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n every Third World country there is a Fidel or a Cabral or a Giap whe does not

quite make it to revolution, but who, in his or her fight against injustice, intolerance

and ineguality, embodies the mores, the values, the dedication of the revolutionary -
and tharein sets the seedling sociglism to root.

Shan was such a man, For him, there was no short cut to socialism, no parliamentary
ro&d, no compromise between means and ands; the means predicated the end. And
50 he never attained to power, never became an MP (though, in @ moment of
aherration, he once contested an election), never reduced his politics to populism,

Yot he was a man of the people, a servant of the working class, From the mament he
came across Marx at university in 1939 1o the day he died, Shan devoted himsell to
the cavse of the proletarian revolution and the pursuit of a classless society -
following first in the path of Lenin and Soviet communism and then, after 1963,
turning te Mao's China for guidance. In that journey, he was trade union leader and
activist, pamphleteer and polemicist, soldier and servant.

He was too, a great champion of what seemed to be hopeless causes till he gave
them hope. When the D. 5. Senanayake govemment disenfranchised and
dispossessed Indian plantation workers  and rendered them olectorally
untapuchable to the left, it was Shan who took up their cause through the Red Flag
Union and brought them a sense of worth and fight and militancy. When Hindu
society, in its most virulent caste-ridden phase, had closed not only its temple doors
but the doors of public places on the depressed castes, it was Shan, the high-caste
Hindu, who led the untouchables into the very halls of the Brahmins and virtually
drove the priests from the temples.

Shan was a guru in the traditional sense, a teacher by example and precept, an
exemplar both in public and private life. At a tme when the S Lankan polity has
become totally corrupt, he reamained untouched by venality or power, AT a time
when intellectual life in Sri Lanka has become uniformly sordid and despicable, Shan
retained an intellectual probity which shone like a beacon in a darkening world, At a
time when the whole of the country has sunk into the most horrendous communal
carnage, Shan clamoured for justice for Sinhalose, Tamil and Muslim peoples alike.
The distinction he made between people and government was not theoretical
sophistication but a deeply felt sensibility,

Shan had a brilliant dialectical mind that grasped a situation before anyone else had
seen it and a political instinct which saw things ahead of the people he led. And sa,
in & sensa, he was not only before his time, but, alas, before his people, so to speak -
alone on a peak in Darien,

A. Sivanandan,
Director, Institute of Race Relations,
Edilor Race & Class (1993)
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