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S. Janaka Biyanwila is to be congratulated for
producing a truly valuable piece of work on
the development of trade unionism in Sri Lan-
ka, thus filling an important gap in the schol-
arship of movement politics in Sri Lanka. In-
deed since the pioneering work of Kearney,
trade unions have never constituted a field
of their own and have always been treated
as accessories of political parties or by con-
servative historians as small footnotes in lar-
ger political tapestries.! More recent scholar-
ship has been produced on specific labor re-
gimes such as the garment factory but there
again trade-unions appear as supporting ac-
tors rather than as main players.? Biyanwila’s
book focuses on movement politics of unions
while inserting them within a larger counter-
movement that strives to mobilize workers.
His approach is both analytical and engagé.
As he clearly states in his introduction, he wri-
tes as a scholar-activist, someone who wants
not only to analyze but who is also part of a
struggle to make a better world.

Much has been written on economic globa-
lization and the flow of transnational capital
across the globe that has resulted in the rolling
back of welfare oriented states. In particular
the mobility of capital, a phase of internatio-
nalization of production and work that began
well over thirty years ago has spawned a huge
literature, albeit general critiques of neolibe-
ralism have rarely taken into account the spe-
cificities of countries of the South confronting
a deregulated market.? Biyanwila demonstra-
tes convincingly the complicities between the
spread of neoliberalism, increasing authorita-
rianism of the state and a controlled labor for-
ce. Sri Lanka’s economy moved from a peri-
od of closed economy in 1956-75 to a period
of open economy after the victory of the pro-
market United National Party in 1977. Biyan-
wila engages deftly with this existing body of
knowledge and usefully draws our attention

to the impact of global production chains in
the transformation of labor in a country such
as Sri Lanka where in the last decades one has
witnessed both a casualisation and feminiza-
tion of labor.

In a multi-ethnic and multi-religious island
where the majority is constituted by Sinhale-
se who are predominantly Buddhist, Biyan-
wila argues, culling selectively from Marxist
scholarship on ethnic conflict in Sri Lanka,
that under neo-liberal globalization class inju-
stices are mediated through ethno-nationalist
projects reproducing ethnic and gender hier-
archies. He pertinently asks why unions beha-
ve in different ways, some adopting universa-
list and feminist tendencies, others adopting a
movement orientation, yet others contentious
collective action.

The book consists of three sections. The first
chapter describes three phases in the history
of unions from their emergence during British
colonial rule linked to the transformation of
the economy into one producing agricultural
commodities to their growth and incorporati-
on into the state and finally the restriction of
unions during the period of open economy af-
ter 1977. The second chapter of the book re-
views the state of unions in the present phase
of labor market deregulation. The spread of
non-union workplaces such as free trade zo-
nes (FTZ) is made possible, the author con-
tends, by increasingly authoritarian and Sin-
hala Buddhist ethnocentric tendencies of the
state. FTZ and other economic enclaves were
not born recently since one can trace their ori-
gin back to colonial practices that led to the
creation of special treaty ports and customs
areas in dominated lands such as China.*

Biyanwila’s study in the last section of the
book, focuses on three independent unions
exemplifying different kinds of labor regimes,
a union of nurses in public sector hospitals,
the privatized tea plantation unions, and uni-
ons in garment factories in the free trade zo-
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ne or export processing zones. Particularly fa-
scinating is the analysis of the faultlines of
the nurses’ union, the Public Service United
Nurses Union, headed by a Buddhist monk
where a paternalist and patriarchal culture
and a narrow economic approach preclude
larger alliances. The National Union of Wor-
kers, in contrast, apart from fighting for salari-
es and working conditions, also demands cul-
tural and citizenship rights for the hill coun-
try Tamil community, thus adopting a move-
ment orientation. The last example of an inde-
pendent union in the FTZ, the Free trade Zo-
ne Workers’ Union illustrates the possibility
of a democratic and feminist agenda refashio-
ning workers interests into wider demands.
To what extent however does this particular
example reflect the potential for democratic
alliances in the free trade zone of the country?
The author seems here to project his own wis-
hes for a right to dissent upon a much less op-
timistic situation where recently the police fi-
red at workers at the FTZ in Katunayake pro-
testing peacefully against a pension bill. The
book concludes that the complicity of unions
with the ethno-nationalist project of the au-
thoritarian state, alongside that project’s no-
tions of community and society that appeal to
women, workers and peasants are the major
obstacle to elaborating a counter-hegemonic
project.

In Sri Lanka workers’ political activity and
trade union politics have been viewed by the
state as disruptive activities rather than as a
form of political participation that is intrin-
sic to democratic politics. This has prevented
the emergence of unified labor movements in
Sri Lanka as in other Asian countries. What
this study attempts to demonstrate is that the
contradictions of globalization that include
the state’s withdrawal from social welfare ser-
vices have created the conditions for organi-
zing along many common grounds. This re-
sonates with what Karl Polanyi in The Great
Transformation® famously calls the ‘double
movement’ that has shaped the development
of market societies over the past two hundred
years through which political movements re-
spond to the developments in the economy
and market. The first movement — expansi-
on of the market and consequently the rol-
ling back of the state — gave opportunity to

the second movement for regulating the ill ef-
fects of the former. What we think of as mar-
ket societies or ,capitalism” is the product of
both of these movements. The question re-
mains however whether economic globaliza-
tion can spawn conditions for labor resistance
on a global scale or whether we are witnes-
sing instead ‘situated modes of labor control
and politics'?°

This book contributes to forging an ans-
wer that is tentative yet empathic and hope-
ful. The richness of the data as well as the lo-
gical and theoretically informed analysis ren-
ders the book invaluable for scholars and ac-
tivists looking for a comprehensive summa-
ry of trade union history in Sri Lanka and a
compelling story of the potential power of the
multitude in controlled spaces.
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