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As Director of the Ministry 
of Foreign Affa i r s responsible 
for Asian/African Affair 's , I 
was . asked in l a t e 1970's 
by the Gov/ernment of the 
time to prepare a Paper 
on 'Indian Dcean Security 1 .The 
Paper mas to be circulated 
to Commonwealth Governments 
fleeting in Singapore, then 
due to convene in January 
1971. 

You would appreciate-
these were early days in 
the consideration of the 
Issue.Expectedly,there was 
l i t t l e or nothing by- 'way 
of pol icy studies,position 
papers' or • Memoranda-not 
in the Chancellery in Sri 
Lanka or possibly in Chancel­
l e r i e s anywhere.No one was 
get t ing his PhD at the time 
by writ ing dissertations 
on the IOPZ for western 
or other Universit ies.The 
academic community had not 
joined issue so that there 
was no writing worthy the 
name on the subject and 
journalist interest,such 

as there had been was n e g l i g i ­
b l e . 

What thinking there was 
tended,moreover,to be domi­
nated by the interest of 
the general community of 
the Non-Aligned Nations 
as a whole in mil i tary stand­
of f ,not confrontation,between 
the Great Powers,in cessation 
toi mitigation of • the • -arms 
tace , in preventing the estab­
lishment of mil i tary bases 
of the .Great Powers on. the 
t e r r i t o r i e s of Third World 
States and in creating condi­
tions for assuring the p o l i ­
t i c a l independence of these 
States. 

Mot suprisingly, in pre­
paring my Paper the main 
background on which I 'could 
re ly was the declarations 
and resolutions of the Non-
Aligned Movement.At the 
Non-Aligned Conference in 
Belgrade in 1961,the Indian 
Ocean had not attracted 
direct attention.But,I could 
see,the Peace Zone concept 
i t s e l f had achieved national 
l i f e in the def ini t ion the 
Conference gave as to who 
constituted' members of the 
Movement. Bases conceded 
to a foreign power,bilateral 
mil i tary agreements with 
a Great Power and regional-
defence pacts that were 
t i ed to Great Power conf l ic t s 
were taken as evidence that 
an applying country was 
qual i f ied for membership.To 
the extent these c r i t e r i a 
applied and states became 
members of the 5l)lon-Aligned 
Movement,they answered subse­
quent conceptualisations 
and were by def ini t ion 'peace 
zones'themselves a l ready. l t 
followed that having the 
Indian Ocean declared a 
'zone of peace'meant no 
more or no less than having 
a vast expanse of Ocean,but 
ins ignif icant ly appropriated 
to national jur isdic t ion, 
declared and respected as 
a non-aligned sea. 

The Non-aligned • Conference 
moved closer to the Indian 
Ocean both geographically 
and economically when i t 
convened in Cairo in 1964.The 
Ocean then had e x p l i c i t 
recognition.But.with the 
explici tness went also a 

concern dominated by the 
ant i-colonial feel ings that 
were uppermost at the Con­
ference. Instead of a c a l l 
for a 'peace zone'the Con­
ference condemned the inten­
tion of imperalist powers 
to establish bases in . the 
Indian Ocean characterising 
this "as a calculated attempt 
to intimidate the emerging 
countries of Africa and 
Asia and an unwarranted 
extension of neo-colonialism 
and imperialism."The Indian 
Ocean had become e x p l i c i t 
but not the 'peace zone 1 

in association with i t . 
The lesser theme of the 
non-aligned movement,anti-
colonialism ,overshadowed 
the greater,Great Power 
r i v a l r y . 

I t was at Lusaka in Septem­
ber 1970 that the e x p l i c i t con­
cern with the Indian Ocean 
meshed with an equally e x p l i c i t 
interest to have i t declared as 
a 'zone of peace'in other words, 
as an Ocean of the non-aligned. 
A Resolution of the Conference 
cal led for the adoption at the 
current session of the UN of a 
declaration ca l l ing upon a l l 
States to consider and respect 
the Indian Ocean as a Zone of 
Peace from which Great Power 
r i v a l r i e s and competition as 
well as bases conceived in the 
context of such r i v a l r i e s and 
competition either army, navy 
or air force,are excluded. The 
area should also be free of nu­
clear weapons." 

The central concern now 
was with Great Power r i v a l r i e s 
and competition.There was 
a certain moral equality 
of treatment with regard 
to both powers. Bases to 
be excluded were only those 
conceived in the context 
of such r i v a l r i e s . The anti-
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colonialism there was gone. 
Moreover,UN action was to 
be part of a wider e f fo r t 
at international construction 
including the adoption of 
a Declaration on Principles 
Governing Friendly Relations 
among States,a declaration 
on Strengthening International 
Peace and Security,of a 
document on International 
Development and Strategy 
f o r . the Second Development 
Decade,a Declaration of 
Principles for the peaceful 
use of the sea-bed and so 
on. 

I t was in pursuit of 
the object ive of obtaining 
from the UN General Assembly 
a Declaration on the Indian 
Ocean along the l ines cal led 
for in Lusaka that Sri Lanka 
in 1970 began the process 
of Commonwealth consultation 
for which my background 
was to be the working docu­
ment. These consultations 
were to be a prelude - to 
an i n i t i a t i v e by' Sri Lanka 
at the UN Sessions. 

Of f i c i a l perceptions 
in Sri Lanka of the Peace 
Zone concept,I should r e c a l l , 
were themselves dominated 
by the non-aligned approach.In 
preparing my Paper,I not 
only had no other back ground 
than the non-aligned documents 
I have just referred t o . I 
had also no d i rec t ive that 
might , have necessitated 
variation of the conception 
suggested in that background, 
particularly the Lusaka 
Resolution re la t ing to the 
Indian Ocean. 

I have two problems,however 
about that non-aligned formu­
la t ion of the concept. One 
problem was that in i t s 
terms peace and peace zones 

came to be associated with 
the mere absence of Great 
Power con f l i c t s . For a peace 
conception,this was a negative 
idea. Apart from th is , the 
concept l e f t the. f i e l d wide 
open to a more circumscribed 
theatre in which regional 
r i v a l r i e s and completion 
would have free manifestation. 
So long as these had no 
l inks to Great Powers,and 
their rivalries,presumably 
the peace zone carried no 
reins on behaviour.A Hobbesian 
state of nature could s t i l l 
p reva i l , the l i f e of man 

probably more 'nasty,brutish and 
short 1 because there are' no 
greater feuds than blood feuds 
and stripping the region of ex­
tra-regional balances i s no way 
of mitigating them. 

The second problem was 
equally fundamental.lt -occur­
red to me that i t was a l r ight 
for the Non-Aligned Nations 
to c a l l for vacation of 
Great Power r iva l ry and 
mil i tary competition in 
re la t ion to outer space • 
and ce l e s t i a l bodies,to 
the sea-bed and ocean floor 
and to Antarctica.But,to . 
c a l l for a Peace Zone free 
of Great Power presence 
and competition in .relation 

• to an Ocean that i s part 
of undifferentiated Ocean 
space providing l inks between 
far flung lands and regions, 
something less general than 
ideas such as the common 
benefit or heritage of man, 

less metropolitan than the mi t i ­
gating impact of a peace zone 
in the Indian Ocean in global 
r iva l ry in the heartland centres 
of tension and more special than 
the general security of the In­
dian Ocean states was cal led for 
to jus t i fy a demand for exclu­
sion. 

Both problems,it seemed 
to me,raised the question 
whether an ecological pe rs ­
pect ive ,necessarily ' a search 
for eco-system characterist ics 
offered any r e a l i s t i c ground 
in the area of the Indian 
Ocean.As defined by Cl i f ford 
Geertz from the viewpoint 
of cultural ecology,such 
a perspe'cfc&ve^to. the extent 
i t had ground,meant that 
"as one specif ies more fu l ly 
the precise nature of a 
people 's ' adaptation from 
the geographical si.de, one 
inescapably specif ics at 
the same time and to the 
same degree,their adaptation 
from the cultural side.One 
advocates in ' short,an eco­
system within which, certain 
selected cul tural ,biological 
and physical variables are 
determinately inter-related, 
and which w i l l y ie ld to 
the same general mode of 
analysis as eco-syst'ems 
within which human organisms 
do not happen to play a 
r o l e . " 

Ef fec t ive ly , the question 
was whether the Indian Ocean 
carried any evidence,active 
or potent ial , that ' might 
afford us ground for thinking 
of i t in eco-system terms.Were 
there variables we might 
point to . cultural,physical 
b io logica l and even po l i t i ca l 
since we are concerned here 
more with p o l i t i c a l than 
with .cultural ecology-which 
have become inter-related 
in a determinate way such 
that when we specify the 
adaptation of the societ ies 
of the region from the'geogra­
phical side we are specifying 
at the same time and to 
the same degree their adap­
tation , from the, p o l i t i c a l 
and. cultural side and vice 
versa. 
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Qf course,we have to 
bear in mind the colonial 
era and the impact that 
the so-called Epoch of Vasco 
da Gama made in ecological 
terms on the developing 
international area of the 
Indian Ocean.A researcher 
seeking eco-system charac­
t e r i s t i c s in the post-colonial 
soc ie t i e s of the •: region 
mould not be working on 
material and sources repre­
senting the conditions and 
relationship of these soc ie­
t i e s "in their pre-western 
incarnations."He would be 
looking at evidence in the 
aftermath of European domi­
nance, in the aftermath of 
an Epoch in which the Indian 
Ocean was subordinated to 
the North Atlantic and became 
the periphery of metropolitan 
l i f e elsewhere.This means 
each step of the .. research 
i s a task of reconstruction 
of conditions and r e a l i t i e s 
that no longer quite obtain 
and which are only distorted 
mirrored in the empirical 
evidences of present condi­
t ions of the region. 

S t i l l , I saw immediately 
that geographically speaking 
the area of the Indian Ocean 
met certain c r i t i c a l condi-
t ions that argued i t s special 
reality.Among the Oceans 
of the wor ld , i t i s the most 
land-locked.The accesses 

into i t are few constrained. 
Opaque land-forms,continental 
in s ize,block i t s horizons 
to. the north and west.Even 
the Ocean's circulat ion 
with Arct ic r e a l i t i e s i s 
massively in te rd ic t ed . l t 
i s . conspicuously the most 
t ropical of the oceajDs.The 
land immediately joining 
the Ocean,besides,have physi­
cal features,some quite 
obtrusive,that mark them 

o f f from the continents 
to which they belong and 
bring them into an Oceanic 
system.Wonsoon . winds and 
Ocean currents make for 
immensely circulatory condi­
t ions . To de ta i l more would 
be to go to great length. 

I saw also the special 
h i s tor ica l r ea l i t y of a 
region so nurtured by these 
geographical conditions.The 
abutting socie t ies were 
Asian and African. They had 
much greater contact and 
intermingling between them 
in pre-European centuries 
than even the work of trie 
most frontier 'researchers 

have disclosed.When the 
European came,they were 
not soc ie t ies on the verge 
of either breakdown or exhaus­
t ion . They were in the midst 
of what I would c a l l great 
and encompassing change 
and on the verge of major 
transformations. P o l i t i c a l l y , 
we could have jus t i f iab ly 
ident i f ied the region as 
an internat ional 'system,rela­
t i v e l y autonomous as such 
systems were before a general 
global system was forged 
by the European at the cost 
of autonomous international 
l i f e . I t was probably as 
much an international system 
as Europe was before i t 
embarked on foreign ventures 
and discoveries . 

' Apart from this,although 
the colonial era had put 
these socie t ies of the Indian 
Ocean apart and asunder, 
although i t had served v i t a l 
links,stopped on-going con- • 
tacts and relations,and 
forced v i r tua l ly regressive 
or retrogressive subsistence 
conditions on what was a. 
vigorous trading system 
predicated on maritime l i f e 

and exchange,the experience 
of . colonial rule,good and 
bad,had added a great deal 
to common elements in their 
heritage and contributed 
to similar development des­
t i n i e s . 

One -could presume at 
least basic general conditions" 
for postulating the region 
as demarcating a special 
r e a l i t y . I f there was something 
new my Background Paper 
added to the Non-Aligned 
rendition of the concept 
of a Peace Zone in the Indian 
Ocean,it was the ecological 
perspective which enabled 
me to note,probe and stress 
that r e a l i t y . 

Of course,the Paper made 
no easy assumptions. The 
area of the Indian Ocean 
gave ground for specifyinf 
i t as a d i s t inc t ive region 
of the world. But , i t gave 
no ground for assuming that, 
therefore,consensus and 
sol idar i ty in the area of 
the Ocean pursued high l e v e l s . 
"The India Ocean area",the 
Paper stressed," i s a 
region of low so l ida r i t i e s 
and community of in te res t s . " 
Such links as existed were 
"bi la tera l or sub-regional." 
.The Paper also- emphasized 
that a corrol lary of the 
Peace Zone was the obligat ion 
of regional or Indian Ocean 
states to refrain themselves 
from any. action prejudicial 
to the concept of- the Zone.It 
held their defence require­
ments w i l l have to be measured 
against their obligations 
in that respect. 

On the other hand,the 
Paper was emphatic that 
a "Peace' Zone in the Indian 
Ocean w i l l provide transi­
t ional minimum conditions 
for the development of an 
Indian Ocean Community."This 
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conceptually,was a great 
distance t ravel led • from 
the Lusaka Resolution ca l l ing 
for a Peace Zone where the 
dominant object ive was a 
non-aligned Oceanian Ocean 
purely and simply vacated 
of Great Power r i v a l r i e s , 
purely and simply without 

any pos i t ive underpinnings 
that would have even jus t i f i ed 
such a c a l l . 

I t i s , now well over e 
dozen years since Sri Lanka,ar 
Indian Ocean State of a 
central i ty without pa ra l l e l , 
took the i n i t i a t i v e of raising 
a decision of the Non-Aligned 
at the venue of a hinterland 
state of the Indian Ocean 
at i t s western,African end,at 
a Conference of Heads of 
Governments o f the CcnttOortwealt 
h at a venue of a costal 
state that stood at the 
gateway of the Indian Ocean 
at i t s eastern Asian end.An 
O l y m p i c runner could not 
have brought out the symbolic 
elements of encompassing 
unity bet ter . 

The question i s what 
these twelue years have 
accomplished and what of 
the future. 

We have,of course, some 
manifest evidences of achieve­
ment. In 1971,the UN General 
Assembly adopted a Resolution 
solemnly declaring that 
the Indian Ocean,within 
l imi ts to be defined together 
with the air space above 
and the subajacent ocean 
f loor , was a Peace Zone 
for a l l times. In ca l l ing 
for consultations between 
the Great Powers the major 
maritime users of the Indian 
Ocean and the l i t t o r a l and. 
hinterland States, the Reso­
lution linked the general 
non-aligned object ive of 
universal c o l l e c t i v e security 

without mili tary al l iances 
with the object ive of regional 
co-operation of Indian Ocean 
States. 

I attended that Session 
of the UN to help promote 
and steer a Resolution and 
well remember the d i f f i cu l ty 
of the task. For the t radi­
t ional major users the very 
thought of a Peace Zone 
involving the high seas 
of a major Ocean was r idicu­
lous. There was f u l l congru­
ence on this position from 
the part of the major non-
tradit ional user,the Soviet 
Union. The Great Powers 
as a whole had even more 
reason to see no Resolution 
of the UN pass on the subject. 
I t touched deeply c r i t i c a l 

' s t ra tegic . i n t e r e s t s . ^ There 
were perfunctory elements 
in the concern of the Non-
aligned themselves for a 
Peace Zone in the Indian 
Ocean with which many of 
them had no contiguity. 
Most of the l i t t o r a l and 
hinterland States did not 
even know they were l i t t o r a l 
and hinterland States,so 
abstracted were they in 
their post-colonial r ea l i ty 
fijom the neighbouring Ocean,so 
absorbed in continental 
and land-based pre'-occupations 
and horizons, so in ter ior 
and inland bound in any 
case. Those l i t t o r a l States 
that were self-consciously 
aware of their rea l i ty in 
the ' Ocean looked at the 
idea of a Peace Zone with 
no great a lacr i ty to be 
sure , f i rs t , that their in ter ­
ests in the Indian Ocean 
meshed.Indeed,the f i r s t 

drafts of a Resolution we 
circulated to l i t t o r a l and 
hinterland states were r e ­
ceived at the Meeting with 
what we thought was strangely 
'deafening s i l e n c e ' . 

Clearly,there i s * only 
a limited value by themselves 
in . general Declarations 
of this kind. But,as a 'means 
for sharpening perspectives 

or better to achieve frontier 
advances in perception,they 
serve the purpose most dec i s i ­
ve ly . The Declaration on 
the Indian Ocean, I think,did 
so pre-eminently. 

There had been even d i s ­
agreement within the Sri 
Lankan delegation whether 
the Resolution should c a l l 
for negotiations in good 
fai th to i n s t a l l a Peace 
Zone in fu l l l ega l plenitude 
or leave the question o f 
such negotiations wide-open 
and instead look for <an 

; anihitious poUticiM... $ S r C j 6 > • 

ration backed unantbitioysly, 
however, by not more than 
exhortation and ca l l s for 
consultations of a p o l i t i c a l 
and diplomatic kind. In 
i t s wisdom the delegation 
f ina l ly supported my prefer­
ence for the la t te r course. 
The consensus, I thought, 
was simply non-existent 
for any other recourse whether 
we held in view the l i t t o r a l 
states!, the major maritime 
users or the Great Powers. 
In other words,the Resolution 
r e a l i s t i c a l l y looked to 
the growth of consensus 
through consultations. But, 
again r e a l i s t i c a l l y , there 
were no dates or time l imi t 
set for consultations. None 
were even envisaged. I t 
was realised that even the 
p o l i t i c a l w i l l to consult 
was weak. Before i t could 
strongly manifest, there 
would have to be evolution 
and change, and this would 
need to embrace not just 
the Great Powers or the 
major maritime users bgt 
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a l so , indeed par t icular ly , the 
l i t t o r a l and hinterland 
states of the Indian Ocean. 

Of course, at the next 
Session of the UN General 
Assembly we managed to set 
up an Ad Hoc Committee 
to provide a ' continuing 
ins t i tu t ion - for securing 
action on the Declaration.But, 
this again was an extr ins ic 
step compared to the need 
for p o l i t i c a l change and 
development. 

i 

What evidence have these 
dozen years brought to the 

' fore of such evolution and 
change? The case of Sri 
Lanka affords the evidence 
of a heartland Indian Ocean 
State. Change here cannot 
help but be r e f l e c t i v e of 
exclusively Indian Ocean 
dynamics. They do not dovetai l 
in to the dynamics or condi­
t ions of other regions as 
would be the case in a l i t t o ­
ra l or hinterland state 
with a less central and 
less purely Indian Ocean 
loca t ion . Besides,the Sri 
Lanka case should be a fami­
l i a r one to us. 

Ue must note here the 
Indian Ocean fashioned Sri 
Lanka's h i s to r ica l rea l i ty 
over the millenia in which 
i t was formed. Thus, in 
a developing Oceanic In ter­
national System Sri Lanka 
had been a Bay of Bengal 
State from the 5th Century 
B.C. t i l l about the 10th. 
t ransi t ional dynamics set 
in about the 10th when the 
Arabian Sea began to exercise 
influence over the area. 

' By the 14th these changes 
had e f f e c t i v e l y converted 
Sri Lanka from Bay of Bengal 
to an Arabian Sea p o l i t i c a l 
r e a l i t y . The centres of 

r Sri Lankan p o l i t i c a l l i f e 
28 

had gravitated to i t s western 
l i t t o r a l . In 1505 the Portu­
guese ar r ived. Transitional 
conditions sat . in 'again. 
A period of expanded in ter ­
national, re lat ions in which 
Atlantic Ocean powers came 
into contact with the states 
of the Indian Ocean,it led 
before long to the dual 
r ea l i ty of a European govern­
ment of. the Maritime Provinces 
and an indigenous government 
of the In te r io r . 

This history of the Indian 
Ocean change was, of course, 
part of Sri Lanka's h is tor ica l 
r e a l i t y when i t emerged 
as an independent state 
in 1948. During the Bay 
of Bengal period of i t s 
international history the 
Raja Rata had been the dpmi-
nanat p o l i t i c a l region;the 
Ruhuna to a lesser, extent. 
Kotte and Jaffna became 
centres of p o l i t i c a l l i f e 
when the Arabian Sea became 
dominant. The a r r iva l of 
the Protuguese led to the 
r i se of Colombo and the 
h is tor ica l region of the 
Low Country. Colombo not 
only supplanted Kotte and 
Jaffna; i t also created 
i t s ant i thesis , Kandy and 
the h is tor ica l region on 
which i t was based - the 
Up Country. 

I t i s such a country, 
so internally d i f ferent ia ted , 
insuff ic ient ly integrated, 
compounded by the dualism 
of l i f e that the European 
impact brought about, that 
in 1948 became an independent 
State - trying against h is to­
r ic contradictions to remain 
cohesive, internally coherent. 
But, the Raja Rata, Ruhuna 
Rata, Kotte, Jaffna, Colombo 
and Kandy were no procession 
of names of place, no roster 

of successive things. They 
were part of the conditions 
of Sri Lanka's post co lonia l 
l i f e . They *jtfect»S>- or 
mirrored an Inttian Ocean 
History that was i t s e l f 
no history of continuous 
development and continuity. 
The western interregnum 
stopped indigenous impulses 
for change,reversed progre­
ssive trends and brought 
new dynamics that forced 
a dualist restructuring 

of internal conditions. 
I t would take a great 

dela more time that I have 
to ident ify the speci f ic 
dynamics in post-independent 
Sri- Lanka and establish 
the co-relat ion of domestic 
to Indian Ocean change. 
Suffice i t to say tftot the 
emergence in Sri Lanka of 
a national state ent i ty 
that integrates and assimi­
lates into an organic order 
a l l the region* that i t s 
Indian Ocean history had 
helped to implant in i t s 
social r e a l i t y : Raja Rata, 
Kotte, Jaffna, Colombo, 
Kandy - would be no domestic 
event. I t would mean a l so , 
and necessarily the emergence 
of an Indian Ocean region 
more reflectivR of a Community 
of States Inan i f such a 
domestic c rys ta l l i sa t ion 

does not take place . We 
would then be more on the 
road to an Indian Ocean 
Community of States. The 
slow movement in the UN 
on consultations with regard 
to the Peace Zone does not 
dampen my hopes. I t does 
not do so because I am con­
vinced p o l i t i c a l development 

in the region of the Indian 
Ocean i s enhancing conditions 
daily for regional l i f e . T h i s , 
more than anything e l se provided 
the launching pad for a Zone of 
Peace. 

ECONOMIC REVIEW APRIL '85 


