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T h i s is t h e I n t e r n a t i o n a l Y e a r f o r t h e W o r l d ' s 
I n d i g e n o u s P e o p l e . T h e C a b i n e t a p p r o v e d N a t i o n a l 
C o m m i t t e e , w h i c h I cha i r , h a s , in c o l l a b o r a t i o n w i t h 
c o n c e r n e d s ta te a g e n c i e s , C u l t u r a l S u r v i v a l a n d 
s e v e r a l o the r n o n - g o v e r n m e n t a l o r g a n i s a t i o n s w o r k e d 
o u t a na t i ona l p r o g r a m m e of ac t i v i t i es . W e h a v e a n 
a m b i t i o u s a g e n d a i n c l u d i n g p r o g r a m m e s in t he f ie ld 
o f e d u c a t i o n , a w a r e n e s s p r o m o t i o n , r e s e a r c h , 
p u b l i c a t i o n s a n d ins t i tu t ion b u i l d i n g . T h e p r o g r a m m e 
is d e s i g n e d to m a k e a p e r m a n e n t i m p a c t o n a n d a 
s i g n i f i c a n t a d v a n c e in o u r u n d e r s t a n d i n g a n d 
a p p r e c i a t i o n of i n d i g e n o u s p e o p l e , t he i r c u l t u r e a n d 
the i r c o n t r i b u t i o n to o u r c i v i l i sa t i on . T h i s p r o g r a m m e 
m a y he lp t h e m to s t r e n g t h e n or r e - e s t a b l i s h the i r 
r i gh ts , cu l t u ra l v a l u e s , i ns t i t u t i ons a n d e t h n i c iden t i t y . 

T h e r e i s w i d e s p r e a d k n o w l e d g e o f t h e 
r e c o m m e n d a t i o n s of t h e U N C o n f e r e n c e o n t h e 
E n v i r o n m e n t a n d D e v e l o p m e n t o n th i s s u b j e c t a n d of 
t h e U n i t e d N a t i o n s G e n e r a l A s s e m b l y 
r e c o m m e n d a t i o n s a n d reso lu t i on d e s i g n a t i n g 1 9 9 3 

a s t h e I n t e rna t i ona l Y e a r fo r t h e W o r l d ' s I n d i g e n o u s 
P e o p l e . Bu t , t h e r e is l ess a w a r e n e s s of a n I L O 
C o n v e n t i o n of 3 6 y e a r s s t a n d i n g , v i z : t h e I n d i g e n o u s 
a n d T r i b a l P o p u l a t i o n s C o n v e n t i o n a n d 
R e c o m m e n d a t i o n s of 1 9 5 7 , r e v i s e d a n d u p - d a t e d in 
1 9 8 9 u n d e r t h e t i t le " I n d i g e n o u s a n d T r i ba l P e o p l e s 
C o n v e n t i o n , 1 9 8 9 " . T h e 1 9 5 7 C o n v e n t i o n w a s a n 
i m p o r t a n t s u p p l e m e n t to t h e U n i v e r s a l D e c l a r a t i o n of 
H u m a n R igh ts , t h e In te rna t iona l C o v e n a t o n E c o n o m i c , 
Soc i a l a n d C u l t u r a l R i g h t s , t h e I n t e rna t i ona l C o v e n a t 
o n C iv i l a n d Po l i t i ca l R i g h t s , a n d v a r i o u s i n t e rna t i ona l 
i n s t r u m e n t s o n h u m a n r igh ts a n d t he p r e v e n t i o n of 
d i s c r i m i n a t i o n a d o p t e d pr io r t o 1 9 5 7 . 

In m a n y p a r t s of t h e w o r l d , t h e r e a r e i n d i g e n o u s 
p e o p l e , o f t e n r e f e r r e d to a s t r i ba l s , w h o h a v e b e e n 
m a r g i n a l i s e d , w h o s e r igh ts h a v e b e e n v i o l a t e d a n d 
w h o c o n t i n u e to b e d i s c r i m i n a t e d a g a i n s t e v e n n o w . 
D h e b a r ( 1 9 6 1 ) d e s c r i b e s a n d a n a l y s e s h o w th is c a m e 
a b o u t in Ind ia . W e i n e r ( 1 9 7 8 ) n o t e s tha t t he s to r i es of 
h o w I nd i an t r iba l w e r e t r i c k e d in to l os i ng the i r l a n d s 
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a r e v e r y s im i l a r t o t h o s e h e a r d in na t i ve A m e r i c a n 
r e s e r v a t i o n s . T h e h i s to r i es of t h e d e c l i n e of t r iba l 
c o m m u n i t i e s in m a n y c o u n t r i e s a n d t he k i nds of 
e x p l o i t a t i o n a n d o p p r e s s i o n t hey h a v e b e e n s u b j e c t e d 
to h a v e m a n y pa ra l l e l s . 

In m a n y c o u n t r i e s i n d i g e n o u s p e o p l e a re not s e e n 
a s a c l a s s spec i f i ca l l y en t i t l ed to bene f i t s u n d e r the 
ea r l i e r i n t e r n a t i o n a l i n s t r u m e n t s r e f e r r ed to a b o v e . It 
is in t h i s c o n t e x t t ha t t he 1 9 5 7 C o n v e n t i o n w a s a 
w a t e r s h e d in t h e e m a n c i p a t i o n of i n d i g e n o u s p e o p l e . 
S i n c e t h e n m a n y d e v e l o p m e n t s h a v e t a k e n p lace 
r igh ts to o w n , o c c u p y a n d e n j o y t he p r o d u c e of the i r 
l a n d s . In r e s p e c t of e d u c a t i o n , t he p r e s c r i p t i o n g o e s 
b e y o n d e q u a l o p p o r t u n i t y to t h e r e q u i r e m e n t tha t the i r 
c h i l d r e n s h o u l d b e t a u g h t , w h e r e p r a c t i c a b l e , to r e a d 
a n d w r i t e in the i r o w n i n d i g e n o u s l a n g u a g e w h i c h 
s h o u l d b e p r e s e r v e d a n d d e v e l o p e d . M o r e o v e r , 
i n d i g e n o u s p e o p l e s h o u l d b e m a d e a w a r e of the i r 
r i gh ts a n d d u t i e s ; in tu rn o the r s e c t i o n s of t he p e o p l e 
s h o u l d b e e d u c a t e d w i t h a v i e w to c r e a t i n g be t te r 
u n d e r s t a n d i n g of i n d i g e n o u s p e o p l e a n d e l im ina t i ng 
p r e j u d i c e s a g a i n s t t h e m . 

It is o n t he l i nes of t h e s e a n d o t h e r p r o v i s i o n s spe l t 
o u t in t h e c o n v e n t i o n tha t w e h a v e f o r m u l a t e d ou r 
n a t i o n a l a g e n d a . T h e Sr i L a n k a b a s e d B e l l a m y 
t e l ev i s i on s e r i e s ' R o u t e s of W i s d o m ' h a s a l r e a d y 
b e i n g l a u n c h e d . T h e s e c o n d N a t i o n a l E n v i r o n m e n t a l 
Exh ib i t i on t i t led 'Ad i vas i L a n k a ' is s c h e d u l e d to b e 
h e l d in la te M a r c h 1 9 9 4 . T w o s p e c i a l s t a m p s wi l l b e 
i s s u e d a n d t h e r e wi l l b e a n e x t e n d e d p r o g r a m m e of 
b r o a d c a s t s , t e l e c a s t s , f i l m s , p u b l i c l e c t u r e s a n d 
s e m i n a r s o n th i s t h e m e . A s e c t i o n of t he C o l o m b o 
M u s e u m wi l l f e a t u r e t he cu l t u re a n d l i fe-s ty le of t he 
V e d d a s a n d a s e c t i o n of the N a t i o n a l A r c h i v e s wi l l 
s t o re d o c u m e n t s re la t i ng to t h e m . It is p r o p o s e d tha t 
s u p p l e m e n t a r y r e a d e r s wi l l b e p r e p a r e d in S i n h a l a , 
Ta i l a n d E n g l i s h a n d V e d d a d i a l ec t s for u s e by s c h o o l 
c h i l d r e n . R e s e a r c h ac t iv i t y h a s b e g u n a n d w e h o p e to 
h a v e s e v e r a l p u b l i c a t i o n s , c a s s e t t e s , f i lms a n d v i d e o s 
w h i c h wi l l r e c o r d fo r t he bene f i t of p r e s e n t a n d fu tu re 
g e n e r a t i o n s in Sr i L a n k a a n d o v e r s e a s a n d , a b o v e a l l , 
t ha t of t he i n t e rna t i ona l l aw a n d in the s i tua t ion of 
i n d i g e n o u s p e o p l e . T h e s e h a v e l ed t o g r o w i n g 
a w a r e n e s s a n d a c k n o w l e d g e m e n t of t he i l l -e f fects of 
d i s c r i m i n a t i o n a g a i n s t a n d p e r s i s t e n t n e g l e c t of t he 
r igh ts of i n d i g e n o u s p e o p l e , a n d of the va l id i ty of thei r 
a s p i r a t i o n s . T h e i r q u e s t f o r s o c i o - e c o n o m i c 
a d v a n c e m e n t w h i l e r e ta i n i ng v a l u a b l e a s p e c t s of the i r 
c u l t u r e n o w r e c e i v e s m o r e a t t e n t i o n . T h e r e is 
i n c r e a s i n g , t h o u g h ye t i n a d e q u a t e , a c c e p t a n c e of the 
r igh ts of i n d i g e n o u s p e o p l e to g r e a t e r a u t o n o m y a n d 
to t h e p r e s e r v a t i o n of the i r ident i t y , l a n g u a g e a n d 
re l i g ion . T h e r e is a l s o a d e e p e r a p p r e c i a t i o n of the 

v a l u e of the i r d is t inc t ive con t r i bu t i on to cu l tu ra l d ivers i ty 
a n d to soc ia l a n d e c o l o g i c a l h a r m o n y . T h a t t h e y l ive 
c l ose r to na tu re a n d h a v e m u c h to t e a c h us a b o u t 
h a r m o n i o u s c o - e x i s t e n c e w i t h f l o ra a n d f a u n a in the i r 
na tu ra l hab i ta t s is n o w w i d e l y r e c o g n i s e d . 

It is in t h e s e c i r c u m s t a n c e s tha t t h e I L O h a d t a k e n 
the in i t ia t ive to rev i se a n d u p d a t e t he C o n v e n t i o n n o w 
re fe r red to a s t he I n d i g e n o u s a n d T r i ba l P e o p l e s 
C o n v e n t i o n , 1 9 8 9 . T h i s C o n v e n t i o n p r e s c r i b e d tha t 
i n d i g e n o u s p e o p l e s h o u l d b e c o n s u l t e d a n d f ree ly 
pa r t i c ipa te in m a k i n g d e c i s i o n s o n leg is la t i ve a n d 
a d m i n i s t r a t i v e m e a s u r e s c o n c e r n i n g t h e m , tha t t hey 
h a v e t he r ight t o d e c i d e the i r o w n p r io r i t i es a n d tha t it 
s h o u l d b e e n s u r e d t h a t t h e i r s o c i o - e c o n o m i c 
d e v e l o p m e n t is c o m p a t i b l e w i t h t h e i r c u s t o m s , 
c u s t o m a r y r igh ts a n d l a w s : it a l s o c a s t s an ob l i ga t i on 
o n the s ta te to p ro tec t i n d i g e n o u s p e o p l e f r om v io la t ion 
of the i r i nd i v idua l a n d co l l ec t i ve r igh ts . T h e c o n v e n t i o n 
a f f i rms the i r V e d d a p o p u l a t i o n , a n a c c o u n t of the i r 
d is t inc t i ve cu l t u re , l i fe -s ty le a n d e n v i r o n m e n t - f r i e n d l y 
i n te rac t ion w i t h n a t u r e . S o m e scho la r l y l i te ra ture o n 
the sub jec t wi l l a l s o b e p u b l i s h e d . A r e s e a r c h c e n t r e 
wi l l be e s t a b l i s h e d at K a t a r a g a m a . 

T h e V e d d a s c l a i m to b e the o r ig ina l i nhab i t an t s o f 
Sri L a n k a ; bu t w e k n o w v e r y l i tt le o f t h e m . W h a t a re 
the o r i g ins of t he V e d d a s ? H u t t o n ( 1 9 4 1 ) , G h u r y e 
( 1 9 8 0 ) a n d o t h e r s h a v e a t t e m p t e d to l ink t he o r i g ins o f 
t he t r i bes o f I nd ia to s u c c e s s i v e w a v e s o f i n v a s i o n 
o v e r s e v e r a l m i l l e n n i a . T h e d e f e a t e d p o p u l a t i o n s m a y 
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b e c o m p l e t e l y a b s o r b e d b y t h e v i c t o r s o r pa r t l y 
a s s i m i l a t e d in to a s u b o r d i n a t e c a s t e o r m a y e s c a p e 
(or b e b a n i s h e d ) in to a r e m o t e r e g i o n . P o p u l a t i o n s 
w h i c h o c c u p y i n h o s p i t a b l e c o u n t r y m a y a l t o g e t h e r 
e s c a p e s u b j u g a t i o n . S o m e of t h e s e p o p u l a t i o n s h a v e 
s u b s e q u e n t l y s u c c u m b e d to p h y s i c a l o r c u l t u r a l 
c o n q u e s t . T h o s e w h o a r e t e r m e d t r i ba ls a r e t h e 
d e s c e n d a n t s of t h o s e w h o e s c a p e d o r r es i s t ed s u c h 
i n c o r p o r a t i o n . It is l i ke ly t h a t m u c h of t h e h i s to ry of t he 
V e d d a s , w h o a r e r e p u t e d to h a v e b e e n b a n i s h e d in to 
t he fo res t s m a n y c e n t u r i e s a g o , fa l ls w i th in th is p a t t e r n ; 
bu t of the i r o r i g i n s t h e r e is l i t t le k n o w l e d g e a n d l i t t le 
a g r e e m e n t a m o n g s c h o l a r s . In o t h e r c o u n t r i e s t o o t he 
p r o c e s s e s by w h i c h t r i ba ls e m e r g e d a p p e a r t o h a v e 
b e e n s im i la r bu t , a g a i n , t he i r o r i g i n s a r e o f t en los t in 
p re -h i s to r y . 

W e h a v e n o p r e c i s e de f i n i t i on of e i t he r ' I n d i g e n o u s 
P e o p l e ' o r ' V e d d a ' . E v e n in t h e Sr i L a n k a n c o n t e x t , 
t h e s e t e r m s m a y no t b e s y n o n y m o u s no r the ca tego r i es 
c o - t e r m i n u s . A fu r t he r c o m p l i c a t i o n is tha t t h e r e a re 
s e v e r a l c o m m u n i t i e s r e f e r r e d to a s V e d d a s l iv ing in 
d i f fe ren t l oca l i t i es , s p e a k i n g d i s t i nc t d i a l e c t s a n d w i t h 
s ign i f i can t v a r i a t i o n in l i fe s t y l es a n d cu l tu ra l f e a t u r e s . 
T h a t t h e y a r e b r a n c h e s of a c o m m o n e thn i c g r o u p h a s 
not b e e n e s t a b l i s h e d . N o r it is c lear tha t all c o m m u n i t i e s 
d e s c e n d e d f r o m p re -h i s t o r i c s e t t l e m e n t s in Sr i L a n k a 
a r e c o v e r e d b y t h e t e r m ' V e d d a ' ; s o m e of t h e 
c o m m u n i t i e s c o u l d p o s s i b l y b e of d i f f e ren t o r i g i n . 
M u c h r e s e a r c h n e e d s to b e d o n e to t h r o w s o m e l ight 
o n t h e s e i s s u e s . 

In a l m o s t e v e r y c o u n t r y t h e r e is t h e inev i t ab le 
d i l e m m a r e g a r d i n g t h e c o u n t r y ' s i n d i g e n o u s / t r i b a l 
p o p u l a t i o n : to a s s i m i l a t e o r t o i n s u l a t e ? T h e f o r m e r 
a l t e r n a t i v e m i g h t f a c i l i t a t e r a p i d e c o n o m i c a n d 
e d u c a t i o n a l d e v e l o p m e n t b u t c o u l d l e a d t o t h e 
d i s i n t e g r a t i o n of e t h n i c iden t i t y . T h e la t ter a l t e rna t i ve 
m i g h t he l p t o p r e s e r v e t h e e t h n i c iden t i t y bu t , in t he 
p r o c e s s , h i n d e r e c o n o m i c a n d e d u c a t i o n a l 

a d v a n c e m e n t . W i t h i n i n d i g e n o u s c o m m u n i t i e s a s we l l 
a s a m o n g s c h o l a r s o p i n i o n is d i v i d e d . G h u r y e ( 1 9 8 0 ) 
l is ts t h r e e o p t i o n s , v i z : 

(i) Revival ism, in w h i c h o n l y s u c h c h a n g e s 
a r e p r o m o t e d a s a re d e s i g n e d to c a p t u r e 
a p a s t idy l l ic s ta te ; 

(ii) Isolation and Preservat ion , i .e., v i r tua l l y 
" h a n d s o r ; a n d 

(iii) Assimilation. 
T h e s e m a y a p p e a r to b e c o n t r a d i c t o r y o r e v e n 

m u t u a l l y e x c l u s i v e o p t i o n s bu t w e m a y n e e d t o h a v e 
e l e m e n t s of e a c h of t h e s e in a n y m e a n i n g f u l po l i cy 
p a c k a g e w e a d o p t in r e s p e c t of i n d i g e n o u s p e o p l e . In 
fac t , t o t h e e x t e n t t ha t a n y po l i c y is i den t i f i ab le , th is 
s e e m s to b e t he c a s e . 

In Sr i L a n k a , a s in m a n y o t h e r p a r t s o f t h e w o r l d , 
t he i ns t i t u t i ons r e p r e s e n t a t i v e of i n d i g e n o u s p e o p l e 
h a v e b e e n d e s t r o y e d o r h a v e w i t h e r e d a w a y u n d e r 
a d v e r s e c o n d i t i o n s . O v e r t h e c e n t u r i e s the i r cu l t u re 
h a s lost i t 's v i ta l i ty a n d t he i n d i g e n o u s c o m m u n i t i e s 
h a v e b e c o m e f r a g m e n t e d , d i s p l a c e d f r o m s o m e of 
t h e i r t r a d i t i o n a l h o m e l a n d s a n d g e o g r a p h i c a l l y 
s ca t t e red . T h e r e is no e f fec t i ve ins t i tu t iona l m e c h a n i s m 
t h r o u g h w h i c h t h e y c a n b e c o n s u l t e d . D e s p i t e g a p s in 
po l i cy a n d s o m e w e a k n e s s e s in i m p l e m e n t a t i o n , m a n y 
c o u n t r i e s h a v e c lea r l y d e f i n e d p r o g r a m m e s re la t i ng 
to t h e t rad i t i ona l h o m e l a n d s of i n d i g e n o u s p e o p l e , to 
the s u s t e n a n c e of the i r a r t s a n d c ra f t s a n d to t he 
a l l o c a t i o n of r e s o u r c e s f o r t h e i r s o c i o - e c o n o m i c 
a d v a n c e m e n t . S o m e c o u n t r i e s a l s o h a v e a n e t w o r k of 
q u o t a s a n d p r e f e r e n c e s in r e c r u i t m e n t t o j o b s a n d 
a d m i s s i o n s to ins t i tu t i ons of te r t i a ry e d u c a t i o n a n d 
ski l l t r a i n i ng . In Sr i L a n k a w e h a v e n e v e r h a d a c lea r l y 
f o r m u l a t e d , c o m p r e h e n s i v e a n d c o n s i s t e n t po l i c y in 
respec t of i n d i g e n o u s p e o p l e . 

W e n e e d to jo in t l y s e a r c h for t h e r e - d i s c o v e r y of t he 
lost he r i t age of i n d i g e n o u s p e o p l e a n d t he ident i f i ca t ion 
of the i r c o n t r i b u t i o n to ou r n a t i o n a l c u l t u r e . W e n e e d 
to c rea te cond i t i ons for t he r e - e m e r g e n c e of ins t i tu t ions 
to v o i c e the i r h o p e s a n d a s p i r a t i o n s a n d to f o r g e a n d 
c o m m u n i c a t e the i r co l l ec t i ve w i l l . T h e i r s o n g s a n d 
d a n c e s n e e d to b e r e c o r d e d a n d the i r a r t s a n d c ra f t s 
requ i re s u p p o r t . W e n e e d , in c o n s u l t a t i o n w i t h t h e m , 
to f o r m u l a t e po l i cy o n m a t t e r s c o n c e r n i n g the i r na t i ona l 
iden t i t y a n d s o c i o - e c o n o m i c d e v e l o p m e n t a n d al l 
o the r a s p e c t s of the i r w e l f a r e . Le t u s m a k e u s e of t he 
in te res t c r e a t e d a n d t he a c c e s s to g l o b a l i n f o r m a t i o n 
a n d r e s o u r c e s b r o u g h t a b o u t by t h e c e l e b r a t i o n of t he 
I n te rna t i ona l Y e a r fo r t h e W o r l d ' s I n d i g e n o u s P e o p l e 
to m o v e t o w a r d s t he res to ra t i on of the i r r i gh ts , t h e re -
e s t a b l i s h m e n t of the i r i ns t i t u t i ons , t h e r e - d i s c o v e r y of 
the i r h e r i t a g e a n d t he r e c o g n i t i o n of the i r c o n t r i b u t i o n 
to o u r c i v i l i sa t i on . 

7 


