opinion” about the political leadership does not necessarily mean the 

complete dissatisfaction about the political system or the society. Perhaps a 

modest opinion or a critical opinion about a political leadership may be more 

appropriate for a healthy democratic system. 

 

However, the very high rate of negative replies revealed during the survey was 

significant and problematic. When other statements related to the political or the 

state system were taken into consideration, it was possible to observe a close 

connection between what youth considered the “unjust society” and the “low-

legitimacy” of the political system.14 Perhaps the “political low-legitimacy” may 

be the main root cause of the pervading social dissatisfaction, apart from the 

cultural and economic factors, which will be discussed later in this investigation.  

 

 

                                                 
14 “Low-legitimacy” in this study is interpreted as the “lack of confidence” or the “low level of 

confidence” in the political system.  
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4. Political Low-Legitimacy 

 

The “low-legitimacy” of the political system in the eyes of the youth was more 

and more revealed in the questions asked about the “level of trust” on various 

branches of the state and political system. This attitude in turn was a reflection of 

the high expectations of youth on good governance inclusive of transparency and 

accountability. If we first take the “level of trust” on the four important branches 

of the state system - the judiciary, the bureaucracy, the military and the police - the 

survey revealed the following pattern as indicated in Table 1.  

 

Table 1: Level of Trust: State Institutions 

 

 Military Judiciary Police Bureaucracy Average 
Great Deal  41.6 38.9 16.5 8.1 26.3 
Somewhat  43.8 47.2 56.8 60.8 52.2 
Not at All  13.7 12.6 25.9 29.7 20.4 
Don't Know 0.9 1.3 0.8 1.4 1.1 
 

It is unfortunate to note that there was not a great deal of trust or only somewhat 

trust on either of the above branches: the bureaucracy, the judiciary, the military or 

the police. Comparatively speaking, the military entertained the highest rate of a 

great deal of trust (41.6%) as the table shows. This was perhaps for the immediate 

reasons of war, the possibility of relatives and friends recently enlisting in the 

army and the patriotic images surrounding the military created through the media. 

Next came the judiciary, rating 38.9% of “great deal of trust” and the lowest rating 

was for the government officials or the bureaucracy (8.1%). It is important to note 

that one quarter of the youth marked a complete mistrust over the police (25.9%) 

and the bureaucracy (29.7%).  

 

The survey also revealed the level of trust of youth on the three divisions of 

institutions of the political system, namely the central government, the provincial 
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councils and the local government institutions. As Table 2 reveals, there was not a 

great deal of trust on the part of the youth on any of these governing bodies. The 

least trusted, however, seemed to be the provincial councils. Compared to both the 

provincial council system and the local government system, the youth seemed to 

entertain a better level of trust on the central government for various reasons.  

 

Table 2: Level of Trust: Political Institutions 

 

 Central 
Government  

Provincial 
Council  

Local 
Government  

Average  

Great Deal 11.5 8.0 9.1 6.2 
Somewhat 66.0 66.9 67.5 66.8 
Not at All 21.7 23.6 22.0 22.4 
Don't Know  0.8 1.5 1.4 1.2 
 

It is reasonable to argue that the trust in the state system is much more important 

than trust in the political system in terms of stability of a social system. It is 

perhaps natural, particularly for the youth, to be critical of the political system 

because, other than its institutional structures, a political system is mainly 

composed of politicians. For example, the mistrust of local government could be 

the result of the mistrust of local politicians rather than rejection of the local 

government system altogether as an institution. However, there can be other 

elements involved in the mistrust of the provincial councils. For example, the 

recent origin of the provincial councils, coupled with adverse propaganda by the 

media against the devolution of power, and the inefficiencies due to the lack of 

authority and resources to these institutions under the present Constitution could 

have conditioned some of the perceptions of the youth on the matter.  

 

However, after taking all these factors into consideration, what was most 

disturbing was the high level of correlated mistrust of the state and political 

institutions. The average complete mistrust level for the state institutions (20.4%) 
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was not significantly different to the average complete mistrust level for the 

political institutions (22.4%). It can also be argued that “somewhat trust” was not 

sufficient in respect of state institutions (average 52.2%) for a stable and viable 

political system.  

 

5. Reasons for Low-Legitimacy 

 

There were no direct indications from the survey as to what led to the low-

legitimacy in respect of state institutions such as the bureaucracy, the police and 

even the judiciary. However, there were ample indications as to why the youth 

distrust or are suspicious of political institutions and political leaders. It was clear 

from the survey that the low level of trust of political institutions sprang from the 

low level of trust of the political parties and the elected representatives as revealed 

in Table 3. 

 

Table 3: Level of Trust: Political Parties and Elected Representatives 

 

 Parties  Representatives  Average  
Great Deal 4.0 4.1 4.0 
Somewhat  47.8 47.8 47.8 
Not at All 47.0 47.1 47.0 
Don't Know  1.2 1.0 1.2 
 

The youth perception of political parties and the elected representatives were very 

much the same. There was no great deal of trust on both, the average being merely 

4.0%. Only 47.8% of youth somewhat trusted the political parties or the elected 

representatives. A similar number of youth (47%) did not trust the political parties 

or the elected representatives at all. These survey results corroborate with another 

particular answer to a question that we have already highlighted, why 81% of 

youth had no high opinion about political leaders?  
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One important consideration here is whether the negative perception of politicians 

among the youth emerged out of their high aspirations for “good governance” or 

whether it was part and parcel of a broader pessimistic attitude towards the 

society. If it were the first, it could be considered a healthy trait perhaps useful 

towards democratisation of the country. If it were the second, the attitude of the 

youth would reveal a major ailment in society with perhaps drastic consequences 

for the future. 

 

6. Social and Political Attitudes 

 

The political attitudes revealed by the youth during the survey seem to be closely 

connected or correlated to the social attitudes that they hold in general. When 

asked about the level of happiness in life, only 29% said that they were very 

happy, 9% of youth clearly stated that they were unhappy and a further 7% were 

not sure of their status.  

 

The most natural attitude that should have been expected of the youth was 

confidence or optimism. Instead, the most prevalent attitude was somewhat 

melancholy or indifferent with 56% of youth saying that they are “fairly happy.” It 

appears that the Sri Lankan men and women grow weary of life very early and the 

youth in general are a pessimistic lot. Perhaps the only cheerful generation of the 

society at present seems to be the very young children. The high rate of suicide 

among youth is another indication of the said situation that may be conditioned 

either by the socio-economic circumstances, socio-cultural conditions or both. 

However, apart from socio-economic circumstances, there are certain cultural 

conditions in our society that oppress the youth to a great extent, which produce 

negative and pessimistic attitudes towards life, society and politics in general. Let 

us examine certain other indicators of what can be called “youth pessimism.”  
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When youth were asked “how do you see the situation of the country at the 

moment,” 65% categorically stated, “It is bad.” It was only 29% who said, “It is 

[barely] good.” However, the answer was not necessarily regime related. There 

were around 54% of youth who favoured the current regime (in 1999). 

Nevertheless, they were pessimistic about the situation in the country! When they 

were asked, “How do you see the future situation of the country,” 36% 

categorically stated, “It is getting worse.” There is no argument that these 

pessimistic attitudes were fairly or largely conditioned by the socio-economic 

circumstances that the youth and the country face in general. These will be 

investigated later in order to identify the underlying causes for the most anti-

systemic political attitudes of the youth that might even erupt in a rebellion in the 

future as in the past. However, the objective of our investigation at this juncture is 

towards identifying socio-cultural or socio-psychological reasons for youth 

dissatisfaction and frustration.  

 

The pessimistic attitudes of the youth were also revealed when they were asked 

about their role models. After giving several possible role models in society, they 

were asked: “Is there anybody whom you see as a role model for yourself?” 79% 

of the respondents recorded that they did not have any role model. Only 6% 

recorded that they consider the father, mother, elder sister or brother as role 

models, showing a high degree of youth alienation within the family itself. Equally 

significant was their lack of confidence in teachers as role models for themselves. 

Only 2% recorded teachers as role models and with regard to politicians, it was 

only 1%. 

 

7. Socio-Cultural Conditions of Youth Alienation  

 

One characteristic of the Sri Lankan society, perhaps common to many countries 

in transition from tradition to modernity, is the slow assimilation of the youth into 
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its fold. The period of youth is a long one without much recognition, dignity or 

rights. The Survey under investigation defined “the youth population as those in 

the age group between 15 and 29 years of age.” In many other countries, youth are 

grouped to be between 15 to 24 and no more. The definition of the Survey, 

however, corroborated with the perception of the youth themselves as to who 

constitute a youth. The Survey asked, “Up to what age would you consider a 

person as a youth.’ Only 13% considered the youth being below the age of 24 

while 57% extended the upper age limit to 29 years. There were many others who 

wanted to extend the upper limit further up reflecting the country’s slow 

acceptance of youth into its society. The word tharuna in Sinhala, meaning youth, 

connotes the meanings of “immature” and “irresponsible” apart from the meanings 

of “fresh” and “new.” It appears that there is a self-acceptance of “immaturity” by 

the youth themselves. 

 

Another characteristic of the youth is in fact dependency. The survey asked, “Are 

you dependent on others for your basic material needs.” 72% of the respondents 

said yes. When they were asked to specify on whom if dependent, 97% indicated 

the family. It is true that “almost half of the respondents belonged to the age group 

of those between 15 to 19 years and therefore naturally dependent on the family. 

However, the dependency was not limited to economic matters. As a male 

respondent of 24 years stated, 

 

"In Sri Lanka youth cannot do what they want, go where they desire or 
watch any film they like. They are under the control of adults. I have to 
seek permission to go where I want and do what I want. Since we are 
controlled, we cannot build relationships, as we like" (Young Voices, 
National Youth Survey 2000).  

 

As the above statement reveals, even a 24-year-old does not consider himself to be 

an adult. He basically referred to parents as the adults. It may be correct that all 
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youth do not face the above predicament of direct control by the family. But it is a 

pervasive trend. As another male respondent of 18 years stated, 

 

"Many of my friends do not have the kind of family life I am having. 
Parents are very pushy about their children’s education. Parents 
control many of my friends" (Young Voices, National Youth Survey 
2000).  

 

There seems to be a clear-cut generational cleavage between the youth and the 

older generation of parents and the authorities in society including politicians. The 

following were some typical statements in this respect from youth who were 

interviewed during the survey. 

 

Relationship between youth and adults in my area is not close. That is 
because a majority of adults in this area are not educated. 
 
On one hand, the youth think what adults say is stupid. On the other 
hand, the elder people think that youth are a group that have incredible 
lot of fun and have no responsibility (Young Voices, National Youth 
Survey 2000) 

 

8. Political Radicalism 

 

One of the significant political orientations of the youth perhaps came to be 

revealed when the question was asked about their favourite ideology. As the 

following Table 4 shows, 63% of the respondents favoured a communist/socialist 

ideology, quite different to the world trend and only 11% favoured capitalism.  

 

However, it is quite questionable whether communism and socialism should be 

combined in the same category without differentiating them as Socialism in Sri 

Lanka is equated with a mixed economy and a milder form of political disposition 

than communism. Almost all the major parties have some form of adherence to 
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socialism and the country is called a “democratic socialist republic” in its 

constitution. Another factor is that there are other ideologies apart from 

communism/socialism and capitalism such as religious ideologies and nationalism.  

 

Table 4: Favourite Ideology 

 

Preferred Ideology Preference % 
Communist / Socialist 63 
Capitalist  11 
No Ideology  21 
Other  5 
 

It is also significant to note that 21% were not concerned about any ideology. 

However, the contrast between those who favoured a communist/socialist ideology 

and capitalist ideology was important. Considering the fact that the majority of the 

respondents had secondary education, it is not possible to say that the respondents 

were completely unaware of the concepts. The possibility is that they favoured 

communism or socialism as against the present status of the social system in the 

country, which they conveniently identified as capitalism.  

 

In addition, there was a clear aversion towards the private sector in respect of 

employment. 53% of youth who were interviewed preferred employment in the 

public sector perhaps owing to job security and lenient working conditions. 25% 

also appreciated self-employment if opportunities were available. In contrast, only 

20% preferred the private sector. The survey also revealed the reasons for this 

aversion. 54% of the respondents categorically considered the private sector to be 

discriminatory. This response also came within a context of the allegedly 

pervasive system of political patronage within the recruitment system in the public 

sector. It was the opinion of 49% of the respondents that the private sector 

favoured known groups and individuals well connected through family and elite 

networks. Another 20% thought that the private sector discriminates the applicants 
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from low-income groups and rural backgrounds whatever the qualifications and 

skills that they may have. Another 14% thought that there could be political 

discrimination within the private sector as well.   

 

Perhaps linked to these perceptions about the existing society was the question 

regarding their attitude towards violence. The question asked was very clear and 

there was no ambiguity about it.  

 

“People hold different opinions about struggle. Some people say that 
struggle, even when it leads to violence, is a proper method for people 
to fulfil their demands, while others say that struggle is not a proper 
method if it leads to violence. How do you feel? Is struggle leading to 
violence a proper method or not for fulfilling peoples’ demands?”  

 

For the above question, of course 62% answered in the negative, meaning that they 

did not approve violence. However, it is significant to note that 31% of the youth 

answered affirmatively and indicated that struggle leading to violence is a proper 

method of achieving reasonable demands. If that percentage were a reflection of 

actual feelings of the youth, the total number who condones violence would be 

alarming and would exceed 1 million. Following this question, it was asked: 

“Some people say that the readiness of young people in Sri Lanka for violent 

struggle has increased over the last 5 years. What do you think? Has it increased or 

decreased?” 63% of the respondents were of the opinion that readiness for violent 

struggle has increased. 

 

However, there were positive signs of ethnic accommodation on the part of the 

youth as revealed by the survey. 90% of the respondents agree that it is the 

responsibility of the government to protect minorities. While 44% saying that all 

groups need protection, 36% emphasised that Tamils may need special protection. 

Considering that 76% of the sample consisted of Sinhalese and only 15% Tamils, 
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the above emphasis on Tamils could be considered to be an extremely positive 

aspect of the youth viewpoints. Equally important was the emphasis they placed 

on a negotiated settlement. 74% favoured a negotiated settlement with the LTTE 

while only 16% supported the war effort. It may be the case that the Sinhalese 

youth felt some sort of solidarity with the Tamil youth in the North having 

considered the LTTE to be based mainly on the youth sections of the society. 

 

9. Economic Conditions 

 

It is possible to relate the anti-systemic views and attitudes expressed by the youth, 

including the tendency to condone violent means of struggle, to economic 

conditions and the relative deprivation emanating from those conditions. This is 

more significant when one considers the high aspirations expressed by them in 

respect to education. An overwhelming majority of the respondents of the survey, 

almost 95%, had some sort of secondary education and above. Over 70% of them 

aspired for further education. When they were queried as to what type of further 

education they aspire for, 37% of them indicated University education and only 

9% preferred technical education and 22% vocational training. The remaining 

respondents had diverse aspirations still within the formal ladder of school and 

university education.  

 

It is significant to note that 75% of the respondents came from the rural sector, 

more or less representing the population and the economic sector configuration in 

the country. Given the age distribution, 40% of them were still in school or 

engaged in other studies. Only 26% of the youth interviewed were engaged in any 

kind of employment. 15% of them were in casual employment. Those who seek 

jobs or are unemployed were about 30%. Apart from the actual unemployment, the 

problem of perceived or future unemployment constituted a significant facet of the 

thinking of almost all the youth. When they were asked about the main problems 
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they face in their area, 80% mentioned unemployment as the first problem and 

economic poverty was stated as the second important problem.  

 

The particular frustration of youth seemed to come from two perceived or real 

factors. On the one hand, they perceived, rightly or wrongly, that the benefits of 

developmental efforts in the country are the preserve of those who are equipped 

with political power and power connections. On the question, “who benefits from 

development,” 58% answered that “those with power connections benefit from 

development.” On the other hand, among those who sought employment or 

occupation, 35% considered the lack of funds to be the main obstacle for self-

initiatives in seeking business or other types of self-employment.  

 

10. Within a Vicious Cycle 

 

It appears that the problems of youth, particularly in the rural sector, are 

entrenched in a vicious cycle of poverty, inadequate access to education and 

training, lack of funds or capital for self-initiatives and lack of political influence 

to benefit from limited developmental efforts. There is no doubt that the large 

majority of youth come from the marginal sectors of society or the poverty belt 

although the present survey had not investigated directly about the class or 

economic backgrounds of the respondents. However, there were indications from 

the responses given that this was the situation.  

 

There was significant frustration expressed among youth during the survey in 

respect of education. At least this frustration was considerable among one third of 

the youth who were interviewed. In response to the question whether schools 

provide a good education, 31% said no. When they were requested to identify their 

problems of education, 33% of them identified these with economic problems. On 

the other hand, although the youth aspired for more education, and more 
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particularly for higher/university education, they were also mindful of some of the 

stumbling blocks. When they were asked what they considered was necessary to 

improve life chances, 31% of them identified training and skills as of paramount 

importance.  

 

There has been a general perception among the policy makers and others that even 

youth in the rural sector aspire mainly for white-collar employment and this is 

considered a major reason for youth unemployment. However, the evidence of the 

survey did not prove this assertion although the general orientation of education in 

schools is obviously towards training for white-collar jobs. At least 50% of the 

youth indicated their preference for agriculture, which is in fact a healthy aspect of 

their orientation. What they seem to highlight was the inability to make gainful 

employment within the agricultural sector itself because of the lack of capital, 

incentives or training. Within these circumstances of disadvantage and 

marginalisation, a particularly alarming factor was the alienation they felt from the 

political processes as discussed earlier in respect of their political opinions and 

attitudes.  

 

11. Conclusions 

 

The nature of political views and attitudes expressed by the youth during the 

survey could, to a large extent be explained through what is called the “frustration-

aggression” theory. It can be stated that anti-systemic views could be seen as 

related and relative to the actual and/or perceived grievances and deprivations of 

the youth. As we have discussed and analysed in the text, the connections are 

obvious, close and even intermingled. For example, it was very difficult to 

separate from each other, the lack of trust in politicians, political institutions and 

the low level of legitimacy of the state institutions. 
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The connection between “frustration” and “aggression” also means that most of 

the political views expressed can be seen as largely emanating from the oppressive 

socio-economic conditions particularly of the rural youth. This does not, however, 

mean that the lack of opportunities for higher education or employment are the 

sole reasons why youth are disillusioned about the political or the social system 

and why they even condone violent struggles to achieve their demands. There can 

be ideological and other reasons for some of the specific anti-systemic views and 

attitudes expressed by them. It could be part and parcel of a particular political 

indoctrination that the youth are succumbed to both in the North and in the South. 

Although the results of the survey did not allowed us to investigate these reasons 

to a greater detail the possibility cannot be dismissed.  

 

However, leaving the possibility as it may, our experiences of youth rebellions in 

the past and even at present direct us to highlight not only the objective or the 

socio-economic factors but also the subjective or the psycho-political and 

organisational factors as underlying reasons for the anti-systemic views that the 

youth have overwhelmingly expressed. On the other hand, the lack of confidence 

in politicians or bureaucracy were directly related to the perceived view of the 

youth that they are corrupt, abusive or ineffective in delivering the services to the 

community that they are supposed to render. These are definitely issues of good 

governance. The youth were airing their dissatisfaction about transparency, 

corruption and accountability within a context of deteriorating conditions of 

democracy in the country.  

 

The anti-systemic nature of the youth, whether they emanate (1) from socio-

economic grievances, (2) subversive political indoctrination or (3) the lack of good 

governance, is not a new revelation as a result of the survey that was reviewed in 

this chapter. The tendency became well known after the youth insurrection in 1971 

and the armed conflicts during 1988/89. There had been many studies done on the 
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subject. Perhaps what is new about the present study is the uncovering of many 

facets of this orientation and most importantly the fact that these tendencies are 

still prevalent perhaps in a more acute form than before. The latter is politically 

alarming and the possibility of a third insurrection cannot be easily ruled out.   

 

After the state-youth conflict during 1988/89, which took over 50,000 lives, there 

was a Presidential Commission appointed in 1990 to “inquire and obtain 

information in respect of disquiet, unrest and social discontent among a section or 

sections of the youth and the factors that have contributed to the existence and 

growth of such discontent” among other matters. The Commission produced 

useful and comprehensive recommendations after lengthy deliberations most of 

which have not yet been implemented. The main approach of the 

recommendations, however, was to address the grievances of the youth mainly in 

the socio-economic terrain. As it stated,  

“Unless there is an urgent effort to alleviate suffering and arrest the 
denial of basic amenities and opportunities for rural youth, the cycle of 
violence is very likely to recur with even greater frenzy and cause an 
even more real threat to the survival of democracy and the spirit of 
freedom”  (Report of the Presidential Commission on Youth 1990).  

 

There is no doubt that not only the socio-economic grievances but also the 

culturally oppressive conditions of the youth should be addressed rapidly, 

systematically and progressively if a third insurrection is to be avoided, 

particularly in the South. Within a context of persistent political and socio-

economic grievances among the youth it is easy for extremist, violent or 

nationalist movements to re-emerge like in the past.  

 

However, it is also necessary to emphasise that most of the attitudes of the youth 

revealed by the survey are related to the perennial questions of good governance 

and democracy in the country. Those issues need to be addressed not only through 
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socio-economic changes but also through public policy and political changes. It 

seems that youth in fact are requesting for a new political culture in the country 

from political leaders with a better system of governance, devoid of corruption, 

malpractice, abuse of power and nepotism. 
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The Youth and the Challenge of Democratisation: 
A Comparative Study of Survey Data from India and Sri 

Lanka* 
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Introduction 
 

In traditional societies where age is seen as coterminous with experience and 

authority, the youth are conspicuous by their absence from the public sphere. In 

the upper echelons of ruling political parties, caste associations and biradaris 

(extended family and kin networks), or for that matter, maths and ashrams (Hindu 

holy places), gerontocracy is the rule rather than the exception. By the same token, 

when change comes, if change comes at all, its more enthusiastic supporters are 

the younger members of society, rebelling against what they consider to be 

outdated modes and outmoded leaders, coveting the power and social standing of 

their own senior but more particularly that of the superior social groups. 

Democratisation of traditional societies, unleashing the forces of political 

mobilisation, thus holds the potential for accelerated radicalisation of the youth. 

Rather than constituting an organic social group in their own right, the younger 

elements of particular social groups contest the authority of the traditional leaders 

and strive to become standard bearers for the group as a whole. This 

transformation in the attitudes of the youth is the result of an ensemble of forces, 

such as the forces of modernisation, the presence of trust, networks, shared beliefs 

and other attributes of social capital, and the pace of economic growth. The 
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Permission by the Centre for the Study of Developing Societies, Delhi, to use the survey data for 
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behaviour that these attitudes give rise to depends further on the local opportunity 

structure. The patterns of the political role of the youth therefore vary enormously 

from one context to another. Just as 'politics as usual' of the ideal type traditional 

society shuts the youth out, the unconventional politics of protest and new social 

movements draw them in. The paper builds on these premises and the burgeoning 

literature on democratisation (Potter Goldblatt, Kiloh and Lewis 1997, Mitra and 

Singh 1999, Haynes 2001) to investigate the complex relationship between youth 

and democratisation in India and Sri Lanka. 

 

The comparability of India and Sri Lanka emerges from their common features 

such as the colonial heritage of limited political participation, the presence of a 

political elite with the knowledge and experience of political participation. A 

fortuitous commonality in the context of this study is a common questionnaire that 

has generated comparable survey data from both countries. These common 

features help us look for explanations for the variation in the salience that one 

notices in the prominence of the youth as a political issue in the two countries. 

Compared to India, the youth in Sri Lanka has received greater significant 

scholarly attention in connection with collective violence and the consequent 

disruption of social and political order. The issue here is: do the observed variation 

in the salience of youth politics in the two countries is indicative of their cultural 

idiosyncrasies, or, does it reflect the influence of factors that have more to do with 

the structure and process of politics? Recognising that ‘Beyond and at the centre of 

‘youth unrest’ is the question of state power’, Uyangoda (1996) brings to our 

attention that: 

 

"This is indeed not something peculiar to Sri Lanka. Even a brief look 
at Indian politics would convince us that in Kashmir, Punjab and 
Assam, for example violent separatist movements are being organised 
and led by youth groups" (p.48) 
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One-country analysis typically fails to control for cultural specificities whereas 

comparative analysis makes it possible to widen the scope of analysis and look for 

common parameters that play a significant role in attitude formation. With this 

main objective, this paper is divided into three parts. The first part is a systematic 

attempt to conceptualise the role that youth plays in the process of political 

participation. In the second part, an empirical exploration on the nature of political 

culture and the normative justification of political violence among youths in India 

and Sri Lanka is made. This comparative analysis is made on the basis of two 

surveys conducted in both countries, the National Election Survey 1996 in India, 

and the National Youth Survey 1998-2000 in Sri Lanka. The third part compares 

the intercorrelations of the ensemble of variables in India and Sri Lanka in an 

attempt to establish a common pattern of attitude formation. 

 

 

Part I: 

Youth and Collective Violence from a Political Science Perspective 

 

Youth as an analytical category does not enjoy the same prominence in political 

science analysis as caste, class, ethnicity or gender. So we would first have to 

discuss in which way political science as a discipline can contribute to our 

understanding of youth unrest or revolt. Assuming that the state and its relation 

with society is one of the most fundamental concerns of political scientists - as 

against the sociologist who focuses on society and the role of the individual in it, 

as well as against the constitutional lawyer who is preoccupied with the state and 

its formal framework - youth becomes of interest to the political scientist the 

moment when this societal group is either affected by state action or when youth 

behaviour has an impact on the functioning of the state. For analytical purposes let 

us start by discussing the first relation: the state affecting youth. On the one hand, 

it is questions relating to a given polity that is of interest here. Do the institutions 
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of the state provide any recognition of youth as a social category in the form of 

either organisations, such as specialised ministries for youth affairs or state-

sponsored youth associations, or in the form of institutions, for example statutory 

provisions specifically designed to protect, promote, or, in the negative form, 

discriminate against youth. In a democratic set-up it is also important to ask what 

participatory mechanisms exist for these young men and women. Apart from such 

questions concerning the polity, it is the presence or absence of policies that are 

directed - be it consciously or by default - at youth and that have an impact on this 

group. These policies can be positioned in a wide range of areas such as economic 

policies, welfare, law and order, or language, religion, or dealing with any other 

issue of identity. Closely related to questions about polity and policies, it is the 

political process, which affects the life situation of youth, in other words the 

allocation and distribution of material as well as immaterial goods. The raison 

d’être of political science as a discipline, the question of ‘Who gets what and 

how?’ would have to be reformulated for our purpose to ‘What do youth get, 

which sections of it, and how?’. 

 

So far we have highlighted the means by which state behaviour affects the youth 

population. When we turn to the other relational situation – youth behaviour 

affecting the state – we would first of all have to look at this social category in 

their role as ordinary citizens. They pay taxes; they might serve in the military, 

participate in elections, make demands for certain public goods in public speech, 

and so forth. In the course of this paper main emphasis is laid on the more political 

aspects of youth behaviour, namely the perception towards the institutions of the 

state as well as political participation. Political scientists distinguish between 

conventional and non-conventional forms of political participation. Voting, 

political demonstrations authorised or tolerated by the state, membership in 

political parties, contributing to public debates – all these are conventional forms 

of political participation. They are usually legally and socially accepted forms of 
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political behaviour. Non-conventional forms, on the other hand, can be sub-

categorised into violent and non-violent kinds. Violent protest, destruction of 

public property or physical attacks against representatives of the state, such as 

politicians, the police or the military, are among the best known such acts. Non-

violent forms of non-conventional political participation have a strong tradition 

particularly in South Asia. In the mainstream view, Mahatma Gandhi has become 

the symbol of this thought and action. 

 

The subsequent section will discuss some basic forms of violent non-conventional 

forms of political participation from the youth constituency. Except for some 

anarchical or probably orthodox Marxist thinkers, a broad consensus exists among 

state theorists that one of the elementary objectives of any given state would have 

to be the maintenance of public and political order. By public order we simply 

refer to a situation in which life and property of a maximum number of citizens is 

safe and guaranteed, by political order one in which the mechanisms of collective 

decision-making are stable and resilient against fundamental challenges. One may 

argue that political order is a pre-condition for the maintenance of public order, for 

it prevents the Hobbesian state of anarchy, while a situation of political order 

without public order can be found in the case of a regime based on state-sponsored 

terrorism against some of its citizens. 

 

1. When Youth Violence is Political 

 

Gurr (1970: 157) defines political violence as "all collective attacks within a 

political community against the political regime, its actors – including competing 

political groups as well as incumbents – or its policies". Historical experience 

provides many examples, however, of state promoted youth violence. Cases of 

state sponsored terrorism, ethnic cleansing or genocide are manifold and it is, 

again, usually young men - sometimes women - who form the machinery of such 



Youth and the Challenge of Democratisation 

 

 

157

activities against select minorities or other constituencies of a state. The issue 

becomes even more complex in an anarchical situation where the mere existence 

of a state is in doubt. In the South Asian neighbourhood, it is obviously the case of 

Afghanistan where the question of ‘Does a state exist and who represents it?’ 

would have to be the first one to raise. So let us limit the scope of this present 

undertaking to situations in which ‘young men rebel against the state’. 

 
2. Individual Violence and Crime 

 

Individual youth criminality or violence, be it in the context of the family, among 

friends or directed against unknown individuals or property is a familiar social 

phenomenon in almost all societies around the world. These acts are of interest 

primarily to psychologists, sociologists, criminologists or lawyers since they 

hardly pose a systematic challenge to the state. Nor does it seem very promising to 

try to explain such deviant behaviour primarily by state action. However, in a 

situation where the accumulation of youth criminality is perceived as a serious 

social illness disrupting social order in a systematic way, it is common that society 

calls for state action in the form of specific policies targeting this problem. Drug 

policies, fighting petty crime committed by young people or the introduction of 

more severe punishments can be cited as examples of such demands for policy 

action. They can either take the form of repressive actions by the state (e. g. 

increasing punishment for drug abuse) or of welfare measures. However, we will 

ignore these problems of accumulated individual crime or violence and focus 

instead on politically motivated collective violence. 

 

One common form of such collective youth violence is urban gang violence. 

Primarily a phenomenon in western industrialised cities, the megacitites of the 

developing world increasingly face similar problems. Again, this realm is mainly 

the concern of sociologists and psychologists since the motivation for this form of 
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collective action is rarely directed against the state. However, as it is the case with 

individual forms of such deviant behaviour the state is often under pressure to 

react to this kind of disruption of social order by appropriate policies of welfare, 

education or - in a more innovative way - health policies or city planning. In some 

instances, nevertheless, collective urban violence might take on characteristics of 

political unrest. The riots in Los Angeles following the Rodney King case, or the 

violent street protest in various cities of Indonesia in the late 1990s provide 

examples of cases for which the dividing line between collective urban violence 

and mainstream political unrest are hard to draw. 

 

3. Student Movements 

 

In the South Asian context violent student movements have been the most 

thoroughly studied instances of youth driven social and political disorder. Shah’s 

(1998: 148-159) review of literature on Social Movements in India, for example, 

offers in a special chapter a comprehensive overview of the vast body of literature 

on this phenomenon in South Asia’s largest state. Like many other forms of 

collective political action, student movements historically emerged as part of the 

national freedom movement. Until today, student organisations such as the All-

India Sikh Students’ Federation in Punjab and the All Assam Students Union in 

Assam form the backbone of sub-national movements throughout India. 

 

However, since only some student protest is motivated by political issues, while 

others are often related to educational questions or concerns of narrow self-interest 

of students, only „a few political scientists have also explored the area“. (Shah: 

149). In the case of India, the centrality of student movements when it comes to 

questions of youth unrest can be illustrated by a statement taken from a study 

sponsored by the Department of Youth Affairs of the Indian Ministry of Human 

Resource Development, in which Saraswathi (1988) states that „Youth unrest is 
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taken to be student unrest [...]“. Also for Rudolph and Rudolph (1987: 290-311) 

students represent one of the most important demand groups in their model of 

Indian ‘involuted pluralism’. This seems to be in some contrast to the Sri Lankan 

perception of student unrest. Despite the centrality of youth as a social category, 

notwithstanding the importance of the educational issue in Sri Lankan politics and 

society, and regardless of the tragic violent experience of a generation of students 

in the country, the way in which these problems have been conceptualised in Sri 

Lanka differs substantially from the centrality that student politics receives in the 

Indian discourse. 

 

From a comparative perspective an even more puzzling mosaic emerges when one 

brings Pakistan into the picture. Some of the defining moments of Pakistan’s 

history cannot be sufficiently understood without reference to the collective action 

of students. The idea of Pakistan received early support from large sections of 

Muslim students in colonial India (see Zaman 1978) and Jinnah is said to have 

called Aligarh University the ‘arsenal of Muslim India’ (Hasan: 108-110). Student 

agitation was also consequential in the events leading to the fall of Ayub Khan, 

and without the separatist sentiment under the rubric of the language movement 

(bhasha andolan) among students the creation of Bangladesh is hard to imagine. 

Since the years following partition, the mobilisation of students for various 

political purposes remains as effective political tool in Pakistan and a continuing 

challenge to the stability and integrity of the dominant political structure. In recent 

years it has been large numbers of lower middle class university students and 

graduates that have provided a recruitment pool for religious groups and parties 

such as the Jamaat-i-Islami with their youth and student organisations. 

 

These few ‘highlights’ of collective youth activity in the context of institutions of 

higher education suggest that a systematic comparative analysis of this 

phenomenon might shed some light on the question of the relationship between 
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youth and the state in South Asia in general.15 In this context some guiding 

question could lead our investigative undertaking. 

 

Are universities mainly a ground for recruitment of other social and political 

leaders, and easy-to-access source of bodies waiting to be mobilised for various 

ideological and political purposes? Or do students form the intellectual and 

ideological vanguard of value change and the resulting societal pressures on the 

state and, thus, generate the ideas as well as physical masses to bring about change 

in stagnant and status quo oriented societies and polities? The latter question raises 

another more fundamental puzzle about protest and violent struggle in general. 

Should we regard such forms of collective action as a social illness or rather as a 

catalyst - from a normative point of view – of necessary social change. 

 

A potential research endeavour aiming at a systematic and comparative 

understanding of the relationship between the state and student protest could fall 

back upon – in particular in the Indian context –the vast amount of secondary 

material in the form of case studies of individual incidences that would also 

provide a rich treasure of conceptual variables such as issues, participants, 

leadership and ways of mobilisation. We should not expect uniform and 

homogenous patterns of causes and forms of student protest in the South Asian 

context. According to Shah (1998: 153), even within Indian various studies have 

generated contradictory findings about the social and academic background of 

student protesters. Shah argues that Shils’ thirty-year old statement is still valid, 

namely that ‘we know very little about which students participate in [students’ 

movements] in different capacities – as instigators, as coadjutors, as swellers of 

the chorus. We don’t know which students take the lead in acts of violence and in 

                                                 
15 Also in Nepal students are among the most articulate segments of society, In 1980, Student 
protest forced King Birendra to call for a referendum about the future of Nepals political system, 
and ten years later, contributed to the pressure to implement a parliamentary system allowing 
political parties. 
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other acts of aggression or defiance against authorities. We do not know the scope 

of the process and particularly how actions begin and expand. We do not know 

[...]’ (Shils 1968: 7-8; cited from Shah 1998: 153-54). 

 

4. Salience of the Youth in Sub-national Movements16 

 

As it has already been mentioned above, as part of the anti-colonial struggle by the 

people of South Asia youth has played a decisive role. But once the imperialistic 

ideology of racial superiority had ceased to give any legitimacy to the power that 

ruling elite possessed over their 'subjects', the new political structure was supposed 

to be based on the democratic principle that the likes would govern over the likes 

through elected representation. Even before the transfer of power could occur, the 

experience of partition cast a long shadow of the difficulties to come for the multi-

ethnic states of South Asia. The question about 'who owns the state'17 and the 

legitimacy of dominance of one group over the other(s) by various political, 

economic, administrative or other means has been the most important challenge to 

the nation-building process of all South Asian states. One predominant form in 

which the structure of power and dominance has been challenged again and again 

in the modern nation states of South Asia is sub-nationalism. The list of cases in 

the region is a long one: Assam, Balochistan, Chittagong, East Pakistan, 

Gorkhaland, Jharkand, Kashmir, Mizoram, Nagaland, Pakhtunistan, Punjab, 

Sindh, as well as the Tamil conflict in Sri Lanka. As it is the case in the above-

mentioned forms of collective action, we are well aware that youth has always 

played a significant role in sub-national movements of South Asia.  

 

                                                 
16 See Mitra, Subrata K. and Alison Lewis (eds.). 1996. Subnational Movements in South Asia. 
Boulder:Westview Press for the concept of sub-nationalism. 
17 This question has recently been developed by Wimmer (1997). 
17 The model is adapted from Mitra/Singh (1999)  
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With Sri Lanka being the only exception, very little attention has so far been 

devoted to the important role that specifically young men and women play in 

collective violence in the region. Most studies of protest movements have been 

mainly concerned with the issues on which groups have been mobilised, such as 

nationalism, student politics, class politics, ethnicity, or sub-nationalism, while the 

systematic and consequential role that younger generations play as mobilisers and 

mobilised has been largely ignored. The fact that such movements and the 

participation of youth in it repeatedly pose a challenge to all societies and polities 

of South Asia, the need for a comparative research agenda, a cross-border 

discourse and dialogue, and a "regional discourse" on this theme seems necessary. 

The following section develops a model, which might provide some theoretical 

guidance to such an empirical and intellectual endeavour. 

 

 

Part II:  

Comparing Youth Attitudes to Authority, Efficacy, and Rebellion 

 

In this section a general model of youth participation and social change that seeks 

to explain the occurrence of youth protest in the above mentioned forms is 

elaborated on the basis of four explanatory variables: First, ‘institutionalisation’ as 

variable of measuring the process of achieving and sustaining statehood; second, 

‘participation’ as variable of measuring the performance of youth within the 

formal democratic process; third, ‘welfare’ as important prerequisite for the 

functioning of state institutions and people’s participation therein, and; fourth the 

‘normative justification of political violence’ as variable which determines 

whether violent struggle is considered a legitimate means of non-conventional 

political participation18. 
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“Many post-colonial states start their independent existences with a 
brave programme of social change. But some regimes eventually 
collapse because of lack of support from entrenched social groups. ... . 
Yet another feature of a robust political system is one which produces a 
consensus that not only captures the imagination of the people at a 
given point of time, but one that anticipates future demands and 
straddles the gap between the generation in power and generations to 
come.” (Mitra and Singh 1999: 56). 

 

In the course of further elaborating the model it is argued that the explanatory 

variables are context specific and, therefore, a number of relevant secondary 

context variables for the South Asian environment are to be introduced. It is the 

political socialisation of youth, which determines whether violent struggle is 

considered a legitimate means of either simply expressing frustrations, or, more 

systematically of putting forward demands and pressure for change on the system.  

 

Before we are going to address each of our above categories it is important to 

remember that youth is not a coherent social category, but is divided along 

numerous other social cleavages such as class, caste, ethnicity, religion, and so 

forth. So we have to remember that the state does not have to deal with a one-

dimensional perception among the youth population of how it should function, but, 

moreover, with the issue of a distribution among these various sub-categories 

within the broad youth category which is considered just and legitimate by all the 

actors involved. Sri Lanka seems to be a graphical example of what can happen if 

some sections of the youth population perceive the handouts from the state as 

discriminative. 

 

In the following section some results from two surveys conducted in India and in 

Sri Lanka are presented. The Indian survey was conducted by the Centre for the 

Study of Developing Societies in New Delhi. A cross-section of the Indian 
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electorate was interviewed after the polling for the 1996 national elections to the 

Lok Sabha, the Lower House of the Indian parliament. Therefore, this study 

neglects those below the age of eighteen and is, for this reason, not the perfect 

empirical source for information about the youth population. In order to extract the 

findings for the youth population, only the respondents aged between 18 and 25 

were looked at. 

 

For methodological reasons, the analysis of the National Youth Survey, which was 

conducted in Sri Lanka between in 1999, was equally limited to the age group 18-

25. Thus the empirical analysis is based on 2366 respondents in the case of India, 

and 1836 respondents in the case of Sri Lanka19. 

 

1. Level of Education and Interest in Politics 

 

Prior to an analysis of the political culture among the youth a closer look at the 

level of education as well as the interest in politics among youths as important 

prerequisites for political participation and the proper functioning of institutions is 

made. The comparison of the level of education among Indian and Sri Lankan 

youth reveals a disturbingly high number of illiterates in India, being almost one 

third of all respondents, whereas the problem of illiteracy among Sri Lankan youth 

appears almost solved.  

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
19 The potential pitfall of this kind of specific youth study lies in the absence of an older-aged 
reference group. One might find certain characteristics without being sure to which extend they 
are specific to the youth group as opposed to the older generations. 



Youth and the Challenge of Democratisation 

 

 

165

Table 1: Level of education (%) 

 

 India (n=2366) Sri Lanka (n=1836) 
Illiterate, No School 30,9 0,7 
Literate, Primary, Grade 1-5 16,6 4,6 
Middle School, Grade 6-11 15,8 41,8 
High School, A level 29,5 50,6 
Degree or Higher 7,2 2,3 
Total 100,0 100,0 
 

When it comes to the interest of youths in politics and public affairs, the figures 

for India are equally disturbing! 62 % of all respondents up to 25 years claim not 

to be interested at all. Figures for Sri Lanka are slightly better, where nevertheless 

still more than half of the youths respond negatively to this question. 

 

Table 2: How much interest would you say you have in politics and public 

affairs? (%) 

 

 India (n=2366) Sri Lanka (n=1836) 
Great Deal 7,6 7,5 
Somewhat / Some Interest 30,4 36,5 
No Interest at All 62,0 56,0 
Total 100,0 100,0 
 

2. Institutionalisation 

 

The degree of political institutionalisation is the first criteria to measure how 

successful any society - in this context particularly the post-colonial societies of 

India and Sri Lanka - is in achieving and sustaining statehood. The first step to 

measure the degree of institutionalisation would be to explore the perception of 

(young) people on the efficacy of key institutions of the state, such as the different 

levels of government and political parties as mediators between government and 

society. 
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Next to the perception on key democratic institutions, security as a value seems 

just as significant. Not only needs an individual legal protection from unwanted 

and illegitimate interference from institutions of the state, but he also expects the 

state to offer protection from interference and abuse from other sections of society. 

He or she expects a social environment in which his or her personal and physical 

integrity is protected by law and by the law enforcing institutions. This, again, is 

of particular importance in a multi-ethnic environment, where minority protection 

is an issue of uttermost importance. Positive policy intervention in this area is 

possible, for example, in the field of police training. 

 

The higher level of education as well as interest in politics among the youth in Sri 

Lanka would suggest an equally higher trust in the institutions of the state and 

participation in them. To measure the perception of the efficacy of their 

participation within democratic institutions, the respondents were asked the 

following question: Do you think your vote has any effect on how things are run in 

this country or do you think that your vote makes no difference? More Sri Lankan 

youths (30,5%) answer this question in the negative, compared to their Indian 

counterparts (20,4%). However, this outcome is qualified by the high number of 

respondents in India who were either not able or willing to answer the question. 

 

Table 3: Do you think your vote has any effect on how things are run in this 
country or do you think that your vote makes no difference? (%) 
 
 Indian (n=2366) Sri Lanka n=1836) 
Has Effect 60,8 65,4 
No Difference 20,4 30,5 
Other / Don't Know 18,8 4,1 
Total 100,0 100,0 
 

The opinion on the usefulness of political parties is in some contradiction with the 

opinion on the efficacy of votes. Here, a vast majority of Sri Lankans consider 

political parties as important intermediary institutions between the government and 
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society. In India, on the other hand, less than half of the respondents are of the 

opinion that parties do help to make the government pay attention to the people. 

 

Table 4: How much in your opinion do political parties help to make 
government pay attention to the people? (%) 
 

 India (n=2366) Sri Lanka n=1836) 
Good Deal 9,5 18,2 
Somewhat 35,3 53,8 
Not at All 27,4 27,4 
Other / Don't Know 27,8 0,6 
Total 100,0 100,0 
 

As the analysis has shown so far, the comparison of the sense of efficacy of votes 

in both countries remains ambivalent, whereas the sense of efficacy of parties is 

substantially higher in Sri Lanka.  

 

In the following step, an exploration is made on the trust in key institutions within 

the state, such as the central and local government, government officials and 

elected representatives. The perception on the central and local governments, as 

well as government officials is significantly more polarised in India between a 

great deal of trust and no trust at all, while a majority of Sri Lankan youths 

perceive these institutions as somewhat trustworthy. The degree of trust in parties 

and elected representatives is lower in Sri Lanka as compared to India. This 

outcome is particularly puzzling as it contradicts the overall positive perception of 

the Sri Lankan respondents on the efficacy of parties, as shown in Table 4. 
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Table 5: How much trust do you have in the following institutions?  

 

 Great Deal Somewhat Not at All Other/ 
Don't Know 

Total 

Central government      
India 34,7 43,2 22,0 0,1 100,0 
Sri Lanka 10,7 64,7 24,5 0,1 100,0 
      
Local government      
India 37,7 38,7 23,6 - 100,0 
Sri Lanka 8,2 68,0 23,2 0,6 100,0 
      
Government officials      
India 15,8 40,7 43,5 - 100,0 
Sri Lanka 7,4 60,2 32,2 0,2 100,0 
      
Political Parties      
India 16,6 43,3 40,1 - 100,0 
Sri Lanka 4,0 46,7 49,0 0,3 100,0 
      
Elected representatives      
India 19,7 40,1 40,2 - 100,0 
Sri Lanka 4,3 46,8 48,8 0,1 100,0 
(n=2366 (India); n=1836 (Sri Lanka)) 
 

When it comes to those institutions responsible for the enforcement of the law, 

namely the judiciary and the police, the degree of trust is substantially higher in 

Sri Lanka, as compared to the Indian figures. Noteworthy is the low level of trust 

in the Indian police. Three fifth of the young respondents in India have no trust at 

all in the police. 
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Table 6: How much trust do you have in the following institutions? (%) 

 

 great deal somewhat not at all other/ 
Don't Know 

Total 

Judiciary      
India 41,9 33,0 25,1 - 100,0 
Sri Lanka 36,9 48,8 13,7 0,6 100,0 
      
Police      
India 12,3 28,4 59,3 - 100,0 
Sri Lanka 14,0 57,1 28,8 0,1 100,0 
(n=2366 (India); n=1836 (Sri Lanka)) 
 

The belief in the necessity of political parties and elections as essential 

precondition for the existing political system is high among youths in both 

countries. When asked whether an authoritarian government could run things 

better, a vast majority of the respondents disagree. Still, the percentage of those 

who would prefer an authoritarian rule is twice as high in Sri Lanka as compared 

to India. 

 

Table 7: Suppose there were no parties and elections were not held – do you 
think that the government in this country can be run better? (%) 
 

 India (n=2366) Sri Lanka (n=1836) 
Yes 10,4 21,6 
No 71,4 65,4 
Other / Don't Know 18,2 13,0 
Total  100,0 100,0 
 

3. Participation 

 

The question of how political participation of a certain social group could be 

enhanced is a challenging playing field within the arena of political science. While 

the progressive argument of democratic theory would be that any form of 

empowerment is desirable, conservative voices would point to the tricky 
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relationship between power value capabilities and power value expectations (Gurr 

1970). Studies of protest movements, revolts and revolutions have indicated that 

an increase in participation may result in increasing power value expectations 

which, then, offset the earlier advances in participation. Nevertheless, a cautious 

and systematic enhancement of participatory opportunities to the youth population 

of South Asia would build positive attitudes among future generations towards the 

process of democratic and representative governance and conflict resolution. Very 

little is known about the present contribution of young men and women to the 

political processes of South Asian states. While the unconventional forms of 

political participation like student protests have, as it has been argued earlier, 

received some interest, little work has been done to evaluate the performance of 

youth in the formal democratic process. Apart from taking part in elections as the 

most basic form of democratic participation, we do not have, for example, 

systematic figures about the representation of younger generations in parliaments, 

assemblies or local representative bodies in South Asia. Nor do we know enough 

about the involvement of young men and women in the working of political parties 

as the main interface between state and society. 

 

It is important to remember that participation in collective decision-making may 

be practised much earlier than just at the age that qualifies for suffrage. Other 

public institutions and organisations such as schools, sport clubs and other 

associations provide the training ground for young people to practice democracy, 

to listen to and tolerate opposing views, to associate with others in order to win an 

argument, and basically to experience that one's own interests can find powerful 

expression through democratic means. 

 

The turnout among voters up to 25 years is considerably higher in India than in Sri 

Lanka. Since the survey in India was conducted in the context of the national 

elections to the Lok Sabha, only eligible respondents have been asked whether 
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they have cast their vote in these elections or not. In the case of the Sri Lankan 

youth survey, this was not the case, and thus more than a third of the respondents 

were not yet eligible for participation in the last elections. 

 

Table 8: Did you vote in the last elections? (%) 

 

 India (n=2366) Sri Lanka (n=1836)
Yes 85,5 48,2 
No 14,2 17,3 
Not Eligible (not asked in India) - 34,5 
Other / Not Sure 0,3 - 
Total 100,0 100,0 
 

The lower turnout among youths in Sri Lanka, however, is not a general tendency, 

but rather due to the voting behaviour of the Tamil minority. While the 

participation of more than 80% of the Sinhalese and Moor youths in the elections 

is considerably higher than the nation-wide turnout, the turnout among Tamil 

youths is less than half. In India, on the other side, the turnout among young voters 

does not vary among different minorities, and is, same as in Sri Lanka, 

considerably above the national average. 

 

Table 9: Did you vote in the last elections? (eligible only) (%) 
 
 Yes No Total 
Hindu 85,5 14,5 100,0 
Muslim 86,9 13,1 100,0 
Other 86,7 13,3 100,0 
India (n=2366): 
 

 Yes No TOTAL 
Sinhalese 80,2 19,8 100,0 
Tamil 43,0 57,0 100,0 
Other 84,0 16,0 100,0 
Sri Lanka (n=1836): 
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4. Welfare 

 

The task for state action seems to be most obvious in the field of welfare. The 

provision of education, jobs, basic amenities, infrastructure, and so forth, seems 

essential in order to enhance economic and self-actualisation capabilities (Gurr 

1970). The argument as of today is not so much about whether a state has a job to 

do in this field, but rather how it should go about it. We shall abstain here from a 

discussion about how the ideal division of labour between the state and the market 

should look like. However, especially in the context of third world economies the 

state always plays some role in addressing the issue of welfare and economic 

policy in the promotion of youth. Even in the industrialised economies of Western 

Europe, more and more governments feel that direct intervention by the state is 

required in order to address the problem of youth unemployment. Again a 

reminder here that the design of such policies has to be non-discriminatory within 

the youth category. 

 

In the following three tables the level of satisfaction with the respective financial 

situation in the past, present and future is measured. In both countries, little more 

than 70% of the youths are either satisfied or somewhat satisfied with their present 

financial situation. In Sri Lanka, however, more young people regard their 

situation either as stagnating or worsening. In terms of their expectations for the 

future, Sri Lankan youths appear more optimistic, while the high figures of 

expected stagnation as well as non-responses show a certain degree of disillusion 

among the youth in India. 
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Table 10: During the last five years, has your financial (economic) situation 
improved, worsened, or has it stayed the same? (%) 
 

 India (n=2366) Sri Lanka (n=1836)
Improved 33,0 27,8 
Stayed the Same 51,1 44,1 
Worsened 15,8 28,1 
Other/Don't Know 0,1 - 
Total 100,0 100,0 
 

Table 11: In whatever financial (economic) situation you are placed today, on 
the whole, are you satisfied with your present financial situation? (%) 
 

 India (n=23669) Sri Lanka (n=1836)
Satisfied 29,9 25,5 
Somewhat Satisfied 41,5 45,6 
Not Satisfied 28,6 28,8 
Other/Don't Know - 0,1 
Total 100,0 100,0 
 

Table 12: Future economic expectation (financial situation) 
 

 India (n=2366) Sri Lanka (n=1836)
Better 52,5 67,9 
Stay the Same 23,9 19,1 
Worse 8,4 9,7 
Other / Don't Know  15,2 3,3 
Total  100,0 100,0 
 

5. Normative justification of political violence 

 

The imperfect nature of any given society suggests that some gap between value 

expectations and value capabilities is always around and will always remain. It 

even seems that this gap is the dominant force of social change. So we would have 

to ask why it does not always and everywhere lead to violent protest. At this stage, 

the fourth explanatory variable is introduced to our model of youth protest, namely 

the prevalence of norms about "the extent to which and the conditions under which 
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violence, and political violence, is proper". The utilitarian justification, on the 

other hand, reflects the "expectations about the relative utility of violence as a 

means of value attainment" among members of a collectivity. To put it simple, 

"Men who believe that [political violence] is both proper and useful are more 

likely to resort to it than men who think it is neither." (Gurr 1970: 156) 

 

We know very little about such normative and utilitarian attitudes of the youth 

population in South Asia, and about the process by which such attitudes are 

shaped. Most systematic studies that we have about political socialisation in 

general are based on empirical findings from western countries, while some of the 

most prominent investigations into collective violence in South Asia are of 

psychoanalytical nature as, for example, in the writings of Kakar (1996). What 

seems to be needed is a truly comparative, empirical investigation into the 

normative and utilitarian justifications for political violence among youth in South 

Asia.  

 

Political socialisation of the individual mind forms the basis of a political culture, 

and, at the same time, the political culture of the collectivity has a decisive impact 

on the political socialisation of the individual. Central to this dialectic relationship 

between political socialisation and political culture are variables such as value 

orientations, opinions, attitudes, and political behaviour. Political socialisation, in 

this sense, describes the way by which — within a given society — the political 

culture of one generation is passed on to the next. (Langton 1969). Numerous 

models of political socialisation have been suggested and they vary on aspects 

such as the main agents of socialisation (e.g. family, school, neighbourhood, 

voluntary associations, work place), period of socialisation (e. g. early childhood, 

adolescence, early adulthood), or the emphasis that it put on certain consequences 

of political socialisation (e.g. legitimacy, participation, civic attitudes). 
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All these aspects of political socialisation are context sensitive and the 

development of a research agenda specifically designed for the South Asian 

context would have to take into account some of the shared socio-political and 

economic characteristics that are common for the region. Some of those are as 

follows: 

 

• Post-colonial societies with variant colonial legacies (e. g. political systems, 

bureaucracy, educational system); 

• Low levels of economic development and the process of modernisation; 

persistence of wide-spread poverty; 

• Process of rapid democratisation; 

• Demographic imbalance; 

• Disputed role of religion in state and society; 

• Multi-ethnicity; 

• Minority politics; 

• Cultural aspects (caste; family). 

 

In the context of the present paper, we specifically would have to ask how 

attitudes towards the political system are shaped, how certain patterns of political 

participation are passed on to the younger generation, and how perceptions about 

the legitimacy of the use of violence for political ends emerge. Unless a 

substantive amount of empirical research is done in this field, the temptation to fall 

back upon primordial and essentialist cultural explanations for violent behaviour 

(e. g. the Sikhs as fighters) will always remain. Moreover, the dangers that lie in 

the often very effective politicisation of such cultural explanations pose a threat to 

the peaceful coexistence within multi-ethnic societies. Empirical social science 

research and an open public debate of the issue would substantively contribute to 

such a demystification of violent youth protest. 
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The key question, which can be seen as one way to operationalise the above 

concept of the normative justification of political violence, was posed to the 

respondents in the following way: 

 

Table 13: People hold different opinion about struggle. Some people say that 
struggle, even if it leads to violence, is a proper method for the people to fulfil 
their demands, while others say that struggle is not a proper method if it leads 
to violence. How do you feel-is struggle leading to violence proper or not a 
proper method for fulfilling people's demands? (%) 
 

 India (n=2366) Sri Lanka (n=1836)
Proper 14,2 32,3 
Not Proper 64,1 61,9 
Other 1,3 2,6 
Don't Know  20,4 3,2 
Total  100,0 100,0 
 

In Sri Lanka, the normative justification of political violence among youths is 

significantly higher than in India, with one third of the Sri Lankan youth accepting 

violent struggle as legitimate method. Another basic finding is that younger people 

in Sri Lanka are more likely to have an opinion on this issue than their Indian 

counterparts. 

 

A split-up into gender reveals no significant variation between both countries’ 

figures, confirming the popular understanding that men are more ready to resort to 

violence than women. Cross-tabulating the perception on violence with the class 

variable, it is the middle class in both countries in which violence is accepted 

slightly more than in other classes. 

 

Neither in India nor in Sri Lanka a significant variation can be observed between 

economic satisfaction and justification of violence, with an increase in non-

responses proportionally to the economic dissatisfaction of the respondents. Thus, 
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violent struggle among youth appears not to generate from economic deprivation 

in either country. 

 

Table 14: Is Struggle Leading to Violence Proper or Not a Proper Method for 
Fulfilling People's Demands? (Satisfaction with present financial situation) 
(%) 
 

 Struggle Leading to Violence 
 Proper Not Proper Other / 

Don't Know 
Total 

India:     
Satisfied 15,0 68,2 16,8 100,0 
Somewhat Satisfied 14,9 66,1 19,0 100,0 
Not Satisfied 12,4 57,1 30,5 100,0 
     
Sri Lanka:     
Satisfied  33,0 63,2 3,8 100,0 
Somewhat Satisfied 30,9 63,5 5,6 100,0 
Not Satisfied 34,2 58,1 7,7 100,0 
(n=2366 (India); n=1836 (Sri Lanka)) 
 

In India, figures on the perception of the legitimacy of violent struggle do not vary 

among different religious or ethnic groups. In Sri Lanka, on the other hand, one 

can observe a significant variation between the high level of acceptance of 

violence among Sinhalese and Tamil youths, and the comparably low level among 

Moor youths. 

 

Table 15: How do you feel-is struggle leading to violence proper or not a 
proper method for fulfilling people's demands? (Sri Lanka, ethnic split-up, 
n=1836) (%) 
 

 Proper Not Proper Other /D.K. TOTAL 
Sinhalese 33,4 61,2 5,4 100,0 
Tamil 34,2 58,2 7,6 100,0 
Moor 20,1 73,8 6,1 100,0 
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For participatory political research it is important to understand whether violent 

protest is regarded by the citizen as an alternative or a complement to conventional 

forms of political participation. The hypothesis here would be that the stability of a 

political system increases when protest is not regarded as the only means of 

expressing one's own will, but is only strategically used to put some select 

pressure on the system, while the conventional forms of participation are 

predominant. To test this hypothesis empirically, the perception of violent struggle 

is cross-tabulated with the respondents’ perception on the efficacy of their vote. 

 

Table 16: Is Struggle Leading to Violence Proper or Not a Proper Method for 
Fulfilling People's Demands? (Efficacy of Vote) (%) 
 

 Proper Not Proper Other/ 
Don't Know

Total  

India (n=2366):     
Vote has effect 16,1 71,3 12,6 100,0 
Vote makes no difference 13,0 65,4 21,6 100,0 
     
Sri Lanka (n=1836):     
Vote has effect 34,2 61,5 4,3 100,0 
Vote makes no difference 30,5 60,6 8,9 100,0 
 

The outcome of this cross-tabulation is somewhat ambivalent. In both cases those 

respondents who consider their democratic participation as having an effect are 

more likely to have an opinion on this issue than those who neglect the effect of 

their vote. A negative correlation between the perception on democratic forms of 

participation and the perception of the legitimacy of violence, as the hypothesis 

suggests, cannot be observed. 

 

One striking outcome of the above empirical analysis is the disturbingly high level 

of illiterate youths in India. This figure strongly correlates with the high figures of 

non-responses throughout the survey. In the case of Sri Lanka, the fact that almost 

all youth enjoyed at least a basic literacy is reflected in the general tendency that 
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Sri Lankan respondents are much more likely to have an opinion on questions 

concerning politics than their Indian counterparts. 

 

In terms of trust in various institutions, Sri Lankan youths tend to have a more 

cautious opinion compared to Indians, which again might be related to the higher 

level of education and their experience of violence and institutional decay. Quite 

puzzling and hard to interpret is the perception of democratic participation within 

the context of Sri Lanka. While a considerably high number of youths believe in 

the efficacy of political parties, the trust in parties and elected representatives are 

significantly lower than in India. This gap is further aggravated by the high 

number of respondents who generally reject the democratic system within the 

context of Sri Lanka. As the ethnic split-up shows, these low figures are explained 

by the diverging perception of the Tamil minority.  

 

Insights into the general level of youth participation are limited due to the missing 

older-aged reference group. However, a comparison of the figures on participation 

in elections among the young respondents and the nation-wide voter’s turnout 

indicates a significantly higher level of participation among youths in both, India 

and Sri Lanka. 

 

As compared to India, the normative justification of political violence among 

youths is higher in Sri Lanka, with almost one third of the Sri Lankan youth 

accepting violent struggle as legitimate political instruments. A cross-tabulation 

with variables on economic satisfaction reveals a break with the popular 

hypothesis that political violence strongly correlates with economic deprivation. 

This correlation cannot be observed, neither in the case of India nor in the case of 

Sri Lanka. 
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Next, the similarly popular hypothesis on the negative correlation between the 

believe in the democratic process, i.e. the perception that one’s vote has an effect, 

and the justification of violence as non-conventional form of political protest, is 

also challenged by the data. 

 

In the case of India those who regard political violence as justified are equally 

distributed among all ethnic and religious groups. In Sri Lanka, the level of 

acceptance of violence among Tamil and Sinhalese youth is significantly higher as 

compared to the acceptance among Moor youths. 

 

Part III: 

Cross-cultural patters of attitudes of the youth towards democratisation 

 

Democratisation, the main dependent variable of this paper, indicates a complex 

process of attitudinal change. Measured by the extent to which people ‘approve of 

democracy’ the causal process is mediated by the efficacy that actors attribute to 

the vote. At the deepest level of causation one finds three sets of variables, namely 

the extent to which one can expect one’s welfare to improve; the level of 

education one has achieved, which under normal circumstances improves one’s 

chances in the economic and social sphere; and, finally, the level of trust one has 

in the main political institutions that frame the political process. The causal model 

that one can formulate on the basis of these conjectures would anticipate positive 

correlations between future economic expectations, education and institutional 

trust, efficacy of vote and approval of democracy. The main objective behind a 

comparative analysis of the attitudes of Indian and Sri Lankan youth on the basis 

of comparable questions is to understand the extent to which the process of 

democratisation in both countries follows a parallel course at the attitudinal level. 

To the extent the anticipated positive correlations are supported by evidence from 

survey data, one can assert the parallel course of basic attitudes in both countries. 
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However, to the extent that the survey results fail to support the conjectures of the 

model, or produce correlations that are not significant, one will need to draw on 

the contextual information to explain these departures from the hypothetical 

expectations. 

 

The comparison of Indian and Sri Lankan youth on single variables has in many 

cases given rise to similarity of trends. Do these trends constitute the basis of a 

structure of correlates of attitudes that is cross-culturally valid in the context of 

India and Sri Lanka? In order to test the existence of such a pattern, a preliminary 

analysis has been done on the basis of a multiple correlation of the crucial 

variables. Figure 1 presents the findings. 

 

Figure 1: Correlation between Key Variables 
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0,161 (0,051) 
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Key: 
Figures for Indian youth (age 18-25); Figures Sri Lankan youth in brackets. All 
correlations are significant at least at 0.05 level. N.S. refers to the absence of a 
correlation, which is significant at least at 5%. 
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The most significant and general observation one can come up with from figure 1 

is the comparability of the correlation's between the two countries. Thus, on the 

whole, variables connected with modernisation (education), economic growth 

(financial expectations) and social capital (institutional trust) give rise to higher 

sense of efficacy which, in turn, leads towards attitudes supportive of democracy. 

But, there are interesting variations as well. Thus, in the case of Sri Lanka, trust in 

institutions is not related to efficacy; in other words, one might feel personally 

efficacious, but not have trust in institutions. One notices the same phenomenon in 

Sri Lanka with regard to trust in institutions and attitudes towards democracy; the 

latter remains positive while the former tends to be low, or not significantly related 

to the normative approval of democracy. In the Indian case, a similar observation 

can be made with regard to future economic expectations, which do not have a 

significant correlation with a sense of efficacy. 

 

Two caveats must be added here. In the first place, one must emphasise here that 

figure one provides data on the similarity of deep, attitudinal correlation. These are 

not necessarily reflected in behaviour, which is the outcome of responses to the 

structure of opportunities and central policy. Attitudes provide a psychological 

point of departure for policy makers who wish to affect behaviour. Increasing trust 

in Sri Lanka and perception of economic opportunities in India are thus two 

findings that may be relevant to policy makers. 

 

The second observation is related to intra-system variations. It would be 

interesting to compare the pattern of variations, using the model presented in 

figure 1, across the social cleavage between former untouchables and others, or, 

across Hindus and minority religions. Similarly, in the case of Sri Lanka, the 

cleavage between Tamil and Sinhalese youth could be probed further using the 

same model.  
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Conclusion 

 

While the Shell study had already indicated the role of the youth in the European 

context, it is Sri Lankan scholarly research which made us aware of the fact that 

youth does play a significant role in the process of political participation in 

general, and in various forms of collective violent behaviour in particular, within 

the context of South Asian societies. Any comparative research agenda, however, 

has to take into account the context sensitivity of youth unrest. Within India, sub-

nationalism and separatism is only one of many forms or youth aggression, along 

with a diverse range of other factors such as the colonial legacy, demographic 

imbalances, caste politics, as well as student- and peasant movements.  

 

The concept of youth as a category is based on the premise that it is this particular 

cleavage, which makes individuals, refers to various forms of collective political 

behaviour. However, youth is not a coherent social group, but is rather divided 

along numerous other social cleavages such as class, caste, ethnicity, religion, and 

so forth. The concept of youth as such does not serve for generating collective 

identity. Young people might resort to political violence on the basis of their 

identity as member of a particular caste or class, as Muslim, as Sikh, or as Tamil, 

but hardly just because they are young. In this respect, youth can be 

conceptualised and operationalised as a sub-category. Thus, as it is argued, while 

young men and women do play an important if not decisive role in collective 

violence, the cause of the violence is hardly youth specific, but rather rooted in 

one of the above societal group identities. Due to this conceptual difficulty, studies 

of political violence have so far usually been concerned with the issue on which 

groups have been mobilised, while the salience of an in-depth analysis of the 

systematic and consequential role that younger generations play within the various 

movements has been largely ignored. 
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As starting point of such an analysis is an exploration of the peculiarities of 

political socialisation as well as political culture among the young generation and 

the way in which the political culture and the normative values of one generation 

is passed on to the next. More particularly, the present study has tried to explore 

how perceptions of the youth on the political system, as well as the patterns of 

political participation therein are shaped. The focus was thereby led on the 

exploration of the normative justification of violence within the process of 

political participation among the youth.  

 

The empirical comparison of perceptions between India and Sri Lanka shed some 

light on the issue of political socialisation and culture among the younger 

generation, but at the end of the day, it raised more questions than it was able to 

answer. How can the gap between the low interest in politics and the strong 

participation at the polls be explained? Why do Sri Lankan youths strongly believe 

in the efficacy of parties, but, at the same time, show a deep mistrust in them? 

Why is the perception on the efficacy of vote quite positive, while, at the same 

time, a significant number of Sri Lankan youths are in favour of an authoritarian, 

rather than a democratic regime. Further, some popular hypotheses about the link 

between economic deprivation and the perception on political violence cannot be 

ascertained, neither in the case of Sri Lanka nor in the case of India. Most of the 

emerging puzzles, however, can be put down to the diverging perceptions among 

different minority groups within the Sri Lankan context, namely the Tamil youths 

in contrast to their Sinhalese and Moor counterparts. In India, the most peculiar 

feature of youth perception remains the very high level of illiteracy among the 

young generation, which correlates to a significant number of non-responses and a 

high level of disinterest in political affairs throughout the survey. Nevertheless, 

those young men and women who responded show a strong sense for democratic 

values and a clear rejection of violence as a means for political struggle.  
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Youth, Conflict and Social Transformation in Sri Lanka 
C.Y. Thangarajah 

 

Introduction 

Political struggle is no new phenomenon to Sri Lanka. In the contemporary 

history, negotiations for power-sharing began from the time of pre-independence. 

The struggle for restructuring the state and the issue of power-sharing took on 

different forms and ideas at different points of time. Similar demands for social 

restructuring emerged among the Sinhala youth. Both currents manifested in the 

form of a revolutionary armed struggle by the youth with a time lapse of a decade. 

While the armed struggle among the Sinhala youth began in 1971, the armed 

campaign by the Tamil youth emerged in the early 1980s. There has been notable 

analysis of the Sinhalese youth uprising and about the nature of the organisation 

that conducted this armed campaign. But, a similar comment cannot be said about 

the armed campaign in the Northeast. Very little coherent analysis, which looks at 

the relationship between Tamil social formation and the manifestation of the 

armed struggle, has been done. This paper is an attempt to bridge that gap.  

 

The paper’s major focus is on the Tamil youth. It is structured in two parts. Part I 

looks at the socio-political history of the Northeast with an emphasis on some 

selected aspects that fed into the rise of the militant movements and the extensive 

social transformation that took place subsequent to the emergence of the conflict. 

Part II, attempts to interpret the data of the youth survey in backdrop of the nearly 

two decades of armed struggle and the devastating social and economic 

destruction that has been caused. The second part, thus attempts to place the data 

and the responses in context to the peculiar circumstance of the north and east. In 

addition, the paper also focuses, to a small extent, at the response of some selected 

areas in the hill country where there is a substantial number of Tamil youth.  
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Part I: 

Background of the conflict in the North and East 

 

The conflict in Sri Lanka has been generally associated as a minority problem, 

between the Sri Lankan state and parts of the Tamil population, although in the 

post-independent history of Sri Lanka, another major violent conflict, which 

challenged the Sri Lankan state was the armed insurrection by the People’s 

Liberation Front or the JVP in 1971 and the late 1980s that were led by Sinhalese 

rural youth. This campaign by the JVP was a programme intended not merely to 

capture political power but to establish new social order through the capture of 

political power. In contrast, the Tamil conflict is of a political nature. The youth 

gave expression in the form of an armed struggle, to the visions of the Tamil 

political leaders of the colonial and post-colonial state who tried without any 

significant results to structure a state with greater autonomy for the Tamils. Thus, 

the Tamil project was mainly of a political and not of a social orientation. 

 

In the Tamil perception in the north and the east, however, the JVP campaign in 

1971, despite actions by the state to the detriment of the Tamil community, was 

not viewed with understanding in its social and political project. There was also 

very little political consciousness of, or solidarity with, the Marxist Leninist 

ideology except among a few radical individuals, particularly among sections of 

the depressed castes in the north and east who were weaned on leftist ideologies 

with linkages to the Marxist movement in Kerala and with close links with the left 

movement in Sri Lanka (CRD). Ironically however, while these left elements 

sympathised with the JVP, the left movements in Colombo aligned themselves to 

the ruling nationalist United Front government against the armed campaign of the 

JVP in 1971. Soon afterwards, the continuing demands from the Tamil political 

leadership for greater autonomy of the North and East also led the United Front 
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government of Mrs Bandaranaike to take some extreme political measures, 

structurally transforming the nature of the post-colonial Sri Lankan state. 

 

1. The transformation to Sinhala Buddhist nation state 

 

The proclamation of the island nation as a republic in 1972 severing its 

constitutional linkage with the queen, was seen by the Sinhala nationalist political 

leadership, as a decisive move in bringing back the ignored majority into the 

mainstream. It was a programme to instil a sense of pride in the Sri Lankan nation-

state by giving primacy to Sinhala language and Buddhism. The Tamil political 

leadership perceived this as attempts in a series of measures to further entrench 

majoritarian Sinhala-Buddhist rule at the expense of deprived political rights of the 

Tamil people. The proclamation of the republican constitution in 1972 also 

fundamentally altered the nature of the Sri Lankan nation state as irreversibly 

Sinhala Buddhist, clearly subordinating other cultures and groups, to the primacy 

of Buddhism.  

 

1.1. Vernacular education 

 

Since independence various measures were adopted by the successive Sri Lankan 

governments, to give greater role to the majority, vernacular educated Sinhalese. 

One was to make Sinhalese the official language of the state in 1958. The 

Sinhalese perception was that it was a long overdue remedy to the injustice done 

in the past where only the English educated Sinhala and Tamil elite enjoyed the 

privileges of the state, whereas the Tamil elite political leadership saw 

opportunities and potentials reduced for the English educated elite Tamils, under 

this new arrangement.  
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A large number of English educated Tamil and Sinhala professionals left the 

country in the late 1950s and early sixties when the vernacular educated Sinhalese 

began to fill the ranks of the state after the introduction of Sinhala as the official 

language. While it was only a matter of impact on their social and economic 

dominance for the upper class Sinhala elite, for the Tamils, it was also an issue of 

language, which mobilised sentiments of identity. They were forced to gain 

competency in Sinhala, which was not merely an alien language but also a 

language associated negatively with Sinhala domination by the transformation of 

the state as Sinhala Buddhist. This made many Tamils and to some extent, Sinhala 

professionals to migrate to the centre of the colonial state that they had served – 

the UK. Others went in search of employment to other parts of British Raj such as 

Malaysia, Fiji, parts of Africa etc. 

 

1.2. Nationalisation of companies 

 

Subsequently the nationalisation of companies and plantations made the Sri 

Lankan state – the “Sinhala Buddhist State” in the perception of the Tamil elite, 

the most important provider of employment with competency in Sinhala as the 

main selection criteria. A large number of vernacular educated Sinhalese who had 

thus far been excluded from such possibilities of employment were able to access 

these jobs. This produced a whole new generation with social and economic 

mobility and effectively excluded the automatic and to some extent, exclusive 

possibility of employment hitherto available only to the English educated Tamils 

and Sinhalese. While the Sinhala elite could make the switch to this new situation 

of greater role of Sinhala relatively easily and continued to occupy the upper 

echelons of the management strata, the same was not possible for the Tamil elite 

who found the employment base and consequently their options progressively 

diminished. In 1956, 60% and 50% of those who were occupying the professional 

and clerical posts respectively were Tamils. They were also occupying 30% of the 
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managerial posts. Between 1956 and 1979, their share in all three categories 

dropped drastically to 10%, 5% and 5% respectively directly as a consequence to 

the above changes (quoted in Manogaran 1987:129). 

 

It is important to note, however, that these two issues - state language and 

nationalisation of industries, did not impact on the youth segment of the Tamil 

population. What is also significant is that the so called discrimination and adverse 

impact for the Tamils meant only the elite and the large number of the vernacular 

educated Tamil youth still remained outside the possibility of these opportunities. 

Those who were really affected were a small number of English educated 

professionals and a segment of middle rung clerks. A generation later, however, 

the youth constituency was to become potential candidates for a strong anti-

Sinhalese Tamil nationalist movement, when educational opportunities continued 

to be denied to them. 

 

The Sri Lankan Tamil professionals had always been an integral part of the Sri 

Lankan state from colonial times. Access to better education, the privileged 

position given by the colonial masters and the sense of power arising out of that 

context, gave them a sense of dominance. They, no doubt, served the colonial state 

with absolute loyalty. That loyalty and the privilege arising out of that loyalty was 

the essential psyche of the educated Tamil. Thus, when after independence, they 

began to see their role being progressively diminished by the replacement of the 

vernacular educated Sinhalese, they could not understand this possibility of a 

reduced role as the inevitable outcome of a necessary transformation of the 

structure of the post colonial state. The subsequent sense of betrayal was strong 

and deep.  

 

The socio-economic impact of the far-reaching structural changes in the initial 

“Sinhala only” phase did not impact the youth segment of the Tamil population. 
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The real impact came to be felt with the changes brought about in the sphere of 

education, which entirely altered the landscape.  

 

2. The impact of vernacular education on the Tamil youth 

 

After the issue of employment, the second most far-reaching change came over 

after 1961 when the state took-over all private schools. In the 1950s, however, 

there have been attempts by the Sinhala and Tamil nationalists to make Tamil and 

Sinhala the medium of instruction in all secondary and tertiary educational 

institutions (de Silva 1988:106). This allowed a large number of students, both in 

Sinhala and Tamil mediums to access quality education through state patronage, 

hitherto available only to English medium private schools. 

 

For the traditional Jaffna Tamils, who are denied of any significant natural 

resources within the peninsula, education was the only means of economic and 

social mobility. Therefore, even after the transformation in the employment sector, 

the performance of Tamil youth in the field of education was impressive enough. 

They were able to use the existing well-developed system of particularly mission-

supported schools to perform well. Due to the better training imparted in these 

schools as well as motivation, Tamil students were able to secure greater 

proportion of the limited number of seats available in the university. 

Indigenisation of the employment sector was dependent on the university-trained 

professionals and the Tamil youth who were getting the benefits of this education 

was an important constituency in relation to the possibility of opportunities. 

 

But, interestingly, this indigenisation took place when the Tamils were beginning 

to enter the university in greater proportions. This was because the well-developed 

system of education in the northern peninsula was geared to handle the task of 

training the students to perform better in the university entrance examinations. 
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This led to a greater number of Tamils from Jaffna and Sinhalese from the well-

developed metropolitan areas such as Colombo, Kandy, Galle, and other towns 

which had a well developed tertiary education system, securing entrance to the 

universities particularly for coveted fields such as medicine, engineering, the 

sciences etc. The vernacular educated youth from the rural areas, still remained 

handicapped in this first phase of the indigenisation process. But, since entrance to 

the university was purely on the basis of merit, it was seen as fair that those who 

entered the universities were able to do so through their “superior intellect.”  

 

The Sinhala political leaders wanted more opportunities for a large number of 

Sinhalese from the rural areas. In response, the Sri Lankan state brought about 

some far reaching changes in the access to university education since the 1970s, 

which, over the next five years, gradually reduced the number of Tamil students 

entering university. The first move was the introduction in 1971 of a system of 

weightage for the performance of groups on the basis of ethnicity. The impact on 

the number of Tamils affected and the percentages were negligible. The principle, 

however, was to have broader implications of ethnic wise discrimination and 

awaken the youth to the possibility of discrimination against them in the future.  

 

In 1973, media-wise standardisation was introduced which adjusted the numbers 

qualifying for university entrance according to the proportion of the number of 

candidates from each medium. This made the proportion of the Sinhalese medium 

students in courses like engineering and medicine in 1973 increase to 73.1% and 

58.8% respectively. Corresponding figures for the Tamil medium engineering 

plummeted to 24.4%. Even though, in terms of absolute numbers, Tamil medium 

entrance only fell marginally from 359 to 347, course-wise entry to specific 

courses such as medicine and engineering adversely affected the Tamil candidates, 

particularly from the north (Manogaran 1987, C.R. de Silva 1988). 
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The third attempt was the district quota system, which was introduced in 1974. 

This impacted upon the Tamil youth further. The percentage of Tamil students 

entering engineering fell sharply to 16.3%, medicine 25.9%, and science to 20.9% 

that year, while the percentage of the Sinhala students rose to 75.4% in the science 

based courses. Their share in the arts course had already been over 85% and some 

adjustments were done on ethnic-wise standardisation to reduce that number in 

1971. But in any event, as a cumulative effect, the overall number of Sinhalese 

admissions in universities rose to over 80%, well above their national proportion. 

This decrease was serious, given the fact that the number of students qualifying for 

university admissions was on the rise, in terms of the total places available for 

university admissions (Manogaran 1987, C.R. de Silva 1988). 

 

Interestingly, one factor that the changes also positively impacted on the Tamils 

students outside the peninsular Jaffna and negatively on the Sinhalese from 

selected urban areas remained ignored. For instance, while Sinhala students with 

high marks from Colombo could not gain admission under the new policy, Tamil 

students with low marks from Batticaloa and Trincomalee were also able secure 

places in the Universities. Under the new scheme, students from areas such as 

Trincomalee, Mannar, Mullaithivu, Kilinochchi and the Tamils from the 

plantations and areas such as Matale were able to enter the coveted streams such 

as medicine and engineering which inspired a whole new generation of students. 

Thus, students from such deprived areas were motivated to seriously compete for 

tertiary education. But, overall, the impact of these changes on the educated youth 

population from the north was politically significant since the broader perception 

was that the government had adopted “discriminatory” policies in place of “open 

competition” through a combination of pressure from the Sinhalese hard-liners and 

“threat of violence” (de Silva 1988:116). 
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3. The beginnings of Tamil nationalism 

 

In isolation, the changes in the field of education alone would not have created 

such a ground-swelling sense of injustice. But, the gradual and corresponding 

transformation of the Sri Lankan state and its impact on the various aspects of 

Tamil life, the continuing failure of the political process to accommodate Tamil 

requests for greater autonomy, and most of all, the fear of the state aided 

colonisation and the publicity given to the long term threats to the cultural and 

territorial integrity of Tamils as a distinct cultural group, all led to a convergence 

of hostility.  

 

The vocal Tamil political leadership also capitalised on the rising resentment and 

anxiety among the Tamil youth from the north. Ironically, the anti-government 

slogan of “yet another discriminatory move by the Sinhala majority state” 

subsumed within the unified nationalist discourse, integrated even the Tamils from 

outside the north who benefited from the new system of university entrance when 

the issue of colonisation began to pose a greater threat. 

 

3.1. Threat of Colonisation and the Integration of Youth from the Borders 

 

The Tamil political leadership from the time of independence have perceived the 

colonisation programmes as a long-term threat to the territorial integrity of the 

Tamil people. In that regard, the mammoth Gal-Oya Valley Development in the 

southern part of the then Batticaloa district began to raise anxiety among Tamil 

people. It was a continuation of the programme of the colonial state, which 

initiated a series of “openings of the dry zone,” through development of irrigation 

facilities primarily to increase paddy production, which was meant to minimise the 

foreign exchange spent on the import of rice. These programmes were part of the 

policies of the British colonial state in places like Punjab in India that was 
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followed with much gusto, although it was introduced in the then Ceylon, rather 

belatedly and with much reluctance (see Farmer 1957, Peebles 1990, Shastri 

1990). 

 

In the late sixties and early seventies, this new thrust was made in the north and 

east by the state agencies. Existing agricultural lands that belonged mainly to the 

Tamil and Muslim farmers were also taken over by the state for the purpose of 

sugar cane cultivation. Since any state related activity was also simultaneously 

seen as against the Tamil interest, these actions of take-over of Tamil and Muslim 

owned land, further raised the spectre of a threat to the territory inhabited by the 

Tamils. This was further given credence when these lands were redistributed to 

landless peasants who were resettled in these areas from the southern part of the 

country, introducing a new group of people in the so called Tamil areas. Similar 

state aided colonisation schemes were also introduced in the Batticaloa, 

Trincomalee, and Amparai districts.  

 

This raised the threat perception among the Tamils, particularly the Tamil political 

leadership to a new level. There was a conscious attempt among the Tamil 

political circles to defend the borders of the north and east from the dangers of 

such state aided colonisation efforts. At this phase of what the Tamil political 

leadership saw as consistent and broad-based threat to the land, the leadership 

enlisted the assistance of the youth in a “defence-of-the-borders” project. The 

Youth wing of the major Tamil political party, the Tamil United Liberation Front 

called the Ilangar Peravai was entrusted the task of strengthening the borders. 

 

Elaborate schemes to settle Tamils were implemented with the aid of various 

donor agencies. Refugees from the anti-Tamil violence of 1977, particularly from 

the hill country plantations, were resettled in these areas. On the contrary, the Sri 

Lankan state also began to implement aggressive colonisation schemes where a 
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large number of Sinhalese were settled. These colonisation schemes also 

introduced a new kind of politically motivated settlers who were actively involved 

in the nationalist project of defending the borders. 

 

From the earlier phase of landless peasants, the new settlers were very closely 

linked to the political party in power. Many of these settlers were also explicitly 

weaned on the ideology of defending the sovereignty of the country and 

preventing the establishment of a Tamil homeland. Thus, the border areas were 

constructed both in reality and within the popular political nationalist imagination 

as the focal point of defending the territory.  

 

This project of defending the respective nations both by the Sinhalese and the 

Tamils also created another arena of contest gradually turning the settlers into 

frontiersmen. Since specific areas, which were seen as important, were settled with 

these frontiersmen with affiliation to political parties, it also integrated other less 

contested areas along the borders and the earlier settlers. These dynamics unified 

all the Sinhala settlers as instruments of the state with an explicit agenda to deny 

the Tamils their land and subsequently destroy their identity. With this new level 

of conflict emerging, the youth also began to be integrated as a part of it, in 

defence of the territory. It is ironical that the many Tamil militant groups, which 

began to emerge, primarily based their ideology on and activity in, the so-called 

border areas. 

 

Thus, from the fall-out on the impact on education and employment, the 

ideological campaign on the borders, which were mainly based in the east and the 

present day Vanni, effectively integrated another segment of the youth outside the 

peninsula within a unified front of Tamil nationalist campaign. While the war on 

defending the borders was being waged within the Tamil dominated north and 

east, another campaign was emerging. It was a campaign to challenge the 
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existence of the Sinhala-Buddhist Sri Lankan state in the Tamil dominated north 

and east, but at a symbolic level. 

 

3.2. From the Symbolic to the Physical: the Contested Bodies 

 

Parallel with the increasing hostility by the state in the political sphere, there 

emerged widespread feeling among the second level of political leadership from 

the regions and villages that negotiations have so far failed to achieve any tangible 

results. There was widespread disillusionment with the political process and 

political activists began to demand a more radical approach in winning their 

demands for greater political rights. They also began to work in close co-operation 

with the youth segment that has been progressively alienated by the policies of the 

successive governments. The unification of the various political parties among the 

Tamils under the banner of TUF in 1972 and subsequently TULF in 1975 with the 

word “liberation” in the title of the organisation signalled a definite shift from the 

unitary ideology. As part of this new approach, the youth wing of the Tamil 

political organisation became an integral part of the political process to be 

mounted henceforth. It is no coincidence that the restrictions on tertiary education 

and the greater role of the youth in the Tamil political process took place 

simultaneously.  

 

The 1970s, thus, reflected almost a phenomenological break in the Sri Lankan 

political history. The overwhelming mandate received by the Tamil political party 

in the north and east where it secured the most number of votes for the 

establishment of a separate state in the elections held in 1977, was followed by the 

very party becoming the main opposition in the country for the first time, and 

probably the last. This unusual situation of a secessionist Tamil party becoming 

the main opposition led to the unleashing of an organised violence against the 

Tamils. The 1977 violence against the Tamils was the first one consequent to a 
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campaign involving the youth. This also made the youth segment of the Tamil 

population take greater responsibility for political leadership of the Tamil people. 

But hawkish as they were, the Tamil political leaders at that time only intended to 

use the youth as a potential ‘violent segment’ to be used as a chip in their political 

bargaining with the Sinhala political leadership. The legitimacy of winning the 

elections on the platform of a separate Tamil homeland also spurred the youth into 

anti-state activity. They felt that there was no further need to negotiate for political 

rights and began their campaign in earnest to dislodge the “Sinhala state” from the 

north and east, which was considered as the traditional homeland of the Tamils. 

Initially, this campaign chose to symbolically challenge and minimise the presence 

of the Sri Lankan ‘Sinhala Buddhist state’ in the north and east. The protests 

during this phase took the forms of burning of national flags, disrupting or 

boycotting state functions, prevention of public taking part in official functions 

such as independence day celebrations, de-facing of name boards of state 

institutions etc. But the state saw these symbolic activities as an escalation of an 

anti-state activity of alarming proportions, over-reacted, and took drastic 

measures. These measures by the state began to directly impact on the physical 

bodies of the individual Tamil youth who were taking part in these protests. 

 

4. The Rise of Violence among the Tamil Youth 

 

This shift of the state for the first time systematically punishing the physical 

bodies of individuals in response to a symbolic political campaign moved the 

conflict to another level. The Tamil youth initially began to target individuals 

linked to the “Sinhala state,” particularly the Tamil police officers who worked in 

the political sections of the police who were seen as responsible for the detention, 

assault and torture of Tamil youth under custody. With the gradual targeting of 

individuals within the police, in no time it also drew response from the state in the 

form of the promulgation of the draconian Prevention of Terrorism Act of 1977, 
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infamously known as PTA. After the passing of the act, a large number of young 

people were detained and incarcerated for long periods without bail and many 

were tortured even under judicial custody.   

 

This led to the emergence of more organised militant institutions among the youth 

who began to attack police stations and banks as a means of collecting arms and 

funds to establish and sustain their organisations, which led to further escalation of 

the conflict since the police stations and banks are the two premier symbols of the 

state in the north and east. It is at this point that the army also gradually began to 

be co-opted into the campaign against the Tamil youth. Thus, the survival of the 

Sri Lankan state in the north and east was entirely being dependent in the presence 

of police and the army. Since the early 1980s, there had been frequent attacks on 

the army and police.  The response of the armed forces was swift in retaliating on 

the civilian population in the area where the incident took place. This pattern 

continued until 1983 when in July of the same year, after an ambush of an army 

truck in which thirteen soldiers were killed, an organised violence against the 

Tamils in all parts of the country were unleashed allegedly by elements within 

ruling United National Party regime of that time. The widespread violence 

unheard of in brutality in the history of Sri Lanka that took place in July 1983 saw 

a large number of Tamil people abandoning their dwellings and returning to the 

Northeast. Inevitably, this process was a tacit recognition that the Tamil people are 

only safe in these areas.  

 

5. The Emergence of Tamil Militant Groups 

 

The subsequent years saw a rise in the emergence of militant movements among 

the Tamils, which at one point numbered more than 20. The character of the 

militant movements in the north and east also varied significantly. Largely, the 

youth who went to swell the ranks of militant movement in the north were those 
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who had generally received post-secondary education and disillusioned by the lack 

of opportunities in employment and education. In the east, which was one of the 

areas with low attainment levels in the sphere of education, the threat was 

perceived to be in the sphere of land, which was the basis of the economy where 

over 60% of the population were dependent on agriculture and fishery. Thus 

militant movements, which gained dominance in the east initially in the early 

1980s, were primarily of a Marxist Leninist orientation advocating a broader 

revolution of the working class (Uyangoda 2002). The character of such Marxist 

militant movements, which went for numbers, led to large-scale recruitment. The 

Sri Lankan state alarmed by the rise of militancy and having seen the control of 

the state diminish in the north decided to implement an “effective” counter 

insurgency plan in the east. According to the ideology guiding this programme, a 

strategy of mass terror was implemented. It relied on semi-public executions, 

release of suspects after brutal torture as a warning to the population, and large-

scale disappearances after arrest of youth and the breadwinners, in order to break 

both the will of the people and economy of the region. 

 

The Marxist groups, which were preoccupied with the education of the people 

with revolutionary ideals in the hope of overall social and political liberation, were 

not quite prepared for the brutal and specific strategy of the counter-insurgency 

programme implemented in the east. The disillusionment of the people with the 

STF because of dire consequences for even marginal involvement with these 

groups led to the waning in popularity of the mass action oriented non-militaristic 

approach of the Marxist groups. A military oriented group such as the LTTE, 

which was more selective in their recruitment, was more effective militarily 

driving hoards of highly motivated and determined young men and women into 

their fold.  
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The eventual internecine warfare for political supremacy between the LTTE and 

non-LTTE groups resulted in large-scale loss of life in the east. This, to some 

extent, led to mutual suspicion, non-involvement in political activity and other 

such apolitical behavioural patterns. It is against this historical background that 

one has to interpret the youth survey. 

 

 

Part II: 

The Survey 

 

This paper concentrates mostly on the trends in the north and east with some 

attention on the plantation areas as well. It interprets the outcomes and responses 

in relation to the social and political backgrounds specific to the context. It also 

seeks to throw some light on particular forms of behaviour in relation to the 

peculiar social, economic and political scenario due to the two decades of intense 

violence and its terrible social impact. 

 

1. Youth and Ideology 

 

The youth from the northern and eastern provinces are necessarily a generation of 

the war. If the war began in its intensity since the mid 1980’s after the infamous 

July riots of 1983, those who are between the ages of 18-25 would have been 

below ten years in the mid 1980’s.  

 

The original groups that began the armed struggle were in the youth category in 

the late 1970’s and early 1980’s. They were the segment that was in charge of the 

project of armed struggle, which was a condition of their times. The late 1970’s 

and early 1980’s were the period when the Liberation wars in the Latin America, 

Africa, and the Palestine had caught the world attention. The Tamil nationalist 
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liberation struggle also drew inspiration from liberation wars the world over. They 

were also mostly couched in Marxist liberation discourse. Even today, despite the 

fall of the great Marxist regimes and the increasing influence of globalisation, the 

rhetoric and the romance of Marxism still reverberate among the youth population 

of the Northeast particularly in the context of the ongoing war. 

 

This is also reflected in the youth survey where Communist/socialist ideology is 

the most favoured one by 86% of the youth in the east and 71.3% in the north. The 

threat to land because of state aided colonisation was perceived to be paramount to 

the identity of the Tamils in the east and to their livelihood since over 60% of the 

people of the east have been traditionally dependent on agriculture and fishery for 

a livelihood. Thus, most of the Tamil militant movements in the east have also 

been of a Marxist orientation such as the Peoples Liberation Organisation of Tamil 

Eelam, Eelam People’s Revolutionary Liberation Front, and Eelam Revolutionary 

Organisation of Students, working along the border areas particularly among the 

farmers attempting to conscientise them. Cash crops and petty traders had 

traditionally dominated the Jaffna economy. The service castes were able to get 

out of the caste structure through petty trade. Over 70% of the Tamils of the north 

belong to the dominant Vellala caste. A significant segment of this upper class, are 

also sufficiently westernised. Hence, the northern province also has the relatively 

highest percentage of those who favour a capitalist ideology with 17.1%, while the 

eastern province has the lowest preference of 7.7%. 

 

It is indeed ironical that the revolutionary gusto, which led the bloody armed 

struggle in the southern part of the country seemed to have only 53% preference 

among the youth for communist/ socialist ideology while the northern provinces of 

north-western and north-central provinces have a greater preference for the 

communist/socialist ideology with 64% and 77.2% respectively.  
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2. Youth and Political Interests 

 

In terms of interest in politics, there is a significantly high number of negative 

answers in the southern provinces rather than in the north and the east. Even 

though the overall figure for the country of only 7.7% of the youth responded with 

great deal of interest, 34.60% with somewhat, and 57.7% with no interest, the 

provincial breakdown of figures indicate a higher level of apathy in the Sinhala 

dominated provinces irrespective of the urban/ rural nature of the provinces. On 

the contrary, the Tamil dominated northern and eastern provinces have reflected a 

high interest in politics.  

 

Table 1: Interest in Politics by Province 

 

Province Great Deal Some Interest No Interest Total 
Western 4.10% 32.30% 63.60% 100.00% 
Central 8.20% 28.20% 63.60% 100.00% 
Southern 8.90% 35.70% 55.40% 100.00% 
Northern 11.00% 50.60% 38.40% 100.00% 
Eastern 29.70% 43.20% 27.10% 100.00% 
North-Western 4.60% 27.20% 68.10% 100.00% 
North-Central 5.00% 36.50% 58.60% 100.00% 
Uva 5.00% 37.80% 57.20% 100.00% 
Sabaragamuwa 5.10% 38.60% 56.30% 100.00% 
 

But, interest and involvement are two different aspects. Thus, it may be suggested 

that even though there are higher figures for their interest in public affairs, on par 

with the rest of the country, in reality there is very little involvement in public 

affairs. It is indeed paradoxical that the response was such. One has to look at the 

political history particularly of the northern and eastern provinces in order to 

understand and interpret the data. 

 

In the 1980’s, the eastern province saw a meteoric rise of the militant movements 

particularly the Marxist ones and recruitment to these movements was prolific 
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since their initial idea was to politically educate the youth. The Sri Lankan state 

made a conscious decision to prevent the east falling into the control of the Tamil 

militants and thus becoming a threat. It deployed the first elite counter insurgency 

unit trained by the Special Task Force (STF) located within the Police, directly 

operating under the authority of a presidential security advisor, the son of the then 

President Mr. J. R. Jayewardene. 

 

This unit indulged in a widespread campaigning of terror and mayhem widely 

arresting, detaining, torturing, and killing young men. In this context, the LTTE, 

which was very selective in recruiting within its ranks, actively began to launch 

attacks on the STF quite successfully. The eventual internecine war which erupted 

between the LTTE and other Tamil political groups for dominance of the Tamil 

nationalist war led to a large number of young people being killed initially by the 

non-LTTE groups and later the elimination of non-LTTE groups by the LTTE. 

This was particularly after the so-called Peace Accord signed by the Indian and Sri 

Lankan governments as the LTTE opposed the accord and the other militant 

groups supported it leading to a brutal internal war.  

 

The impact of this internal conflict was particularly brutal in the east. A large 

number of cadres from among the non-LTTE groups under attack from LTTE 

were forced to seek protection from the army. Since those episodes in the late 

1980’s the society has remained largely divided and weary of any involvement in 

militancy. The co-opting of the non-LTTE groups within the army as auxiliary 

units who have been largely responsible for operations to identify people 

sympathetic to the LTTE and to mount operations along with the army has made 

the people extremely careful in even expressing any opinion.  

 

The military operations of 1990 to recapture the area under the control of the 

LTTE even after they had abandoned the area, led to thousands being killed by the 
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army. Entire villages were wiped out during this campaign of mass terror. 

Community leaders who were involved in Human-rights work and other public 

interest activities were systematically targeted and eliminated and civic activity 

became a life-threatening vocation. 

 

All along the trajectory of Tamil nationalist struggle in the east, the population had 

paid a very heavy price in terms of loss of life and the sense of vulnerability had 

also been particularly acute. The brutal phase of internal struggle has left a deep 

scar on the minds of the people. This had, to some extent, made the people 

deliberately keep away from any political activity. The generation that grew up in 

the war, which is the present group subjected to the survey, clearly display such an 

apolitical tendency. They have also experienced the uncertainties of being under 

the control of the military for considerable periods of time as these areas seesaw 

between the control of the armed forces or the LTTE.  

 

3. Legitimacy of Armed Struggle  

 

The responses to the question on the legitimacy of violence can be approached 

from various angles. The two key words are “legitimacy” and “violence.” 

Violence is never promoted as legitimate. All social norms militate against it, 

particularly when framed explicitly as a category, even though certain acts, which 

may be considered as violent by one groups, may not be seen as such by a 

traditional community. An example is the rural habit of drinking toddy. Further, it 

was also suggested that the question framed in such a way would necessarily 

evoke a negative response. The gut response, then is “no.” This perhaps is what 

happened in the entire case of Sri Lanka. In the north and the east, the situation is 

further complicated because of the impact on the community. 
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In the initial stages, the question itself was seen as politically sensitive. Those who 

administered the question, particularly in the north and east said that they along 

with the respondents did not feel that any response could be evoked in a purely 

neutral environment. As mentioned earlier, the overall response would have been 

in any case negative. But, does that mean that the Tamil people of the north and 

east have rejected violence as means to an end? The response needs to be 

interpreted as ambivalent. 

 

If we take the overall figure for the country, 66% have responded that it is not 

proper. The difference according to gender is a marginal 6%. Across educational 

level, it vacillates between 59% for grade 1-5 going up to 63% for A/L dipping to 

52% for degree-holders and higher category. Again, 41% of those with degree and 

higher qualifications accept violence as proper. This is consistent with the pattern 

where universities have been fertile grounds for the rise of militant movements 

who have chosen armed struggle in Sri Lanka, in the past such as the support for 

the Peoples Liberation Front in universities such as Peradeniya.  

 

The situation in the Northeast, however, reflects a rather interesting pattern. 

Except the central province where a high 73% have responded “not proper,” it is 

the northern and eastern provinces that have topped the list with an identical 69%. 

Only 26% and 27% respectively for the north and the east have answered that it is 

legitimate to use violence. Here again, the northern province, which might be seen 

as the hotbed of separatist violence, has a marginally lower figure. What exactly 

happens here? Is it, then that Tamil armed militancy has lost its attraction and 

social base? Is it because of some error in the data and its administration? Or is it 

because the respondents perceived the questions differently. A little probing below 

the surface seems to suggest that the reasons are a combination of all these factors. 
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To explain further, this issue was discussed with a group of university students and 

some members of the community. The overwhelming opinion was that violence 

was not legitimate even when it is used as a last resort. But the discussants said 

that violence can be used, nevertheless, when every other means to achieve a 

political objective has failed and met with violence. In a situation such as that 

exists in the north and the east, therefore, there is no question of the issue of 

“legitimacy.” Violence practised by the state is sustained and its impact hard and 

brutal on the civil society; there is very little recourse to justice. In such a context, 

the opinion was that violence can be deployed and is acceptable even if it is not 

legitimate. Clearly, the discussants made a difference between its legitimacy 

aspect as a philosophical issue and its use as an instrument in particular 

circumstances. Thus, it can be said that the general attitude is in keeping with the 

rest of the country, and even more so since, it is experienced in its intensity and 

brutality. 

 

Secondly, those who use violence as a means, the youth in the armed forces and 

the militants, are part of the youth population. Yet, they are not part of the survey 

universe, as a methodological problematic. They do not come into the sampling 

process leading to a margin of error. 

 

Thirdly, it is inconceivable that Tamil armed militancy can be so successful, 

sustained and effective without substantial support from the people. The thriving 

of militants clearly show the wide support they enjoy, even though there is a very 

heavy risk involved in supporting armed Tamil militancy (confiscation of 

property). That would also mean that the individuals and the community that 

supports armed militancy in the face of dire consequences are also likely to deny 

any link or support and will tend to put up a façade of neutrality.  
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How could anyone blame the Tamil people for support of militancy when the 

survey has clearly absolved them of any blame, of course, until the social scientist 

comes along and exposes their treachery? This, ultimately, seems to be the issue. 

The response has many dimensions and it gives way to a multitude of 

interpretations allowing the people a space of survival, in the contest of such a 

struggle. 

 

Table 2: Opinion of Youth on Struggle Leading to Violence 

 

Province Proper Not proper Other DK Total 
Western 31.40% 61.80% 3.40% 3.30% 100.00% 
Central 21.00% 72.90% 1.90% 4.30% 100.00% 
Southern 29.60% 64.30% 3.10% 3.10% 100.00% 
Northern 25.60% 68.90% 1.20% 4.30% 100.00% 
Eastern 26.40% 68.90% -- 4.70% 100.00% 
North-Western 34.40% 60.70% 2.00% 2.90% 100.00% 
North-Central 28.30% 63.90% 3.90% 3.90% 100.00% 
Uva 52.20% 41.70% 2.20% 3.30% 100.00% 
Sabaragamuwa 35.30% 56.30% 2.60% 5.90% 100.00% 

 

It can also be argued that the number of people who “feel” that violence is 

“proper” is certainly not low. On the average, it is more than 50% of the negative 

responses. This is quite a substantial percentage. This is clearly so in the Uva, 

Sabaragamuwa, Northwestern, and Western provinces, while in the Northcentral 

and southern provinces, it is slightly less than 50% of those who considered 

violence “not proper.” This general trend is reflected in the figures for the entire 

country where those who responded violence is “proper” is 31% in comparison 

with 62.7% of those who considered “not proper.” 

 

It is also interesting to note that highest percentage for legitimacy of violence is 

from the estate group (34.3%) than the urban and rural groups (31.6% and 30.5% 

respectively). This is corroborated by the unusually high positive response for 

violence from the Uva district -52.2% as compared to the 21.0 – 35.3 for the rest 
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of the districts. This may be a reflection of the mindset of the estate workers.  The 

lack of access to education and employment opportunities combined with the poor 

living standards may sow the seeds for choosing violence to gain access for better 

living condition and opportunities, particularly in a situation where the state has 

done very little and state security agencies have done everything possible to 

alienate the Tamils living in the hill country. 

 

4. Attitude to Democratic Processes and Civil Systems 

 

This general feeling of vulnerability combined with internal violence and tensions 

within the community has led to an attitude of being apolitical. The survey also 

reflects this tendency of a weariness of violence and a greater yearning for peace. 

This is perhaps reflected in the greater proportion of people answering in the 

negative for question on the legitimacy of violence. But it also shows the war 

fatigue that people are beginning to feel, particularly the younger generation. 

 

The policies for any militant group with regard to the east are always a great 

challenge. This is because of the complicated nature of the east in terms of the 

economy, landscape, ethnic mix and ecology. For instance, the increasing demand 

of the Muslims for greater identity and territorial claims within the east has led 

them to organise themselves politically.  Their demand for greater territorial claim 

for the Muslims within the proposed Tamil nation had led to a thorny problem. 

This had created fear among the minds of the Tamils who are already threatened 

by the Sinhala state. Hence, elections have always been an ambivalent issue for the 

Tamils of the east where if they vote, then they would negate armed struggle and if 

they don’t, then all the seats will be captured by Muslims and Sinhalese leading to 

political domination in the absence of Tamil representation. 
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4.1. Elections 

 

The excesses of the armed forces and the pressure of the demand from the 

Muslims had made people seek refuge in the elections as a temporary space of 

survival and to maintain their existing means of negotiating territory.  Similarly, 

the Muslims have also been playing a vital role if negotiating with the Tamil 

minority a clear space of communal co-existence. In this peculiar co-existence, 

elections have given a much-needed respite. This has meant that despite many 

flaws, elections have been enthusiastically participated in. Since the war people 

had regularly participated in elections. This does not mean that elections are a 

determinant of major processes, but nevertheless it has some impact on their lives 

particularly in the east. 

  

This is clearly reflected in the question about the “effect vote has on how things 

are done in this country”, for which the response from the east has been 64.6% 

which is the sixth highest in the country, while the north comes at the bottom with 

34.6%. This latter figure is clearly due to the total absence of any fair reason for 

elections to be held except when contested, it is by small groups who are aligned 

to the state and operating in collusion with the army. This unsavoury situation is 

reflected in the small percentage answering in the affirmative, while the response 

“makes no difference” is highest in the north with 56.6% reflecting a 

corresponding frustration which in the case of the east is on par with the rest of the 

country at 30.2%; it is also almost identical with the national figure of 30.2%. The 

rate of participation in the electoral processes has been significant in the north and 

the east since independence due to the political negotiations involving the Tamil 

population in the Northeast.  

 

The increased participation was in view of the problems on negotiations with the 

Sri Lankan state. After the 1980s particularly, the internal fissures of contest over 
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land was between the Tamils and Muslims in the east with the rise of the Muslim 

demand for a Muslim regional council in the southeastern section of the province 

on the one hand, and the anxiety over the domination of the Sinhalese with state 

assistance in Trincomalee were also part of the reason.  The recent example of the 

military ordering the closure of a public market built by the Tamil dominated 

Trincomalee Municipal Council, since it would adversely affect the Sinhalese 

traders in the present market, was symptomatic of these ongoing tensions and 

negotiations. These internal tensions always made elections an eagerly participated 

democratic activity. Even if one looks at the figure of participation in elections, 

one can see that the east has a rather impressive record, given the circumstances. 

Since the situation in the north is a contest between the state and the militants and 

in the absence of any local internal issues, elections serve very little purpose 

except the interest of the state in electing the crucial seats in its support. Thus, any 

argument about the death of the democratic processes in the context of the 

nationalist war, can is premature. 

 

4.2. Society 

 

A similar phenomenon can be observed where the figures for caste discrimination 

can be directly correlated to the figures for the question, “Do you consider our 

society as just?” The national figure for the question is a distressingly low 20.7%. 

In fact, in the Sinhala dominated western, central, southern, and Northwestern 

provinces the figures are below twenty percent with 13.9%, 19.4%, 17.9%, and 

18.8% respectively. The most positive response has been recorded in the eastern 

province where 47.9% of the respondents have considered their society as just. 

This again needs to be viewed relative to the situation. What the respondents 

meant according to the results of additional qualitative interviews was that in view 

of the large-scale threat to life and property and the insecurity arising out of state 

and intra-militant group conflicts, they have a sense of security within their own 
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community. Thus, it is not simply about being just in a Hegelian sense but in terms 

of basic physical life security. 

 

One of the significant factors about the societies in general is that the villages, 

where most of the population are found, except the peninsular Jaffna, feel that they 

have a secure and reasonable life within their own community. Many people 

responded that they feel happy within their own community as reported by the 

interviewers. What they fear is the violence from the state agents and agencies that 

are external to it.  

 

Most of the areas in the east have been affected by violence. Often, villages have 

been overwhelmed by the degree of violence. In this context of violence 

perpetrated from outside, particularly from the state, it is possible that the local 

communities look inward to sustain themselves and overcome the threat. Thus, in 

the east the figure is impressively higher in comparison to the rest of the island. 

This attitude, at best can be described as ambivalent, which is also similar to the 

attitudes towards political leadership. 

 

On the contrary, the youth in the Sinhala dominated areas have responded with 

and overwhelming sense of despair. If we look at the numbers of respondents in 

specific locations, the numbers are rather disturbing. In Colombo 265 out of a total 

of 344, in Gampaha 219 out of 270, in Galle 129 out of 164, and Anuradhapura 79 

out of 119 have responded that their society is not just.  
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Table 3: Perception of Society as Just 

 

District Yes No Don't 
Know 

Indifferent Total 

Colombo 51 265 22 6 344 
% 14.8 77.0 6.4 1.7 100.0 
Gampaha 30 219 21 - 270 
% 11.1 81.1 7.8 - 100.0 
Galle 29 129 3 3 164 
% 17.7 78.7 1.8 1.8 100.0 
Anuradhapura 35 79 5 - 119 
% 29.4 66.4 4.2 - 100.0 
Matara 20 102 14 - 136 
% 14.7 75.0 10.3 - 100.0 
Badulla 29 83 4 2 118 
% 24.6 70.3 3.4 1.7 100.0 
Kurunegala 47 176 16 1 240 
% 19.6 73.3 6.7 0.4 100.0 

 

Again one of the higher figures is for the Central province where 71.3 % of the 

youth have said that their society is not just. While the more urban provinces have 

responded negatively due to high rate unemployment among the educated youth 

and lack of access to political patronage which can secure such rewards, among 

the more rural provinces, the figures for the central province with a large number 

of youth from the plantation areas deprived of all avenues of social mobility and 

livelihood chances, the figures need to be taken seriously. 

 

4.3. Opinion on Political Leadership 

The overall negative response to the question “Do you have a high opinion on the 

present political leaders in the country is a dismal 78.5%. Clearly, this shows the 

low opinion towards the leadership even though there is a fairly high rate of 

participation in the polls for the country. Interestingly, a region, which is in war 

with the state and broadly perceived to be in sympathy with armed militancy, also 

gives out mixed signals. What is significant is in the context of the overall high 

percentage of those who have responded that they do not have a high opinion of 
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the political leadership, the east has responded with the highest percentage of those 

who had responded that they have a high opinion of the present political 

leadership. Here again there is uncertainly whether the East is different, while the 

north compares with some of the highest negative figures for the south. 

 

Here again, it is presumably because of the peculiar situation in the Northeast 

where the politicians play a crucial role in alleviating the suffering in their day-to-

day affairs that is peculiar to the north and east. While, there has been very little 

meaningful electoral exercise in the north where the MPs are elected by popular 

vote, it has been more acts of conspiracy and vote rigging by those who enjoy the 

support of the government in power.  

 

Because of the peculiar situation of the east, politicians have been playing a more 

stabilising role as a source of ensuring minimal security in the context of state 

violence. Especially the Muslims in the East have a higher opinion of their 

politicians. Let us look at the situation more closely. 

 

While, in the south, the politicians respond to demands for development funds, 

jobs and other forms of patronage politics and voters compete for their share in 

these factors, the politicians in the Northeast play a very different role, particularly 

the Tamil politicians. As one politician put it, the Tamil politics in the north and 

east revolve around the question of a political solution to the Tamil people. Hence, 

their roles have also transformed according to the vicissitudes of the political 

situation vis-à-vis the Sri Lankan state and the majority population in general. 

Today, the Tamil population is at the receiving end of the effects of war. The 

question of a solution is being decided from the barrel of the gun, by the state on 

the one side, and the Tamil militants on the other. The politicians play more of a 

symbolic role of providing the temporary respite to a war-affected population and 

articulate views mainly in terms of the human-rights situation.  
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According to the situation, the politicians deal with arrests, detentions, and other 

security related matters. Recently, the politicians have also been responsible for 

obtaining jobs and giving small-scale development funds, which are administered 

by the District Development Committees where the preference of the local MP in 

terms of the development project is given priority. After the introduction of the 

decentralised budget, the MP’s have been given some authority in deciding the 

local level needs.  

 

In the context of war where development work is minimal, the state has been keen 

to prove that it was in control and has attempted to encourage development 

activities in the so-called “cleared areas.” This also facilitates greater visibility to 

the local MP. In addition, the presence of the Muslims is also a crucial issue in this 

scenario. Many Muslim MP’s have been responsible for obtaining development 

funds for the war-affected infrastructure in the region. In addition, in view of the 

hostility of the past Tamil-Muslim violence, and the Muslim demand for some 

kind of special status within the Northeast, they have also been trying to convey an 

image of friendliness and support to the Tamil population. Having close links to 

the state, they also attempt to assist in alleviating the suffering of the Tamil people 

in terms of arrests, obtaining relief in the case of displacement etc. 

 

This overall role of providing hope and stability to the population is also true of 

the Sinhalese politicians in the Trincomalee district. The Sinhalese and Muslims in 

the most affected areas have been able to bring about some stability with the help 

of the local politicians where in some cases large scale rehabilitation programmes 

have been implemented such as in Amparai and Trincomalee districts. Ethnic 

communities have been able to make use of the politicians for the survival of their 

respective communities in a mixed ethnic environment. The high figure is also 

compounded by the fact that overall, in terms of ethnicity, the Muslims have 

expressed a relatively higher opinion on their political leaders. For instance, the 
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national figures for the Sinhalese, Tamils, and Moors are18.4%, 21.0%, and 40.2% 

(with a high opinion on their political leaders) respectively. Clearly, the inter-

ethnic view vary considerable even at the national level where the Tamil youth of 

their leaders with higher opinion than their Sinhalese counterparts. But while the 

difference between Sinhalese and Tamil youth are only marginal, the figure for the 

Moors is considerable higher with over 19% lead from the closest which is a very 

high figure. A similar trend can be seen for the ethnic groups in the east. 

 

4.4. Trust in Judiciary and Police 

 

The nationalist violence, the ensuing crisis of the state, and the response of the 

state to the nationalist violence through excessive and brutal force has been 

designed to drive people to a state of despondence. This sustained pressure and 

terror on the populace is expected to make them war weary and wean them away 

from violence. This is a standard rule in the practice of counter-insurgency. The 

shielding of the armed forces from any legal implications subsequently is also part 

of this strategy. During such campaigns of violence, the people have absolutely no 

protection from the judiciary due to the special provision under which the security 

units operate. Violence by agencies directly or indirectly linked to the judiciary 

will inevitable lead to erosion of trust in the judiciary itself. In the north and the 

east, most of the acts of killing, torture, and disappearance were by the special 

units located within the police force. Thus, police as an institution meant for 

maintaining law and order who are perceived to be an auxiliary unit in the 

recourse to justice, will inevitably lead to a consequent erosion of trust in the 

judiciary as well. Thus in the east, only 16.3% have a “great deal of trust” in the 

judiciary. This also may be because of the inability of the population to 

differentiate between the judiciary and other law-enforcement agencies as a 

consequence to low rate of literacy. The higher rate of literacy and the fact that the 

northern social and political culture, which is also intrinsically linked to the 
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judiciary, may also be responsible for a relatively more positive response from the 

north with 30.2%. This is significant in comparison for a national figure of 39.2%, 

where the judiciary is still able to maintain its relative independence and enjoys 

the respect of the community. 

  

5. Caste Discrimination 

 

In the case of some of the social aspects of the country one can see the difference 

between the north and the east as above. Caste is one element of this difference. 

The nationalist liberation war in the Northeast is as much a case of liberation from 

the oppressive social structure that the Jaffna society has suffered as much as it is a 

case of struggle against the majoritarian rule. Traditionally, the numerically large 

upper caste Vellala has also been educationally and economically powerful. Jaffna 

was also a society that had rigid caste structure. As we saw earlier, the onset of the 

conflict had led to large migration abroad particularly from among the affluent 

sections of the society. It is the lower castes and classes that had remained at home 

and were persecuted by the armed forces. Almost two decades of the conflict had 

led to far reaching social transformation in the north. The old structures of caste 

dominance are no more powerful. Yet, the caste consciousness and its effects of 

discrimination still remains one of the significant factors in the north as the survey 

data indicates.  

 

For the entire country, the caste as a source of discrimination with 83.5% is the 

highest in Jaffna, in comparison to the national figure that is around 30%. Only the 

southern and central provinces have also recorded a higher figure of 39.3% and 

38.1% of the youth mentioning caste discrimination. The fact that the figure for 

the north is more than twice the rate of the highest figure in the south shows the 

seriousness of the issue of caste consciousness. It also does not reflect well on the 

two decades of the liberation nature of the Tamil struggle that had apparently 
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failed considerable to undo the most fundamental mechanism of discrimination 

within its own society. 

 

6. Migration 

 

In regard to the number of youth being interested in migration, the highest figures 

can be find for the northern and eastern provinces (the figures are 80.2% and 

72.3% respectively in comparison to % between 30% to 45% for all other 

provinces). Since the infamous 1983 violence migration has become the only 

avenue for escaping the various forms of violence and oppression by the state and 

others. Two particular areas have become important in this regard: Middle Eastern 

migration for employment and movement towards west European and North 

American cities. 

 

In the consciousness of the Tamil political history, as discussed previously, three 

broad patterns of migration can be discerned (Thangarajah 1988). The first phase 

of migration occurred with the introduction of Sinhala as the official language 

requiring all government servants to study Sinhala made large numbers of 

professionals and civil servants irrespective of ethnicity to leave the country. It 

particularly resulted in the migration Tamil bureaucrats. With the introduction of 

restrictions on education and employment in the 1970s possibilities of education 

was narrowed for youth (de Silva 1988, Thangarajah, 2002). This saw a substantial 

migration of the youth segment of the Tamil society to India and the UK. 

Migration for employment has always been part of the essential condition of Tamil 

particularly the northern societies.  

 

The third phase began since July 1983. While the first two phases represented the 

upper-middle and the middle-class, the post-1983 phase represented a much 

broader spectrum of the Tamil society of the Northeast. The composition of the 
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group that migrated after 1983 was so broad and diverse that it immediately 

created tension when it came into contact with the earlier groups, particularly in 

the United Kingdom (Thangarajah 1988). Migration is usually linked to economic 

status since it needs substantial investment for air-ticket and other expenses of the 

preparatory phase, while the first two phase needed such investment, in the third 

phase after the violence in 1983, when people were allowed to leave as refugees. 

Those who were economically deprived could also venture out with minimum 

investment. The continuing persecution of young people, the links already 

established help to expand this base of migrating workers to the lower classes. So 

much so, since the 1980s migrating abroad has influenced even some of the 

deprived sections of society.  

 

The others who are in the lower-rung of the society opted to go to the middle east 

for employment, often for meagre salaries, only to escape the persecution and the 

uncertainty. This later led to people leaving further to Western Europe or North 

America, after having accumulated sufficient capital and greater expectations. 

Minimally, the absolutely poor such as the fishermen from Mannar, Vanni and 

Trinco have been leaving for India as refugees. Today, Tamil society has 

necessarily become truly global in nature. Migration has touched and influenced 

every aspect of the Tamil society. 

 

7. Employment  

 

The Sri Lankan Tamil society from colonial times have been integrally linked to 

the state. During the colonial time Tamils were the most loyal servants of the 

colonial masters. During the period transition to independence until the 1960s 

Tamils continued to maintains this position. The inhospitable land the absence of 

other resources made the Tamils of Jaffna made their investment in education and 

employment. The large network of schools equipped with people for this task. The 
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Tamil bureaucrats, particularly from the north, were not only employed in Sri 

Lanka but also as far as Malaysia, Africa, Fiji and other places of the British Raj. 

Until the state became explicitly Sinhala Buddhist and attempted to restrict ethnic 

Tamils from employment, the Tamil civil servants were loyal servants of the Sri 

Lankan state. In later years also, the state has always symbolised long-term 

security. Most of the youth opt for teaching as their main source of employment. 

Next comes a clerical post in the state sector.  

 

The northern and eastern provinces have the highest preference for public sector 

employment with 75 and 72.2% respectively. Preference for public employment 

remains very strong in the Tamil ethos because of is colonial past despite the 

persecutory nature of the Sri Lankan state. This latter issue is reflected in the 

question on the countries major problem by province where the law and order is 

listed by 28.5% from the east as a problem. 

 

When this issue was discussed they still preferred state employment for different 

reasons. Having a government job was seen as giving status to an individual and 

life long security leading to a more secure, even though not necessarily, a 

prosperous future. The conflict, unpredictability of the situation, restrictions by the 

military forces, extraction of taxes by the armed groups, restrictions of mobility, 

shorter duration of business times have all led to minimal interest in private sector 

and self employment.  

 

Since Tamil nationalist began to pose a challenge to the Sri Lankan state and 

reduce its effective presence the state had fought back and attempted return with a 

vengeance. The state had tried to reclaim its presence by reviving the state 

institutions enabling them to function in north and east as much as possible. In the 

so-called areas of the military control, those who are employed in the state sector 

are not only at an advantage in terms of job security, but also mobility within the 
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area and outside the north and east. More importantly, young people are ensured 

physical safely and freedom from detention, torture, and death if employed in the 

government. So ironically, while there is an armed struggle going on to minimise 

and eliminate the presence of Sri Lankan, ostensibly Sinhala Buddhist state, there 

is also a greater preference for employment in the state sector. 

 

Conclusion 

 

Youth are necessarily looked upon with a great deal of anxiety in our culture. The 

two major rebellions among the Sinhalese in the southern part of the country and 

the Northeast have added to that anxiety. The purveyors of knowledge in Social 

Sciences have seen enormous potential for intervening in order to “contain” the 

conflict. Two major issues arise out of this. One is that violence is seen as inherent 

in the third-world youth. Secondly, the very category of youth itself is problematic 

within the context of a culture like Sri Lanka where, the concept of the person is 

not the clearly defined individual with her/his own space of action as broadly 

perceived in the west, but rather a series of relationships, rights and obligations. 

But, that is fast changing in the context of the open economy and the influence of 

globalisation. It is the inherent flux of the society in general during this period of 

transition that is reflected in the results of the survey. 

 

In that context, this paper has attempted to chart the socio-political history of the 

predominantly Tamil constituents in the north and east of the country and the 

Tamils in the hill country plantation areas. The results of the youth survey clearly 

show the impact of the armed violence and the intensified conflict. The attitude 

towards the state, possibility for a secure future, potential for democratic space all 

shows both positive and negative signals. While the survey does not claim to 

reflect absolutely exact views, it can be treated as an indicator of the potentials and 
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possibilities of the future of the country and in the perspective of the youth of the 

country. 

 

The particular situation in the north and east is not encouraging and in view of the 

long and sustained conflict, it must serve as a warning for policymakers and 

development activist alike. The yearning for greater interaction between 

communities, the inherent discrimination that the youth feel in terms of caste and 

class are very clear. Overall, there is a great disenchantment of the sphere of 

politics. Resorting to terror and suppression rather than to address the issues will 

not lead anywhere. The survey needs to be treated as an indicator. More surveys 

on specific activities, issues and concerns need to be done in view of the results of 

this survey. 
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Violent Youth Conflicts in Sri Lanka: 

Comparative Results from Jaffna and Hambantota20 
Markus Mayer 

 

Sri Lanka’s past three decades are characterised by insurgencies and violent 

conflict that have often been instigated by, and have attracted a large number of 

Sri Lanka’s youth population both in the Northeastern and Southwestern parts of 

the country. Although Sri Lanka is frequently cited as an example for internal 

ethnic conflict referring to the ongoing armed conflict between the Tamil militant 

LTTE and the armed forces of the Sri Lankan government, the prevalence of past 

violent conflicts and unrest in the predominantly Sinhalese South of the country 

and the recent revival of the JVP, the political organisation that had formerly led 

two youth unrest in 1971 and the late 1980’s in Southern Sri Lanka, raises the 

question whether violent conflict in Sri Lanka is based on ethnic discrimination 

alone or on other underlying causes of social discrimination that are directed 

against youth in general, leading to a radicalisation of the younger generation in 

Sri Lanka. 

 

It is noteworthy in this regard that all insurgent movements in Sri Lanka resulted 

from movements directed actively against the State and particularly against state 

policies that were seen to be exclusionary in nature. This can be taken to indicate a 

high degree of disillusionment and frustration among Northern and Southern youth 

emerging from felt experiences of prevailing social, economic and political 

circumstances. The question arises in how far the structures of discrimination are 

not based on ethnic lines alone, but rather on a broader discrimination along other 

lines. Geographical location of certain communities, for instance, can also be 

                                                 
20 This paper is a shortened version of a paper prepared and published for the International Centre 
for Ethnic Studies (ICES) in Colombo. An earlier version of this paper was presented for the 
ICES at the World Conference Against Racism in Durban in July 2001. 
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construed to have an ethnical/ communal implication, leading to current 

allegations of exclusively ethnic based discrimination as the basis for armed 

conflict. 

 

The resulting situation of ongoing violent conflict is critical for youth in two 

aspects. On the one hand youth are often among the main victims of a conflict. 

The life-chances of those youth living in conflict zones are necessarily limited by 

the economic and political realities of war, and furthermore all parties involved in 

a conflict tend to perceive youth as major threat, whether or not individual youth 

are active participants within the conflict, thereby creating enormous pressures on 

the security, safety and livelihoods of the youth population in such conflict areas. 

Young women are especially vulnerable with regard to personal security because 

of the danger of being sexually harassed or assaulted, whereas young men often 

face the greater risk in being detained as possible suspects by the security forces. 

 

In the context of violent conflict, youth must also be seen as one of the critical 

target groups for any initiative for peace building or reduction of ethnic and 

communal tensions as they can be easily further radicalised if their grievances are 

not reasonably addressed. Hence, any policy aiming towards rehabilitation of 

conflict-affected areas and the reconciliation of people living in these areas needs 

to formulate specific measures to address the younger generation if readiness to 

joint violent struggle among youth is to be reduced. This is also important in that 

sense that many radical organisations tend to incorporate ethnic and/or racial 

components, mainly built on ethnic divides, into their programs and such 

increasing the danger of promoting violent conflict through increases in ethnic 

tension and racism. These strategies and processes ultimately serve the state elite 

to maintain the status quo rather than going towards fundamental changes in the 

power structures of the political system. Solutions are mainly discussed in the 

form of separate geographical entities for certain communities rather than thinking 
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about a more equal system of power sharing for all communities within the nation 

state. 

 

To underline the hypothesis that at the grass-root level the source of discrimination 

of Sri Lankan youth is much less an ethnic issue, but rather finds its form in states 

of deprivation such as limited access to state-distributed resources and an 

increasing feeling of social injustice and alienation against democratic institutions 

and the state, some comparative data from qualitative and quantitative results of 

the National Youth Survey on youth attitudes and opinions in Sri Lanka will be 

discussed. 

 

The main arguments regarding social discrimination of youth in Sri Lanka are 

taken from two qualitative studies on youth, the one undertaken in the conflict-

affected Jaffna district in the North of Sri Lanka in co-operation with the Jaffna 

Rehabilitation Project (JRP-GTZ) and the other from youth in Hambantota district, 

one of the main areas where the youth insurgencies in the past had its origin. The 

interviews in the North and South followed a semi-structured guideline on a 

variety of topics and were carried out by undergraduate students from Jaffna 

University and Colombo University under the guidance of South Asia Institute. 

All together 24 qualitative interviews were conducted in Jaffna and another 16 in 

Hambantota. 

 

This paper presents an overview of both qualitative and quantitative measures of 

aspects pertaining to social discrimination of youth in Sri Lanka. The proportions 

of interviewed youth who gave specific answers to questions on inter-ethnic 

relationships and perceptions, interest in other cultures, and the nature of self-

identification processes, are briefly explored. The quantitative analysis also 

provides a background to the actual proportions of behaviour and experiences of 
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youth in different communities, as in migrating patterns and underlying reasons, as 

well as the felt needs and problems of youth. 

 

The paper then moves on to a qualitative analysis of the major problems faced by 

youth in almost every community, the access to employment, and the solutions 

emphasised by youth in general. The nature of ethnicisation and politicisation of 

current youth grievances are also explored. Finally, the points uncovered from the 

analysis of interview material are formulated into some recommendations and 

interventions for the reduction of social discrimination against youth. 

 

1. Attitudes Towards Other Ethnic Groups Among Youth in Sri Lanka 

 

A first attempt is being made to assess the degree of negative attitudes towards 

other ethnic communities among Sri Lankan youth, before looking into aspects of 

their own felt discrimination. A few questions from the National Youth Survey 

allow some interpretation on this issue, such as friends from other ethnic groups, 

interest in contact with other cultures, or choice of marriage partner. However, it is 

important to note that the quantitative data mainly highlights some patterns arising 

out of the data, but they do not offer much of explanations on the reasons for such 

patterns. This will be more the focus in the second half of the paper when 

presenting the qualitative findings from Jaffna and Hambantota. 

 

1.1. Friends from Other Ethnic Groups 

 

The majority of youth interviewed in the National Youth Survey were stating that 

their friends are only coming from their own ethnic group. Among the Sinhalese 

youth, only 5% mentioned friends from other ethnic groups, among the Tamil 

youth 14% and among the Muslim youth 22% have friends from other ethnic 

groups. It is of interest that by far the highest percentage of friends from other 
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ethnic groups is mentioned for the Eastern province (17%), which is the most 

diverse province in terms of ethnic composition. Batticaloa as a district counts the 

highest (24%) in this regard and Ampara with 15% as the second highest. The 

Colombo district, again with a more diverse ethnic composition in the capital city, 

ranks on the third position with 13% of the youth stating that they have friends 

from other ethnic groups. 

 

All together these figures indicate a very limited interaction between the different 

ethnic groups among the younger population. The question remains, whether this 

is due to a lack of interest or even dislike to get in touch with youth from another 

ethnic background, or whether most of the youth have only very limited 

opportunities to meet each other. It sounds reasonable to assume that for a large 

part of the country the communities are living rather segregated. 

 

Even in Colombo, the capital city, the number of youth with friends from other 

ethnic communities is still fairly small (only 13%). It appears that even the 

majority of urban youth have very limited interactions with people from other 

ethnic communities in the city, revealing that the different ethnic groups rather live 

in a rather homogenous niche, in separate suburbs of the city without much of 

opportunities for interaction. 

 

However, to get more ideas on how the above patterns could be explained in terms 

of concrete objections against other ethnic groups or limited opportunities for 

interaction, it is important to look into the pattern of interest among youth to get in 

contact with other cultures and the reasons for their dislike. 

 

Around 40% of all respondents expressed an interest in contact with other cultures. 

Looking at the ethnic distribution 36% of the Sinhalese youth, 69% of the Tamil 

youth and 46% of the Muslim youth gave this answer. The male-female 
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distribution is nearly equal. It is noteworthy that around one-third of the Sinhalese 

youth as well as Tamil youth are interested in each other’s culture. Even in Jaffna 

around 20% of the youth expressed an interest in Sinhalese culture, although the 

direct exposure is very limited. This was also expressed in the qualitative 

interviews, when asked about Southern culture. 

 

“The culture of Southern Sri Lanka has not come to Jaffna in a great 
way. As such I also do not know much about it. But regarding the 
Sinhalese, they are enjoying lives more happily than the Tamils. I really 
desire the same. Further as regards the Sinhalese youth compared with 
the Tamil youth on the average, the majority of the Sinhalese have 
greater knowledge in music, dance and drama. Here in Jaffna they 
consider this as not respectable and have the opinion that it may 
disturb their studies. I like this attitude of the Sinhalese. As regards 
Colombo I greatly like the aspects regarding development, scientific 
advantages, progress in communication and urban development. But I 
hate the lack of idealism among Colombo students. There are spending 
most of their time viewing TV and cinema, with telephone 
conversations, or using drugs and drinking alcohol (Jaffna youth; 24 
yrs old; college educated, unemployed; male; Young Voices, National 
Youth Survey, 2000). 

 

However, although stereotypical, the perceptions were often quite diverse. The 

negative aspects mentioned are to a large extent more related to an “urbanised/ 

westernised” lifestyles rather than based on any specific religious or cultural 

factors characteristic for the Sinhalese as such. This is also underlined by the fact 

that only 3% of the Tamil youth mentioned an interest in Buddhist culture (in 

comparison to 33% of Tamil youth being interested in Sinhalese culture). 

 

As a reason for no interest in contact with other cultures the most frequent answer 

given was that the own culture is better (46%), followed by other cultures are 

unsuitable (16%) and own culture is sufficient (11%). The Sinhalese youth more 

strongly believed that their own culture is better (49%) than the Tamil youth 
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(32%) or Muslim youth (24%), who referred more to answers such as “own 

culture is sufficient” or “other cultures are unsuitable”. 

 

The highest interest in contact with other cultures can be found among the youth 

from Jaffna (65%) and the Eastern districts (Batticaloa 69%, Trincomalee 70%, 

Ampara 81%). The lowest interest in other cultures comes from the Sinhalese-

dominated dry-zone districts such as Hambantota (23%), Anuradhapura (22%) and 

Pollunaruwa (21%). It is very noteworthy that within the Tamil-dominated 

districts the interest in other cultures is the highest. This could be again interpreted 

in the sense that the East has the most diverse community structure, thus being 

more interested in the culture of the other communities living in the immediate 

vicinity. 

 

However, especially in the case of the Jaffna peninsula (located in the northern 

most part of the Sri Lanka, and is separated by structural and geographical 

factors), where there is hardly any direct contact with other communities, this 

interest might also be due to the desire to seek different orientations. The low 

interest in the South, however, could be again explained in terms of lack of any 

exposure to other cultures that might reduce active interest, in combination with 

less need to look into other cultures. However, it is noteworthy that among those 

from the Hambantota district, who are interested to get in touch with another 

culture, around 42% are interested in Hindu/ Tamil culture (followed by 21% for 

Western culture and 16% for Muslim culture). 

 

1.2. Marrying Another Caste/ Another Ethnic Group 

 

Another more personal indicator for racial or ethnic reservations lies in the 

question whether youth perceive it as a problem to get married to another caste or 

another ethnic group. The National Youth Survey revealed that more than 60% of 
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the Sinhalese youth perceive marrying another caste not as a problem. The 

respective numbers for the youth from other ethnic communities are lower: nearly 

50% of the Muslim youth do not see it as a problem, and 40% of the Tamil youth 

believe that marrying another caste is not a problem for them. Marrying someone 

from another ethnic group on the other hand is perceived more problematic: only 

40% of the Sinhalese youth saw no problems in such a marriage, followed by 

nearly 35% of Tamil youth and nearly 30% of Muslim youth with the same 

attitude. 

 

When it comes to educational level of the respondents, the perception of caste as a 

problem for marriage is the highest among those youth with higher education 

(nearly 52% expressed this attitude). In regard to marriage of someone from 

another ethnic group the same pattern occurs, although with higher percentages: 

around 72% of those youth with higher education perceive inter-ethnic marriages 

as a problem. 

 

In regard to gender only 35% of the male youth perceive marrying another caste as 

a problem, whereas the number for female youth goes up to 47%. In terms of other 

ethnic group 54% of the male think that an inter-ethnic marriage will cause 

problems, among the female youth the respective percentage is 70%. 

 

When looking at the regional distribution the lowest percentage of youth 

perceiving caste as a problem for marriage is found in the Western province 

(25%). The far highest percentage comes from the Northern province (nearly 75%) 

and the Eastern province (68%). The regional distribution in regard to marrying 

another ethnic group is again the lowest in the Western province (52%), although 

double as high as the respective numbers given for caste as a problem. The highest 

percentages for marrying another ethnic group as a problem can be found again in 

the North (80%) and East (74%). Here the numbers do not differ as much as in a 
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case of caste. This underlines the assumption that caste matters less for the 

Sinhalese than for the Tamils, whereas ethnicity matters similarly for both 

communities. 

 

From the data available the picture arises that there is no strong ethnic antagonism 

among Sri Lankan youth, rather indifference and lack of interaction. Only in 

regard to marriage preferences, ethnicity matters quite strongly. However, as the 

financial and decision-taking dependency of unmarried youth on their parents is 

very high in Sri Lanka (Hettige/ Fernando 2001) the problematic perception of 

inter-caste or inter-ethnic marriages might be to a large extent due to societal 

expectations and not necessarily due to any specific objections on behalf of the 

youth. Nonetheless, especially the small number of friends from other ethnic 

communities should highlight the need to create more opportunities for Sri Lankan 

youth for meeting different ethnic communities and to promote appreciation of 

multi-ethnic heterogeneity among youth. 

 

To assess the incidence of ethnic discrimination in Sri Lanka, a few more 

questions from the National Youth Survey can be taken into account to look into 

the youth’s perceptions on matters of discrimination. Areas for indications for this 

purpose can be migration patterns, fulfilment of needs, and problems of youth. 

 

2. Felt Discrimination of Youth in Sri Lanka 

 

2.1. Migration Patterns 

 

An aspect to assess the integration of youth into Sri Lankan society is the 

incidence of migration. Out of the total sample 26% of the Sinhalese youth have a 

family member who migrated away. 33% from the Tamil respondents and 38% 

from the Muslim respondents gave the same answer. District-wise the highest 
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percentage of respondents with a family member migrated away comes from 

Jaffna with 40% (the national average is around 27%).  

 

Among the migrated Sinhalese family members nearly 50% were stated to be 

youth. Within the Tamil families 55% of the migrants are youth, and within the 

Muslim families even 63% are youth migrants. The highest incidence of youth 

migrants comes from the Eastern Province (with nearly 80% of all migrants were 

named as youth) in comparison to 58% for Jaffna and 50% for the national 

average. The overall number of female youth among the migrants is slightly higher 

than for male (54% female compared to 50% male). 

 

In regard to the destination it is noteworthy that the Sinhalese community is 

showing to a greater extent migration within the country (60% internal migration 

against 40% going abroad), whereas the Tamil community is much more directed 

towards foreign countries (37% internal, 63% international migration). This trend 

is further increased when looking at the Muslim community: only 17% migrate 

internally and 83% internationally. The international migration is highest towards 

the Middle East: 34% of the Sinhalese, 24% the Tamil and 64% of the Muslim 

respondents have a family member who migrated to the Middle East. 

 

Western countries are particularly popular among Tamils (nearly 29% in 

comparison with only 2.3% for Sinhalese and 1.3% for Muslim). This can be quite 

clearly connected to the possibility for Tamils to seek asylum in these countries, 

an option less available for the Muslim and Sinhalese communities. Province-wise 

this pattern is repeated: 52% of family migrants to the West are coming from 

Jaffna, 23% from the East. The average of family migrants to Western countries 

among the interviewed youth for all Sri Lanka is only 1.8%. 
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If asked for the reason of migration the overwhelming answer is employment, with 

82% among the Sinhalese, 63% among the Tamils, and 93% among the Muslim 

respondents. Tamil youth are mentioning more often marriage abroad as a reason 

for migration (15% in comparison to 10% for the Sinhalese and 4% for the 

Muslims). 

 

Only among the Tamil youth personal reasons such as security fears, harassment 

etc. were mentioned as well, although only among 15% of them (in comparison to 

less than 2% Sinhalese and no responses like this at all for the Muslims). It is 

noteworthy that overall the access to employment is paramount as the motivational 

force for migration in the perception of Sri Lankan youth (and not an active 

perception of any forms of social discrimination). 

 

Table 1: Reason for Migration as % 

 

 Jaffna  East  All Island  
Employment 45 81 83 
Marriage 19 8.5 10 
Education 14 2 5 
Insecurity 22 8.5 2 
 

The problem of insecurity and lack of freedom was especially mentioned by youth 

in Jaffna, the former stronghold of the LTTE, but since 1995 under control of the 

Sri Lankan army. More than in any other parts of the country youth experience 

severe restrictions in their movements and day-to-day live due to these 

circumstances, reflected in the much higher desire for out-migration. The 

qualitative interviews conducted in Jaffna with a selected number of youth are 

further underlining this problem. 
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Being perceived as a “security problem” and potential threat is definitely a 

dimension most relevant for the youth in Jaffna. Social discrimination is here also 

based on a certain stigmatisation of youth in an acute conflict situation, where all 

parties involved in the conflict perceive youth as possible collaborator of the 

“other side”, thus leading to a victimisation of young people who cannot stay 

neutral in such a conflict setting. 

 

2.2. Needs and Problems of Youth 

 

Another question from the National Youth Survey that can shed some light on the 

amount of felt discrimination among youth is the perception of Tamil needs being 

neglected in Sri Lanka. When asked this question 46% of the total youth sample 

agreed that the needs of Tamils are being neglected in Sri Lanka (with 53% 

disagreeing and only 1% who do not know). 

 

The majority of youth who agree with this statement is coming from the Tamil 

community: nearly 84% of them feel that their needs are being neglected. 

However, among the other main communities nearly 56% of the Muslim youth 

and around 37% of the Sinhalese youth also do agree on this. 

 

Additionally it was also asked who represents the interest of the different ethnic 

communities. It is important to note that the majority of youth perceive politicians 

from their ethnic communities as the main stakeholders to represent the interests 

of the respective groups, whereas the state as such doesn’t count much in this 

regard. This makes it very clear that the youth do not perceive the political 

institutions, but individual political actors to be responsible for the safeguarding of 

their interests. 

 

 



Sri Lankan Youth: Challenges and Responses 

 238

Table 2: Who Represents Interests of the Different Ethnic Communities? (%) 

 

Sinhala Interests % Tamil Interests % Muslim Interests % 
Sinhalese Politicians 36.8 Tamil Politicians 37.5 Muslim Politicians 42.9 
State 7.9 State 8.1 State 8.1 
      
Clergy: 14.1 Clergy 3.5 Clergy 6 
Armed Forces 1 LTTE 13.7 Muslim Groups 1.6 
Others 6.9 Others 3.6 Others 4.1 
      
Don’t Know 13.8 Don’t Know 22.5 Don’t Know 26.8 
No One 19.5 No One 11.1 No One 10.5 
 

To better understand the kind of needs and interests the young people might have 

had in mind when answering the above questions, it is useful to look into the 

question of main problems the youth are facing in their respective areas. The 

overwhelming majority of all youth in Sri Lanka mentioned unemployment as the 

most serious problem youth are facing. Around 80% of all respondents gave this 

answer. All other problems mentioned counted for only less than 5%, with the 

exception of security problems (arrest, no law and order) mentioned in the North 

with 28% and East with 22%. 

 

However, the problem of unemployment is still ranking higher also in the North 

with 53% and East with 70%. Again it is noteworthy that in the self-perception of 

youth ethnic dimension of their felt problems are comparatively rarely mentioned. 

Even youth in Jaffna share to a great extent the grievances of their Southern 

counterparts. 

 

When asked for the second important problem 21% of the youth mentioned 

poverty/ economic problems of their families, and another 10% pointed towards 

lack of educational opportunities as well as unemployment (10%). All other 

problems mentioned were below 10% of respondents with the exception of the 



Violent Youth Conflicts in Sri Lanka 

 

 

239

North and East, were again the security problem counts very high with 33% of 

youth in the North and 51% in the East seeing this a problem for them. 

 

Asked whether anyone extents any help to the youth for solving their problems, 

nearly 80% of all respondents answered this question in the negative. In terms of 

social integration this indicates a very limited trust of the youth in either 

institutions or family. Those 20% who answered the question in the positive were 

mentioning mainly politicians (in nearly all cases this was supposed to be a 

Member of Parliament). The next common groups mentioned are NGO’s, local 

official and religious institutions. Parents were mentioned only rarely (around 5%) 

as a source of help to solve youth problems. 

 

This trend is even stronger when looking to the answer, who should help the youth 

with their problems. The perceived importance of politicians becomes even 

stronger (44%), whereas the importance of all other institutions or organisations 

declines in the perception of the youth. 

 

Table 3: Help in Problem-solving as % 

 

 Who Helps Solving Problems? Who Should Help? 
Politicians/ MP’s 30.4 44.2 
NGO’s 24.7 19.6 
Local Officials 15.1 9.6 
Religious Institutions 14.2 5.2 
Parents 5.1 3.9 
Others 10.5 9.1 
No One - 8.4 
 

The quantitative data indicates very clearly that unemployment is perceived as the 

main problem young people are facing, and that access to employment is the main 

line along which youth do experience forms of discrimination. The data also 

indicates a lack of civil society involvement of youth when looking for assistance 
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in their felt needs and problems and a very strong dependency on politicians. 

These two aspects, the importance of employment and perceptions of the political 

system will be analysed in more detail for the youth in Jaffna, drawing from the 

finding of the qualitative interviews of the National Youth Survey. As mentioned 

earlier, some comparative data from similar qualitative case studies on youth from 

the Hambantota district will be incorporated into the analysis as well. 

 

3. Youth Discrimination and Access to Employment 

 

Almost all youth interviewed in the survey in Jaffna identified unemployment as 

being a major problem for youth. Both females and males stated that they felt 

under much external and internal pressure to fulfil their traditional task of 

supporting the family in times of economic hardship. Especially for young men, an 

appropriate job was closely connected to the social status and social integration of 

men into the society, especially if that was a government job. Many youth 

expressed frustration and anger at the state of being unemployed themselves and at 

unemployed youth in general, deploring themselves as being dependent on their 

families. Most of the youth saw unemployment as being a problem caused by the 

socio-political situation in the country, and many were of the opinion that the 

government should be instrumental in resolving the issue by ensuring that there 

were enough employment opportunities for all. 

 
“The solution for (unemployment) is in the hands of the 
government…the government should give employment opportunities to 
youth.” (Jaffna youth; 29 yrs old; college educated; private sector 
employment; female; Young Voices, National Youth Survey, 2000). 

 

Perhaps bolstering the view that the government should provide the youth with 

employment was the strong social status and desire to get employed within the 

government for a number of reasons. Since getting employed in the government 
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ensured a permanent job and income, males found it easier to get married because 

their eligibility increased once the government employed them. Many were of the 

view that options for youth employment were limited by the desire for 

permanency in jobs, the social benefits of getting a government job, and the 

accompanying belief that the government should provide them with jobs. 

 

A number of the youth stated that youth should be willing to accept and turn to 

profitable vocations and self-employment opportunities, as options in the 

government were limited. However, given the strong social rewards associated 

with government jobs, it is likely that many young people are being deterred from 

becoming committed to self- and private sector employment. 

 
“Today’s youth’s ambitions for a government job and the unwilling 
temperament to turn to other profitable vocations are the causes of 
their unemployment. They look upon the government to provide them 
with jobs.” (Jaffna youth; 28 yrs old; secondary education; self-
employed; male; Young Voices, National Youth Survey, 2000). 
 
“There is a saying that even if one supervises a poultry farm, it must be 
a government poultry farm. The attraction of the government is that 
even after retirement, the government pays a pension. I think it is better 
to find your own self-employment. But our society does not respect the 
educated people who are not employed in the government sector.” 
(Jaffna youth; 22 yrs old; primary education; private sector 
employment; female; Young Voices, National Youth Survey, 2000). 

 

Sinhalese respondents from the South shared this perception about the lack of 

social status outside the government sector as well. Especially in regard to their 

eligibility to get married many youth in the South expressed their sceptics about 

self-employment. 

 
“Sri Lankan culture is such that it does not view self-employment as 
employment. It should not be like that. In marriage the male is required 
to have a stable job in the public or private sector; self-employment 
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does not count very much to people” (Hambantota youth; 22 yrs old; 
A/L education; male; Young Voices, National Youth Survey, 2000). 

 

Additionally, there was a strong negative reaction to youth who remain 

unemployed after having completed their education. Education was often the result 

of a number of sacrifices and hard work on the part of the parents, and youth who 

were unable to find employment following education were sometimes seen as 

ungrateful and wasteful in society. According to the youth perceptions, the general 

social disapproval and the family disappointment became even more pronounced, 

if after tertiary education, youth were still unable to find employment. 

 

This situation was similar described by the interviewed youth in Jaffna as well as 

in Hambantota. Unfortunately, within the current economic and political milieu it 

is the case that a large number of youth remain unemployed in Jaffna as well as in 

remote rural areas such as Hambantota, and thus stigmatised within their society. 

Compounding this problem of stigmatisation of the unemployed is the negative 

stereotype and pessimistic outlook on the future of those who remain unemployed. 

While some of those who correlated unemployment with destructive lifestyles saw 

unemployment as the causative factor for youth to engage in anti-social behaviour, 

many simply associated negative characteristics with being unemployed. 

 
“Unemployment leads youth to some bad habits such as drinking, drug 
addiction, crime and delinquency.” (Jaffna youth; 29 yrs old; college 
educated; private sector employment; female; Young Voices, National 
Youth Survey, 2000). 
 
“The future is very bleak for many youths and subject to frustration. As 
a result they are losing themselves mentally and leading an aimless 
life.” (Jaffna youth; 26 yrs old; university education; private sector 
employment; male; Young Voices, National Youth Survey, 2000). 

 

Interestingly, the Sinhalese youth in the Southern Hambantota district are 

expressing very similar pessimistic thoughts about the fulfilment of their life 
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visions and proper integration into society. More than the youth in Jaffna they 

perceive the society as such as being hostile towards them, despite their education 

and service they are willing to render to society. On the one hand they also feel 

neglected regarding access to proper life chances, and on the other hand being 

stigmatised with negative images because of their unemployment status. In the 

case of the Southern youth this perception leads to even stronger arguments among 

the respondents in terms of consequences, namely the rise of anti-systemic 

tendencies expressed in the expectations that violent movements will come up 

again due to this situation. It is interesting that young women were often more 

outspoken on such issues although they are and have been considered as not active 

members of any anti-systemic groups in the South. 

 
“Youth problems have increased, especially they are facing 
unemployment problems. People do not respect youth when they are 
wondering around without having anything to do. Thus, youth in my 
village are depressed about their situation” (Hambantota youth;19 yrs 
old; O/L; Male; Young Voices, National Youth Survey, 2000). 
 
Youth do a service to society especially before marriage. But society 
doesn't render much of a service to them and their ideas are not much 
taken notice of. Youth are viewed as rebellious troublemakers. It is 
because parents, teachers and politicians stay away from their duties 
that the capabilities of youth cannot be realised. (Hambantota youth; 
24 yrs old; 2nd year University student; female; Young Voices, National 
Youth Survey, 2000). 
 
The present society is not useful for youth. The majority of people are 
youth and without them how would the society develop to this extent? 
From building the foundation of a house up to crafting planes and 
ships, all is done by youth. The strength of old people is weakening. But 
what do youth get from society, do they get a reasonable salary? Not 
even educated brothers have jobs! When youth are shouting against 
these injustices they are called terrorists. Due to the lack of respect 
they get, they get indeed involved in terrorist movements (Hambantota 
youth;18 yrs old; O/L; female; Young Voices, National Youth Survey, 
2000). 
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A factor that was often mentioned as demoralising and demeaning to many of the 

youth was their perception of unjust attitudes and practices within the hiring of 

people for particular jobs, both within and without the government. While most 

would prefer and accept hiring practices based on merit and competence, many felt 

that jobs were usually filled through political affiliations. 

 

This has led to a great sense of injustice and helplessness towards the system 

among the youth. The interviewed youth expressed a strong desire to gain jobs and 

employment through what was described as ‘honest means’ of qualification and 

capacity. That people were often not given jobs that adequately reflected their 

qualifications and skills created feelings of anger and resentment not only in 

Jaffna, but also in Hambantota. 

 
“Here youth are supporting politicians. After that they demand jobs. 
This happens because most of the jobs are under manipulation of the 
government. Correctly people should be appointed through assessment 
tests. Now people without any educational qualifications are sitting in 
high positions and spoiling the institutions.” (Hambantota youth; 20 
yrs old; O/L; male; Young Voices, National Youth Survey, 2000). 
 
“If a young person needs a job today, he or she has to go after a 
politician. People have been accustomed in a way that they are 
shamelessly willing to do something like that. The fact that they have 
been either deprived of employment or that they are largely 
underemployed, aggravate this situation. When youth see social 
injustice, they tend revolt. The LTTE, the JVP and the riots in the 
universities are revolutions against not only ideology but also the 
political system itself.” (Hambantota youth; 23 yrs old; 3rd year 
undergraduate; male; Young Voices, National Youth Survey, 2000). 

 

It is important to note that the perceived discrimination in regard to employment is 

not restricted to the government sector alone, but also to the private sector. The 

quantitative data from the National Youth indicates that out of the total sample 

54% of the youth feel that the private sector discriminates as well (with 42% 
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saying that the private sector doesn’t discriminate and 4% who do not know). The 

Northern province shows the highest percentage of youth perceiving private sector 

discrimination (75% of all the youth in Jaffna), whereas the Southern province is 

closer to the national average with 59% stating that the private sector discriminates 

in the access to employment. 

 

However, looking into the (perceived) reason of the youth for this discrimination 

on behalf of the private sector, politicisation of the employment market becomes 

very obvious here as well. The majority of youth in the South and the North see 

the entry into the private sector equally manipulated by politicians as the 

government sector. 

 

Table 4: Basis of Private Sector Discrimination as % 

 

 All Island Northern 
Province 

Southern 
Province 

Favouritism/ Known to Political Groups 62.2 83.3 63.1 

Discrimination on Low Income Groups 19.7 - 22.2 

Discrimination on Race 4.6 10.0 1.3 

Discrimination on Religion 0.8 - 0.4 

Others (Mainly Caste-based) 12.7 10.7 12.9 

 

 

4. Politics of Youth Discrimination in Sri Lanka 

 

Youth discrimination in regard to a limited access to a satisfying livelihood is 

mainly confined to political interference and lack of civil society institutions or 

organisations approachable for youth to seek support. Youth rather experience a 

strong dependency on politicians in Sri Lanka. To understand the consequences of 
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this situation better, the opinion of youth on the political system and the 

institutions representing this system will be discussed in more detail. 

 

4.1. Opinion on the Political System 

 

The youth were also asked about their opinion on the political system of Sri 

Lanka. This section contained themes on the interest of the youth towards politics 

and political issues in Sri Lanka. Additionally, their ideas on the current political 

leaders and the political system of the country, and their suggestions for potential 

solutions to the armed struggle currently going on between the LTTE and the Sri 

Lankan government, were also addressed. 

 

The majority of interviewed youth in Jaffna (two-thirds of those interviewed) 

explicitly stated that they were not interested in politics. The reasons for the lack 

of desire for involvement in politics were varied, ranging from fears of danger to 

personal safety to a strong desire to maintain neutrality and lead a peaceful life. 

Many of youth that expressed their lack of interest in political issues also 

mentioned that they strongly disliked talking about or even knowing about 

political matters. 

 

Of striking importance was the almost universal expression of a deep sense of 

disillusionment and disgust with the current political systems and processes of the 

country and especially politicians, which contributed almost directly to the desire 

to stay away from and dissociate from politics and political work. It appears that 

the youth did not have much faith in contemporary politics. A recurrent belief 

among those who did not wish to engage in politics and who did not display any 

interest in politics was that there was no given (safe) space for youth involvement 

within politics. 
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"I don't even want to know about or get involved in politics. Politicians 
are the creators of political crises. They are selfish and brutish." 
(Jaffna youth; 23 yrs old; primary education; unemployed; male; 
Young Voices, National Youth Survey, 2000). 
 
"I am not at all interested in politics and I even do not like to know 
about it. We have been brought up in a vulgar political situation. 
Politicians are dictators and spread factionalism and corruption among 
the people. That only, I can say about them." (Jaffna youth, 22 yrs old; 
A/L educated; self-employed; female; Young Voices, National Youth 
Survey, 2000). 

 

Those who showed an interest in politics were mostly influenced by the belief that 

politics and politicians had a potentially significant impact on their everyday lives. 

They opined that interest in politics was essential to maintain control of one's own 

situation. Bolstering this belief was that perception that one had some capacity to 

act upon and influence current political trends, which was in contrast to the 

opinion of those who stated not having any political interest whatsoever. Many of 

the youth who expressed interest in politics were aware that they were in the 

minority of youth who were actively interested in political issues.  

 
"I think I must know matters concerning politics. During my childhood, 
I did not have any interest in it. But during our life as political 
problems and the struggle arose, this might have been the cause of my 
interest. The idea that political leaders have made mistakes, and that 
their bad actions have caused the struggle and rule our lives, has also 
been the cause of my interest." (Jaffna youth; 23 yrs old; A/L educated; 
temporary government employee; female; Young Voices, National 
Youth Survey, 2000). 
 
"I have much interest in politics, as I have been much affected by it. I 
am politically involved but I am afraid that today's youth have been 
made to forget about it. They think that politics is a big headache to be 
avoided and the tendency to lose interest in politics is increasing." 
(Jaffna youth; 25 yrs old; college educated; unemployed; male; Young 
Voices, National Youth Survey, 2000). 
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All youth described current politicians in various negative terms and ascribed 

different negative characteristics to all politicians in general. Youth unanimously 

articulated politicians were seen to be working mainly for their own personal 

interest, despite claims of public service. Politicians were also described in terms 

and phrases that implied politicians to be non-trustworthy and with selfish 

motivations for public service. According to the opinions expressed by the youth, 

politicians were motivated by their own needs and they "speak lies to attract the 

people during election times" (Jaffna youth, 28 yrs old; O/L educated; self-

employed; male). One youth also expressed that the politicians were not 

acceptable political figures because of their (alleged) backgrounds in armed or 

militant groups. 

 
"I can say that politicians are opportunists. They promise they will do 
this and that to the people and then they deceive them. Those who are 
in the corridors of power are concerned with their position and power 
and are not at all concerned with the interests of the people. Today 
politics appear to me as cheating the people and as such is not 
acceptable." (Jaffna youth; 25 yrs old; university student; unemployed; 
female; Young Voices, National Youth Survey, 2000). 
 
"Those who obtained 10 or 15 votes are the politicians here in Jaffna. It 
is plain to everybody that they do not have a policy ideal or long-term 
planning. The politicians here are those who earlier had taken up arms 
and were from armed groups. Hence they have characteristics of the 
armed group they came from, and people fear to go near them." (Jaffna 
youth; 26 yrs old; university education; private sector employee; male; 
Young Voices, National Youth Survey, 2000). 

 

In conjunction with the negative perceptions towards politicians, most of the youth 

also gave blame to the politicians and the political system for the current armed 

struggle between the LTTE and the Sri Lankan government. Whether current or 

past, political policies were perceived to be the main cause(s) for the ongoing 

insurgency against the Sri Lankan government in the North. Eighteen of the 

twenty-four youth interviewed were definitely of the opinion that the current 



Violent Youth Conflicts in Sri Lanka 

 

 

249

policies of the government did not allow adequate representation for the Tamils 

and contained a failure to protect the rights of Tamil (and other minority) groups. 

Equally, interviewed youth believed that, as a result of implementation of certain 

policies there was the (intentional) consequence of discrimination against the 

Tamil people. Almost all of them mentioned "obtaining the (legitimate) rights" for 

Tamils as a pre-condition to or a necessary product for peace. 

 
"According to myself, the political system of Sri Lanka is the cause for 
the creation of the ethnic or racial struggle. The political concepts held 
by the Sinhala ruling party … standardisation of education for 
Sinhalese … the refusal to act during the riots of 1956 and 1983 … had 
roused some of the Tamils to take up arms." (Jaffna youth; 29 yrs old; 
college educated; government employee; female; Young Voices, 
National Youth Survey, 2000). 
 
"If our politicians had done their duties properly, the ethnic problem 
would not have emerged. A government should be able to fulfil the 
aspirations of its people, whether they are minorities or majorities, and 
the opposition party should be stronger in pointing it out if there is a 
failure to do so. But here the ruling party and the opposition party do 
not function according to the constitution." (Jaffna youth; 29 yrs old; 
college educated; private sector employee; female; Young Voices, 
National Youth Survey, 2000). 

 

In addition to the allocation of blame for the creation and maintenance of the 

armed struggle, the general politics of politicians were also heavily criticised. 

There was widespread dissatisfaction amongst the interviewed youth in reference 

to the ways in which politicians’ apportioned favours and opportunities for people 

in a partial manner. 

 

This appeared to be an immediate and topical issue that impacted almost directly 

on the youth life-chances. Politicians were seen to give priority in opportunities for 

employment, education and other development-related issues to those people who 

are supporters of the politicians or of particular parties. This meant that people 



Sri Lankan Youth: Challenges and Responses 

 250

were necessarily constrained in their freedom of political choice and that for many 

people, their life-chances and livelihoods were restricted because of their political 

decisions. Perhaps most importantly, areas in which politicians direct partial 

favours are areas where the youth have described themselves to be experiencing 

main problems. Thus, the lived realities and felt perceptions of the youth meant 

that politicians (or in some individual cases, particular politicians) were seen to be 

personally and directly responsible for restrictions on the life-chances for 

(individual) youth. 

 

"Politicians, by using their influence, take up a partisan attitude in 
matters concerning education, employment opportunities and 
development. Their behaviour is unsatisfactory. Due to political 
influence, even those who commit crimes go free." (Jaffna youth; 23 yrs 
old; A/L educated; temporary government employee; female; Young 
Voices, National Youth Survey, 2000). 
 
"Both the Tamil and the Sinhalese youth are to be pitied, as a result of 
politicians cheating us to maintain their personal history and posts. I 
have no faith in the voting system, democracy or politics in this 
country." (Jaffna youth; 27 yrs old; university student; unemployed; 
male; Young Voices, National Youth Survey, 2000). 

 

Such statements were nearly identically given by youth from Hambantota as well, 

especially in regard to the misuse of power and injustice experienced. It is 

noteworthy in this context that a number of youth in the South saw the politicians 

also as the main reason behind the ethnic conflict in the country and even 

compared their problems with those of the Tamil youth in the North and East. 

 
“Politics is unfair on young people. Politicians associate young people 
only for personal gains. I would prefer socialism because the entire 
country would be served equally. The government is sleeping but the 
people are wide awake and are watching all this.” (Hambantota youth; 
21 yrs old; Grade 7 educated; male; Young Voices, National Youth 
Survey, 2000). 
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“Both parties should note that they shouldn’t misuse the elections as a 
means to attract youth to their parties. If they continue to do this, it will 
be like putting serpents into sarongs.” (Hambantota youth; 18 yrs old; 
O/L educated; female; Young Voices, National Youth Survey, 2000). 
 
“I hate the talks of politicians on TV! They talk thinking that people are 
small babies. I’m fed up seeing their fat stomachs. It is TV that has 
created a dislike for politicians among us. They give false promises and 
they are lying without any problem.” (Hambantota youth; 24 yrs old; 
O/L educated; male; Young Voices, National Youth Survey, 2000). 
 
 “The ethnic conflict came along with the open economy. Now it is 
possible to import weapons and drugs as a result of the open economy. 
So, those who are in high authority take advantage while creating 
problems to innocent Tamil people. Here (in the South) officials and 
forces are doing the same. We who are the ones in between are in a half 
dead state with the final breath.” (Hambantota youth; 19 yrs old; O/L 
educated; female; Young Voices, National Youth Survey, 2000). 

 

Despite the negative views of many youth towards the current politicians, the ideal 

of politicians was still given much respect and admiration. For many of the 

interviewed youth in Jaffna, the role of politician held much significance, and the 

politician was seen as one who should be a benevolent and just figure. The youth 

elaborated the characteristics and behaviours of ideal politicians as being those 

that would "serve the people of the country and lay down a foundation for peace 

and development" (Jaffna youth, 23 yrs old, A/L educated; temporary government 

employee). 

 

Genuine desire for service, impartiality, candour and courage were seen to be 

desirable traits in a politician. In addition, the ability to mingle with people from 

all classes of society, and the ability to understand and empathise with the needs of 

people from different classes of society were seen to be particularly attractive. The 

current (and past) government(s) came under severe criticism for serving the needs 

only of the higher and elite classes of the country. For this reason, proposals were 
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put forward for electing presidents from different socio-economic backgrounds to 

the current politicians. 

 
"If a politician is from a grass-roots level of society, he must definitely 
work for the development of the people. Otherwise he will feel that he 
cannot face them again. Today as the real face of the politician is not 
known to the people, the relationship between people and politicians 
will be wide." (Jaffna youth; 26 yrs old; university educated; private 
sector employee; male; Young Voices, National youth Survey, 2000). 
 
"I welcome the period of Premadasa because he was the first person 
who became the president of the country as someone from the lower 
strata of society in Sri Lanka. He functioned according to the needs and 
wishes of the lower class people. But royal rulers fulfil the needs of 
their same level people only. They do not know what other people want. 
What I am coming to say is if a person from the middle class level 
becomes the ruler of the state, the needs of eighty-five percentage of the 
people will be fulfilled in Sri Lanka." (Jaffna youth; 25 yrs old; 
university student; unemployed; male; Young Voices, National Youth 
Survey, 2000). 

 

Regarding their suggestions for potential solutions to the armed struggle currently 

ongoing in the North and the East of Sri Lanka, more than half of the youth 

interviewed in Jaffna were of the opinion that a negotiated solution was the only 

acceptable solution to the struggle. These youth proposed varying forms of 

government and administration that may provide acceptable political solutions to 

the current conflict. 

 

However, every one of these proposals supported systems that allowed for self-

governance and adequate representation of Tamils within the country's political 

system. The most popular proposals contained elements of decentralisation and/or 

devolution of state power. However, it was not clear whether decentralisation or 

devolution was favoured over the other, rather a general desire to limit the 

influence of politicians. 
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"There shouldn't be too many so-called politicians. There should be 
fewer administrators to rule the country, but with greater 
representation. The administration should be diversified from the 
centre to the regions, districts and divisions respectively." (Jaffna 
youth; 26 yrs old; university student; unemployed; female; Young 
Voices, National Youth Survey, 2000). 
 
"(The ethnic problem) can be solved by setting up a federal form of 
government where the minorities can live with all rights and be free. 
That too under a North-East linked federal set up." (Jaffna youth; 28 
yrs old; A/L educated; self-employed; male; Young Voices, National 
Youth Survey, 2000). 

 

While most of the youth interviewed from Jaffna mentioned the word 'rights of 

Tamils (and other minority communities)' in relation to a negotiated solution, it 

remains unclear what would constitute 'legitimate rights' in the perception of the 

interviewed youth. As can be seen by the statement of the one youth below, the 

interpretations and practice of the actual details of the negotiated solution will 

dictate whether the proposed solution will be acceptable to those for whom it will 

become a lived reality. This highlights the issue that any political solution would 

need to pay meticulous attention to the details of the proposed package and that 

strategies would need to be evolved to guide the actual implementation and 

practice of the proposed activities within the negotiated solution. Additionally, 

special emphasis needs to be given to research and to identify the various 

meanings attached to different practices. This must necessarily include all people 

who will be involved in, and affected by the proposed solutions.  

 
"Saying that Jaffna is being industrialised, they are only providing 
aerated water, clothing and food. The current devolution package is 
breaking our ethnic identity and aspirations. This is being done to show 
the world that the Tamils have at last been given all rights. This is a 
fraud." (Jaffna youth; 26 yrs old; university education; private sector 
employment; male; Young Voices, National Youth Survey, 2000). 
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From the youth who did not propose negotiated political solutions, half of the 

interviewed youth believed that political solutions did not have potential for 

bringing about peace to the country, mainly because of the lack of capability and 

motivation on the part of the current political leaders and parties. Rather they 

stressed that the promotion of understanding between the Tamils and the Sinhalese 

as strategies for creating harmony in the country. As both communities come to 

understand and accept the toll of the conflict on themselves and each other, there 

will be greater scope for the restoration of peace. 

 
"What I feel about the current conflict is that our politicians and 
political parties are using this conflict for their own political purposes. 
Only solution for this is for everyone to understand each other. 
Sinhalese should understand the situation of Tamils and Tamils should 
understand the situation of Sinhalese. We should not get involved with 
the politicians or the political parties." (Jaffna youth; 26 yrs old; 
university student; unemployed; male; Young Voices, National Youth 
Survey, 2000). 

 

The remainder of youth did not articulate direct suggestions as resolutions to the 

conflict, rather perceiving the conflict as irresolvable and 'never-ending'. As this 

represents almost twenty percent of the interviewed youth, this is a significant 

proportion who does not believe that the potential for peace exists in the country. 

However, the majority of the youth continue to have faith in the belief that an end 

to the conflict can be brought about by concerted efforts of the people and the 

politicians of the country, if particular conditions are fulfilled. 

 

4.2. Perceptions of Local Institutions 

 

Along with their opinions on the politics of Sri Lanka, the interviewed youth in 

Jaffna were also asked about their perceptions and experiences of the existing 

local institutions. Local institutions as such were not defined within the framework 

of the question, however, almost all youth interpreted local institutions as grass-
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root level governmental and non-governmental agencies/organisations, including 

councils, committees and religious institutions. The institutions mentioned 

included village councils, trade unions, sports and society clubs, religious 

committees, locally organised societies and associations, community centres, and a 

variety of local non-governmental organisations.  

 

Approximately two-thirds of the interviewed youth in Jaffna were actively 

involved with or maintained some connections with local institutions, while the 

remainder of youth mentioned that they had no connections or involvement. 

Exactly half of the females stated that they did not have any connections with local 

institutions while the figure was relatively lower for males.  

 

There were a number of organisations in Jaffna that were seen to be particularly 

active in regards to the interests and needs of youth. Institutions that were most 

frequently mentioned as being of specific concern to youth and that maintained 

interest in youth matters were the schools, universities and religious institutions of 

different faiths. The main reasons why the institutions were seen to be active and 

helpful were the provision of legitimate (non-political) space for youth to get 

together and engage in various personal and social developmental activities. 

Religious institutions such as the Young Men's Hindu Association, the Young 

Men's Christian Association, and the Temple Committee were seen to be relevant 

for personality development, but also because of its political neutrality. The same 

can be said for educational facilities. The limited availability of institutions 

supporting youth interests was similarly felt in the North and South. 

 
"I think that the institutions that are concerned with today's youth are 
schools and universities. It is due to them that the youth are able to act 
independently to some extent." (Jaffna youth; 19 yrs old; A/L student; 
unemployed; male; Young Voices, National Youth Survey, 2000). 
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“There are no institutions that support the interest of youth in my 
village. Only the monk in the village is suitable to help solving youth 
problems because he doesn’t belong to a political party.” (Hambantota 
youth; 27 yrs old; A/L educated; male; Young voices, National Youth 
survey, 2000). 

 

However, a number of youth also declared the local institutions to be non-

functional, and inefficient, and levelled severe criticism at the existing institutions. 

Among these, village councils, trade unions and different clubs were the most 

frequently mentioned. These institutions were described as being self-centred and 

motivated for economic and financial gains rather than genuine service to those 

they purport to help. 

 

Especially interviewed youth who were from less educated and/or economically 

disadvantaged families accused the institutions and organisations of being 

inefficient and non-constructive. This again is an opinion widely shared by youth 

from Hambantota as well. 

 
"Our local village societies, trade unions, and clubs are worthless 
groups. They just hang the name-boards and advertise their names 
only. They don't do a single proper work." (Jaffna youth; 23 yrs old; 
primary education; unemployed; male; Young Voices, National Youth 
Survey, 2000). 
 
“More than 100 NGO’s have come to our village; they come and do 
something useless and leave. Most of them donate spectacles or provide 
some facilities for fishery. They all say that commonly work is being 
done. Only their big shots gain commonly.” (Hambantota youth; 27 yrs 
old; A/L educated; male; Young Voices, National Youth Survey, 2000). 
 
"The local government institutions, village institutions and clubs are 
giving facilities to some particular people or groups. It is high time they 
should change for the better. They are set up with the aim of serving the 
people but they have failed in their purpose." (Jaffna youth; 28 yrs old; 
O/L educated; self-employed; male; Young Voices, National Youth 
Survey, 2000). 
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“The benefits of development are spread according to politics.” 
(Hambantota youth; 23 yrs old; O/L educated; female; Young Voices, 
National Youth Survey, 2000). 

 

Additionally, the interviewed youth in Jaffna also stressed that local institutions 

maintained class/caste differences through the organisational structure and ethos, 

especially the continuance of power differentials between the beneficiaries and the 

service providers. Youth stated that the service providers of local institutions could 

not access, and could not empathise with, the needs of the people from 

disadvantaged backgrounds because of the existing class differences. 

 

The perceived class gap between the beneficiaries and the service providers could 

be a contributory factor for youth from educationally and economically 

disadvantaged backgrounds to view local organisations as ineffective and 

unhelpful. A further explanation given was the security policies that encouraged 

NGOs and other organised events for youth to be viewed as a cover-up for LTTE 

activities.  

 
"Organisations that are functioning today are elitist and they are 
unable to identify the needs of the people. The gap that exists between 
the educated upper class elite and the people of the lower classes is 
maintained through these clubs." (Jaffna youth; 26 yrs old; university 
education; private sector employee; male; Young Voices, National 
Youth Survey, 2000). 
 
"Many local NGOs are not functioning today. Even if the government 
takes steps to activate them, they are unable to function because people 
are afraid to assemble and discuss matters. Army might suspect that it 
may be a cover for LTTE activists." (Jaffna youth; 26 yrs old; university 
education; private sector employee; male; Young Voices, National 
Youth Survey, 2000). 

 

In the case of youth from the South the perception of unequal access to 

development benefits is even more connected to the political influence that is even 
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overlapping traditional stratification based on class on caste, replacing them to a 

certain extent with political affiliations. 

 
“If one can call the ruling PA party a caste possibly a caste could be 
benefiting more from the country's development activities (…). So there 
is a problem in Sri Lanka about unequal distribution of resources. At 
one level the resources are divided up according to the political party 
that is in power. When a successive government takes over, immediately 
the workers in the opposition lose their jobs and the ruling party 
supporters replace them. The Gramasevaka decides who gets the 
monthly Samurdhi payment. He helps those who help him.” 
(Hambantota youth; 18 yrs old; O/L educated; male; Young Voices, 
National Youth Survey, 2000). 

 

 

5. Conclusion 

 

The overall picture arising from the interviews with youth in Jaffna as well as in 

Hambantota revealed that youth are getting increasingly marginalised by society, 

one of the main causes being the lack of spaces for constructive engagement 

within the community, such as employment or social service oriented activities. As 

an increasing number of youth remain unemployed and are perceived as non-

constructive, existing negative perceptions and stereotypes of youth strengthen 

within society. In the North as well as in the South this is also connected with the 

perception of youth as rebellious troublemakers, prone to join violent, anti-

systemic movements. This perception of youth in derogatory terms by society 

contributes to a number of negative experiences for youth, thus alienating them 

further from mainstream society. 

 

Increasing negative perceptions of youth lead to the increasing marginalisation of 

youth from society. Rather than seeing youth as members of the community 

possessing the potential to contribute meaningfully to community development, 
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people within the community tend to see youth as a problematic human 

developmental phase and therefore as one to be excluded from participation in 

community processes and events. Both negative experiences for youth and the 

specific exclusion of youth lead to widening the gap between youth and other 

community sub-groups, ultimately contributing to the social discrimination of 

youth. 

 

Limited employment opportunities impose serious drawbacks on chances of 

getting married for the majority of youth living in conflict situations. Given that 

consultations during the National Youth Survey reveal that the main cultural 

marker for the end of youth (notwithstanding a particular age limit) is marriage, 

under current circumstances youth are required to remain for an indefinite period 

of time in transition to adulthood. Youth unanimously agreed that much emotional 

and psychological stress resulted from this denial of attaining adulthood status. 

Adulthood confers accepted and recognised competence within the community 

and, with it, autonomy and participation in decision-making at family and 

community levels. 

 

Such a disruption exacts enormous pressures on individuals and on society as a 

whole. Not only is the society then responsible for the socio-economic upkeep of 

these youth, but also the society is denied the constructive resources associated 

with having youthful members in the community. Additionally, the individual 

youth have to delay the fulfilment of their life visions and ideals, and as a result of 

dependence on kin for financial support, a number of their (constructive) activities 

and energies have the potential to be curtailed. Their restricted efficacy to act upon 

felt grievances creates torsion in an already tense situation. Youth feel increasingly 

frustrated in, and alienated from their community. 
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The interviews show that Northern and Southern youth have similar grievances 

and common experiences in relation to their perceived and actual life chances and 

to the processes of social integration (and gaining adulthood status). The agitation 

of youth against this existing gap has been interpreted in many ways; one of which 

that is easily formulated is that of ethnic domination and discrimination. While it 

is inarguable that ethnic tensions do exist, and that these have been exacerbated by 

the ongoing conflict, it is impossible also to ignore the very real and felt concern 

of youth from two different communities (Tamil and Sinhalese), who appear to 

have similar major concerns. In such a case, reducing the potential of violent 

conflict simply to ethnic discrimination belies the complexities of social 

discrimination and the very real lack of adequate employment and livelihoods of 

youth both  

 

Social integration of youth should be seen both as a process and a state where 

youth (along with the defining characteristics ascribed to youth within society) are 

accepted and where youth play a significant role in the functioning of community. 

Analysing the current situation of youth and the routes to being accepted in 

community, it is possible to identify various strategies that can be employed to 

enhance the status or position of youth in society, and also to facilitate youth 

transitions to adulthood. Currently, two venues are clearly established as markers 

of adulthood; the civil status of marriage, and a pre-determined age limit beyond 

which persons clearly cannot be defined as youth. It is unclear whether 

employment per se is directly contributory to social and economic integration of 

youth. Rather, it is clear that certain types of employment and social service 

oriented activities served as measures of constructive engagement for youth. 

 

One of the most serious aspects of youth discrimination is the politicisation of 

civil-society structures at all levels in Sri Lanka and the resulting dependency from 

politicians. This results in a strong feeling of social injustice on behalf of the youth 
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and must be seen as a major reason behind anger and frustration among youth not 

only in the North, but also in the South. 

 

“The education only benefits the rich people. The poor, having spent 7-
8 years for a degree have to wait at home requesting a job. No matter 
how far we study we cannot live a satisfying life in this country. In 
order for people like me to serve the country and to be appointed for 
work as we wished to in gaining education, the existing political system 
has to be wiped out. (…) The point is: when have youth gained their 
demands easily? Everyone has acquired his or her demands through 
propagandising or through protesting. But nowadays this also doesn’t 
work; only threatening one’s life will work in order to pursue demands 
and necessities. I also know that violent conflict are not favourable in 
the event of pursuing one’s interests but what are the instances where 
people succeeded in pursuing their interests without violence? Since so 
many years there is no positive sign of acquiring our needs. Therefore, 
one has to take violent ways even reluctantly” (Hambantota youth; 27 
yrs old; A/L; Male; Young Voices, National Youth Survey, 2000). 

 

Although Sri Lanka is often referred to as a development model, providing welfare 

and other social services to a large number of the population, the political system 

in which the distribution of social and economic opportunities is embedded, has 

led to a situation of widespread feeling of social injustice and felt discrimination, 

especially among the younger population. In order to strengthen their electoral 

vote base the political elite in Colombo is directing development benefits more 

and more on ethnic or regional lines, providing services for certain communities 

with ethnic or regional arguments, but channelling such support mainly into their 

personal electorates and into the hands of their respective supporters. 

 

The general opinion among youth is such that without the support of a MP there is 

no scope for any development, hence a structural barrier to enter into an 

acceptable and desired position in life. This favouritism and denial of access to 

resources to other groups can easily be instrumental for the power holders to 

disguise matters such as lack of democracy, equal opportunities, etc. and to turn 
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the grievances towards ethnic or communal discrimination where people can 

easily steered towards. 

 

Consequently, the foremost task for the politicians in power must be to promote an 

unpoliticised civil society, to get especially young people involved in local 

development activities as a means to strengthen their participation in society, and 

to promote equal opportunities for youth from different background (whether 

caste, class, regional, or race based), in ways that promote and fulfil economic and 

social rights as well. 

 

With regard to employment, a concerted effort should be made to change social 

attitudes of both youth and non-youth towards self-employment and private sector 

employment, thereby enhancing the social standing of self-employed youth and 

those employed in the private sector. Additionally, communities can also be 

encouraged to support self-employment ventures of youth. The more integrated is 

a project or employment scheme into the fabric of community, with considerable 

benefits for members other than the direct beneficiaries of employment, the more 

likely that community members support and protect the scheme. Self-employment 

schemes can be made more secure by establishing safeguards against income 

instability and by providing long-term social security. 

 

Additionally, projects implemented in conflict-affected areas can make a special 

effort to include components that create opportunities for youth to articulate their 

needs, and to fulfil their aspirations without resorting to violent means. Indeed, 

development projects were already appreciated by the youth interviewed as 

providing services that enabled youth to express and share experiences and 

grievances. However, there is a need to render these spaces inclusive of and 

accessible to youth from all socio-economic and ethnic-cultural backgrounds. The 

creation and institutionalisation of safe, legitimate, and non-violent means for 
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expression and articulation of their felt needs may be of much significance in the 

overall reduction of violent conflict in Sri Lanka. 
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National Youth Survey Sri Lanka 

 
Part 1: Personal questions 
 
1.) Basically what type of activities you are involved at the moment? 
1 permanent employed 
2 casual employed 
3 unemployed/ seeking job 
4 schooling/ studying 
5 unable to work 
6 domestic work 
7 others 
 
2.) Up to what age would you consider a person as a youth? 
 
3.) Are you dependent on others (such as parents, relatives, friends) for your basic 
material needs (e.g. food, clothes)? 
1 yes/  2 only partly/  3 no 

 (if dependent): Please specify, on whom 
 
4.) Do you play any role in decision-making in your family? 
(question should be answered whether living together with the family or not) 
1 yes/  2 no 
 
5.) In general, would you describe your life these days as: 
1 very happy 
2 fairly happy 
3 unhappy 
4 not sure 
 
6.) How do you see the situation of the country at the moment? 
1 good/  2 bad 
 
7.) How do you see the future situation of the country? 
1 getting better 
2 getting worse 
3 stay the same 
 
8.) Some people have a role model such as actors, sport-stars, politicians or family 
members. How about you? Is there anybody whom you see as a role-model for yourself? 
(Please name) 
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Part 2: Youth and Culture 
 
9.) Who is you favorite singer (male and female)? 
 Male singer: _______________________ 
 Female singer: _____________________ 
 
10.) Who is your favorite actor and actress? 
 Actor: _______________________ 
 Actress: ______________________ 
 
11.) What is your favorite book? 
 
12.) What is your favorite magazine? 
 
13.) What is your favorite newspaper? 
 
14.) Which films do you like to see most? 
1 Sinhala films 
2 Tamil films 
3 Hindi films 
4 Western films 
5 No particular preference 
 
15.) What are the languages you can speak (please prompt)? 
0 Sinhala    very good/ good/ poor/ not at all 
0 Tamil     very good/ good/ poor/ not at all 
0 English    very good/ good/ poor/ not at all 
0 Other language (please specify) very good/ good/ poor/ not at all 
 
16.) What are the languages you can write? ➨  (same as question 15) 
 
17.) Which of these languages should be the official language (or languages)? 
 ➨  Why? 
 
18.) Do your close friends belong to your own ethnic group or do you have friends from 
other ethnic groups? 
1 yes/  2 no 
(if yes please tick) 0 Sinhala friends 
   0 Tamil friends 
   0 Muslim friends 
   0 from other ethnic groups 
 
19.) With whom do you mostly spend your day? 
1 family members 
2 neighbors 
3 peers and co-workers 
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4 relatives 
5 friends 
6 others (please specify) 
 
20) I would now like to ask you some questions about marriage. Are you planning to get 
married in the near future?  1 yes  2 no) 
 
21.) Do you already know your future partner? 
1 yes  2 no 
 
22) What kind of marriage will you prefer? 
1 Arranged marriage 
2 Love marriage 
3 Living together without marriage 
4 Do not know 
 
23.) Do you think your parents would agree in case of love marriage or living together? 
1 yes  2 no 
 
24.) If they disagree would you still go for it? 
1 yes  2 no 
3 cannot say 
 
25.) Would it be a problem for you to get married with a person from (please prompt): 
 another caste   0   yes 0   no 
 another ethnic group  0   yes 0   no 
 another religious group 0   yes 0   no 
 
26.) What do you expect from your future husband or wife? I will now mention some 
possible expectations and would like to know, if you consider them as very important, 
somewhat important or not important at all for yourself (please prompt): 
• property (e.g. land, house) 
• high income 
• good social status 
• security in life (e.g. pension) 
• good character 
• suitable age 
• matching horoscope 
• physical appearance 
• chastity 
• others (specify) 
 
27.) Do you consider dowry as an essential thing in marriage for yourself? 
1 yes/  2 no 
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28.) There are certain behavior patterns on which people have different opinions. Do you 
object or do you not object those behavior patterns (please prompt):  
• Divorce      (object/not object) 
• Homosexuality     (object/not object) 
• Premarital sexual relationships   (object/not object) 
• Abortions      (object/not object) 
• Prostitution      (object/not object) 
• Use of drugs like ganja    (object/not object) 
 
29.) Do you consider yourself as a religious person? 
1 yes  2 no 
 
30.) Do you participate in any religious activities, e.g. going to the temple, praying etc.? 
1 yes  2 no 
 
31.) Are you happy with the conduct and behavior of local religious leaders? 
1 yes  2 no 
 
32.) Are you interested to get in touch with other cultures? 
1 yes  (if yes) specify the most important culture 
2 no  (if no) give the reasons 
 
33.) What is your opinion on Western culture? Do you think Western culture is a good 
thing or do you think Western culture is a bad thing? 
1 good/  2 bad 
  What are the good qualities? - What are the bad qualities? 
 
34.) What is your opinion: do men and women have the same rights and opportunities in 
Sri Lankan society? 
1 yes  2 no 
 
35.) Would you like to change this situation (in regard to the rights of women)? 
1 yes  2 no 
 
36.) Some people say that most adults don't care about the future of youth. Do you agree 
or disagree? 
1 agree  2 disagree 
 
37.) Some couples are living together for several years, but some times they will not get 
married. Do you agree or disagree with such a behavior? 
1 agree  2 disagree 
 
38.) What would be the favorite region place in Sri Lanka for you to live or settle down? 
(please name the region or place) 
 
39.) What are you doing in your leisure time? 
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40.) How much do you like to engage in the following leisure activities? (please prompt) 
1 Sports    (very much/ somewhat/ not at all/ don’t know) 
2 Stage-dramas   (very much/ somewhat/ not at all/ don’t know) 
3 Cinema   (very much/ somewhat/ not at all/ don’t know) 
4 Music    (very much/ somewhat/ not at all/ don’t know) 
5 Reading   (very much/ somewhat/ not at all/ don’t know) 
6 TV/ Teledramas/ Video (very much/ somewhat/ not at all/ don’t know) 
7 Computer games  (very much/ somewhat/ not at all/ don’t know) 
8 Others (specify)  (very much/ somewhat/ not at all/ don’t know) 
 
41.) What kind of media (like newspaper, radio, TV) do you mostly use to get 
information? 
 
42.) How reliable are the following sources of information? (please prompt) 
1 Government TV   (very reliable/ reliable/ not reliable) 
2 Private TV    (very reliable/ reliable/ not reliable) 
3 Government radio   (very reliable/ reliable/ not reliable) 
4 Private radio    (very reliable/ reliable/ not reliable) 
5 Government newspaper  (very reliable/ reliable/ not reliable) 
6 Private newspaper   (very reliable/ reliable/ not reliable) 
7 International media (CNN)  (very reliable/ reliable/ not reliable) 
8 Personal talks with friends  (very reliable/ reliable/ not reliable) 
 
43.) How is your relationship with your father? 
1 good/  2 indifferent/  3 bad 
 
44.) How is your relationship with your mother? 
1 good  2 indifferent  3 bad 
45.) How is your relationship with your kinsmen? 
1 good  2 indifferent  3 bad 
 
46.) How do you identify yourself? 
1 According to race and religion 
2 As a Sri Lankan 
3 According to both of above 
 
47.) Are you proud to be a Sri Lankan? 
1 yes  2 no 
 
 
Part 3: Youth and Politics 
 
48.) Now let us talk about problems facing the country. What in your opinion are some of 
the major problems facing the country? (record exactly and in the order mentioned) 
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49) Now let us talk about the relationship among the people in your village/town/city. 
Would you say that compared to 5 years ago, the relationship between various groups of 
people has become more harmonious, remained the same or tensions among these groups 
have increased? 
1 more harmonious 
2 same as before 
3 tensions have increased 
 
50.) Do you consider our society as just? 
1 yes  2 no  3 do not know 
 
51.) Do you think you have the same opportunities in life than other young people of your 
age? 
1 yes  2 no  3 do not know 
 
52.) In your view, is there any person, group or institution which is best suited to resolve 
the tensions among various groups in your area? (please name) 
 
53.) People hold different opinions about struggle. Some people say that struggle, even 
when it leads to violence, is a proper method for people to fulfil their demands, while 
others say that struggle is not a proper method if it leads to violence. How do you feel -- 
is struggle leading to violence proper or not a proper method for fulfilling peoples' 
demands? 
1 proper 
2 not proper 
3 other (specify 
4 don't know 
 
54.) Some people say that the readiness of young people in Sri Lanka for violent struggle 
has increased over the last 5 years. What do you think? Has it increased or decreased? 
1 increased  2 decreased 
 
55.) How much interest would you say you have in politics and public affairs? 
1 great deal  2 some interest  3 no interest at all 
 
56) How much in your opinion do political parties in Sri Lanka help to make government 
pay attention to the people 
1 good deal  2 somewhat  3 not at all 
57.) Have you ever contacted any political leader for any need or problem? 
1 yes   (if yes): For what purpose?  2 no 
 
58.) Generally speaking: Do you have a high opinion on the present political leaders in 
the country? 1 yes  2 no 
 
59.) Some people say, that politicians in this country are excessively privileged. Do you 
1 agree  2 disagree 
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60) Did you vote at the last election? 
1 yes  2 no  3 not eligible 
 
61.) Now I would like to ask you about the things that were done by the current 
government. during the last years, that you have liked or disliked. Was there anything that 
the government did during the last years that you particularly liked? 
1 yes 2 no 3 don't know any work done by the government 
 
62.) What was the most positive thing done by the present government? 
 
63) Was there anything this government did during the last 5 years that you did not like? 
1 yes 2 no 3 don't know any work done by the government 
 
64.) What was the most negative thing done by the present government? 
 
65.) Do you think your vote has any effect on how things are run in this country or do 
you think that your vote makes no difference? 
1 has an effect  2 has no effect  3 other (specify) 
 
66.) Suppose there were no parties and elections were not held -- do you think that the 
government in this country can be run better? 
1 yes  2 no  9 don't know 
 
67.) I will read now some opinions of people and would like to know if you agree or 
disagree to these opinions: (please prompt) 
"What this country needs more than all the laws and talk is a few determined and strong 
leaders." 1 agree  2 disagree 
 
68.) "It is not desirable to have political parties struggling with each other for power." 
1 agree  2 disagree 
 
69.) "It is the responsibility of the government to protect the interests of minority 
groups." 
1 agree  2 disagree 
➨  (if agree): Which group needs most protection? (please name) 
 
70.) Would you say that people we elect by voting generally care about what people like 
you think, or that they don't care? 
1 care  2 don't care  3 don't know 
 
71.) In our country there are different communities living together. Some people say, that 
the rights of certain communities have been neglected. What do you think? (please 
prompt) 
The needs of Tamils in this country have been neglected. Do you 
1 agree/  2 disagree 
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72.) The needs of the Sinhala people in this country have been neglected. Do you 
1 agree/  2 disagree 
 
73.) The needs of Muslims in this country have been neglected. Do you 
1 agree/  2 disagree 
 
74.) In your opinion: who represents best the interests of the different communities? 
 
75.) Peoples opinion are divided on the issues of war in the country. Some people say that 
the government should suppress the conflict through war by any means while others say 
that this conflict should be resolved by negotiation. What would you say -- should the 
conflict be suppressed or resolved by negotiation? 
1 should be suppressed by war 
2 should be resolved through negotiation 
3 can't say 
4 other (specify) 
 
76.) Do you think the government should talk directly to the LTTE to solve the conflict? 
1 yes  2 no 
 
77.) Do you think the government should ask for foreign mediation to solve the conflict? 
1 yes  2 no 
 
78.) How much trust do you have in the following institutions: great deal, somewhat, not 
at all? 
• Government 
• Local government 
• Provincial Councils 
• Judiciary 
• Political Parties 
• Government officials 
• Elected representatives 
• Police 
• Military 
 
79.) Who is mainly benefiting from development schemes and programs? 
1 Only the to well-to-do 
2 Poor and needy also benefited 
3 Only those with political connections benefited 
4 Other (specify) 
5 don't know 
 
80.) What is your opinion: how should public resources like land, jobs etc. be distributed: 
on the base of political patronage or through competition on the base of merit such as 
educational qualifications, suitability etc. among people? 
1 on the base of political patronage  2 on the base of merit 
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81.) Among the following political ideologies, what is your favorite one? 
1 Capitalist ideology 
2 Communist/ socialist ideology 
3 Any other (please specify) 
4 Not any ideology 
 
 
Part 4: Youth and Development 
 
82.) Now let us talk about problems of young people nowadays. Please name the two 
main problems of youth in your area. (record exactly according to the importance) 
 
83.) According to the area you are living which class do you belong to? 
1 Middle class 
2 Working class 
3 Upper class 
4 Others (specify) 
5 don't know 
 
84.) Is caste a source of discrimination in your area? 
1 yes  2 no 
 
85) What do you think: Are young people doing enough on their own to overcome their 
problems? 
1 yes  2 no  3 can't say 
 
86.) Do you consider yourself in a position to take own initiatives to improve your life? 
1 yes  2 no  3 can't say 
  (if no): Please give reasons 
 
87.) What do you think is necessary for young people to improve their life chances? 
(record according to the importance) 
 
88.) In which regions of Sri Lanka do you think it is most difficult for young people to 
make a good living? 
 
89.) Is there anyone who is actually helping young people to solve their problems in your 
area? (record exactly and in the order mentioned) 
1 yes  (if yes): Who is helping?  2 no 
 
90.) Who do you think is best suited to help young people with their problems? 
 
91.) During the last few years, has your financial situation improved, worsened, or has it 
stayed the same? 
1 improved  2 worsened  3 stayed the same 
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92.) In whatever financial situation you are placed today, on the whole, are you satisfied 
with your present financial situation, somewhat satisfied, or not satisfied? 
1 satisfied  2 somewhat satisfied  3 not satisfied 
 
93.) Now looking ahead and thinking about the next few years, do you expect that your 
financial situation will stay about the way it is now, get better, or worse? 
1 will stay the same  2 get better  3 get worse 
 
94.) Let us now talk about your education. Do you think that schools in Sri Lanka provide 
good education? 
1 yes  2 no 
 
95.) What are the major problems you have faced with your education? (record according 
to the importance) 
 
96) Would you like to go for any further education? 
1 yes  2 no  3 not sure 

➨  (If yes) Please specify: What kind of further education? 
 
97.) How would you describe your personal access to educational facilities such as 
schools you have or had? (in comparison to other people/ other regions) 
1 good  2 satisfactory, but could be improved  3 bad 
 
98) What type of employment you would like to engage in? 

 if the person is employed please mention if the employment differs 
 
99.) In which sector do you most prefer to have a job? 
1 Government sector 2 Private sector  3 Self employment 
 
100.) Do you think that the private sector is discriminating against certain people in 
recruiting employees? 
1 yes  2 no  (if yes, why) 
 
101.) If you have the possibility to make a good living with cultivation, would you like to 
work in agriculture or would you prefer in any case a job not related to agriculture? 
1 prefer agriculture 2 prefer non-agriculture  9 don't know 
 
102.) There is a lot of talk these days about environmental problems. What are the most 
serious environmental problems in your surrounding? (record exactly and in the order 
mentioned) 
 
103.) Many people these day are migrating to other places. How about you? Are you 
planning to migrate? 
1 yes  2 no 
 
104.) If yes, voluntarily/ not voluntarily? To which place? What are your reasons? 
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105.) What do you think should be more developed among the following: the rural areas, 
estates or towns in your vicinity? 
 
106.) What are the main services you are making use of in urban centers? (record 2 in the 
order mentioned) 
 
107.) What kind of service facilities in small towns in your vicinity are you missing? 
(record 2 in the order mentioned) 
 
108.) Do you know any untapped potentials for development in your area? (yes/no) 
  (if yes): What are the potentials? 
 
109.) Do you take part in any youth organizations in your area? (yes/no) 
  (if yes): Which one? 
 
110.) Do you agree or disagree with the following statements: 
• One should stay in the country and help to develop it 
• One should see one’s own advancement even by migrating to another country 
 
Part 5: Youth and Health 
 
111.) Do you smoke dumpanaya kirima ("smoking things") now? 
1 yes, regularly  2 no  3 occasionally 
(if 1): How old were you when you began to smoke regularly? 
 
112.) On average how many "smoking things" do you smoke a day? 
 
113.) What type of "smoking things" do you smoke? 
 
114.) On how many days a week do you smoke "smoking things"? 
1 usually on one day a week (or less) 
2 usually on 2 to 4 days a week 
3 almost every day 
4 every day 
5 not smoking 
 
115.) Did you ever smoke "smoking things" regularly in the past? 
1 yes  2 no 
(if yes) When did you stop smoking "smoking things" regularly? (record the time period) 
 
116.) If you have a serious personal problem, do you have someone to discuss it with 
confidence? 
1 yes (if yes): Who is that person?   2 no 
 
 
Part 6: Household background information 
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