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The Late Gate Mudliyar:

A Visionary who lived
ahead of His Time

A.L. Abdul Azeez
LL.B, Cert. d'Edutes Diplomatiques,
LLM, SLFS

In 1989, writing in The Island newspaper, | recalled my last
conversation with the late Gate Mudliyar M.S. Kariapper. Looking into my eyes,
the ailing Gate Mudliyar studiously asked me “Are you studying well?" He kney
than that | was reading for law. It was on the day he was rushed to a private
hospital in Colombo where he breathed his last.

Inthe twenty years that ensued, | h;avé gone from being a student
of law to a student of international relations. Yet; as the late Gate Mudliyar

would often remark, “| am still a student”. Y,

Let me touch on in this piece, which | dedicate to the memory of
Gate Mudliyar, a few aspects of his life, which | con sider.upique. Some of my
observations come from an intimate knowledge | had of that great man as wel
as from what | had learned from him. Anéi'some, of course, arise from how!
understood- and unravelled- his nuggets of wisdom as my modest exposure
tothe worid at large expanded: For, in my Sssessment, the Jate Kariapper was

also an internationalist, who fived ahead of his time,.andWho: encotraged the
youth o look beyond what seemed immediate into thié wiorld at iarge. He told
&'fiked to look beyond

me once that he was living close to the beach becau

in several wite-ups from time to time. Some have coveed highlights of is
oolon_ ial _s_ennce. some his education, upbﬁ@ing‘ and sca8 ﬁ#sl and some
hll_.t_él.‘udmm! A _tholgrs_r;ip, Many have invariably comm hted on the coré
.m ects of his pd&tal 2 lﬂ‘emi;soonlribulloqto‘the development of education as
iy ' I-..' o @gﬁmﬂum_ imigation and humarjseftle ‘en{.
I ’.'“"i‘_;‘q%a’ﬂ.sawng thatallthis was an integral partof Wrﬁ:‘
S sl S, Mrlhﬂess, the essence of the late K’éﬁapmr's f
ey view, both encpsulated this as weil as extended far beyond it. T0 s:y
s g untested hypothesis, but ience with him spannind
ta decade till his d my experience with
20N s not without substance

‘Facets of thelate Kariappers lustrious iféiive been captured

emise in 1989 makes me to believe that such a"

In my many encounters with the late Kariapper, | found to my
youthful amazement, that he was a man of many parts; an epitome of a mix of
ingenuity and elegance. As | digested over the years some of what he shared
with me in my youth days, my appreciation of him grew ever deeper, inculcating
in me an unshakable beliaf that he had had a thorough understanding of the
world’s history, a comprehensive grasp of contemporary thoughts from
philosophy to politics, and a deeper knowledge of linguistics and literature and
of civilizations and cultures. This is aside from his expertise in the subject of
tropical farming and agro-economics which he was familiar with as a civil
administrator, especially during the war times. And add to it the gift of the gab
and the fun of the pun he commanded. From all this flowed his innate,
immaculate ability to narrate anecdotes and accounts of history, often
interspersed with quotable quotes, peppering both his writings and speeches.
For me, to listen to him was a treat, and to read him- and his writings- was
such a feat.

As the Chinese axiom goes, “an evening's discussion with a
wise man is better than a study of ten years”, Yet, | have lost count of the
number of evenings | had had with the late Kariapper. Much as | would say that
| grew fonder of him, so was | deeply aware that he too liked me most. In the
initial days, | used to go to him every now and then. Such visits, however,
became more frequent as time passed by, with Gate Mudliyar himself sending
me chits through one of his many well-wishers, asking me to ‘see him’. Each
of these visits afforded me an opportunity to learn a new thing, a new expression,
oreven a new postulate or principle. As | remained immersed in an animated
discussion with him wandering from one subject to another covering a whole
host of themes in a matter of hours, the notebook | carried would be full of
quotes, anecdotes and axioms, let alone new words and phrases. These were
often of such rarity that it was then difficult for me to resist the urge to put them
to use then and there.

These discourses, if | may use the term; became one of the

* critical adjuncts of the larger learning process transforming my own personality

—and thinking as well. A positive aspect of this transformation, as faras | could
feel, was an increase in my confidence level as | chose to communicate my
thoughts and began to confront new challenges. {

In a country that had emerged from the yoke of colonialism- in
what is known in International Law as the realization of the right to self-
determination- development was seen as a process of both consolidating that
right as well as giving meaning and content to it. Having served as Vanniyar

|




Mudliyar under the colonial administration in the region, Gate my, diiyarh
acquired a fund of knowledge and experience in addition to a vagt new&d
. high level contacts. As much as he wanted to put this to use for the peopje al_‘:
18 the region, so was there a greater call to public service awaiting hjm fro

| Ceylon's independence leaders. The late D.S. Senanayake, the Fath er:}
Independent Ceylon, was understandably his great admirer. Further as farback
as 1948, ‘politics' was acknowledged perhaps as a higher means of public
service, something the late Kariapper would not have relented.

His advent o politics therefore was logical, and was intended o
help harness that fund to expanding the choice of the people as development
is currently understood in socio-economic discourses. As his political trajectory
bears out, the late Kariapper acquitted himself admirably in this task to his last
day in the legislature, through his dedication to causes ranging from the
. i 3 development of the Gal-Oya Multi-purpose Reservoir Scheme, to building of
B¢ | schools with a particular emphasis on the education of Muslim girls, and to the
| development of Kalmunai region.

- The late Kariapper’s vision of ‘development’ was both exemplary
and inspiring. He was ahead of the curve when it came to the understanding of
the concept of dP-VI_’ﬂOpment. With his experience in, and exposure to, the

| : | :‘Mlﬁpfnant of agriculture and land as well as development of irrigation and
(4 a::: seftiement, and thanks especially to his grasp of contemporary trends
I thoughts, his vision of development had emphasis on sustainability and
| Pﬂmﬁpﬂgspp@acheg_ It Put premium on the involvement of the local
.m"“‘h"“‘ activities that were intended to empower them. In his conception,

= emPpowerment at local level would have its reflection on the strength of

national ui {cohos; i the
the long mr;iy and cohesion aside from engendering wealth and prosperity in

A S

thadamanifestmn ! -

His training in the disciplin oncem for the protection of the environment.
i mpe;tr t:wam e oftropical agriculture had transformed his thinking
owledged in pa.,ﬁw;:"’ environment. Adocument published in 1936 has

gnition of the keen “m:m"’l late Kariapper was elected in the year 1923
ber of the Ceylor hetookin the game protection”, an honorary
Protection Society. “He is today Tu"e
Ministe 5 ociety has, including the Hon. MF:

“ fini 'rdAg"W""waLand-, g

‘Wasngo;uvf rise therefore that the Jate Kariapper had an
wbp"'.a..'_" Would be sustainable unless it W’:
. Process integrating all relevant factors a"

soncerns. As Sri Lanka broke free from colonial bondage, bolstered by his
sew found influence and authority in the post — independent establishment,
Gate Mudliyar gave expression to this belief by helping in the launching of an
ntegrated system of development, which had at its heart, the development of
the Gal Oya reservoir. Many appear to view the Gal Oya project as an irrigation
scheme, intended primarily to benefit the peasantry. There is no denying that,

Forthe late Kariapper however, the entire enterprise represented
an innovative, inclusive, coordinated effort going beyond unlocking the region's
rrigation potential alone. He emphasized as much on launching adequate
scologically synchronized activities as on undertaking such a grand scheme.
Such an approach, in his view, would bring a sense of balance to the whole
snierprise thus making it overall environment-friendly. As he explained to me
ance, his whole approach to agricultural productivity, sustainable livelihood,
‘own planning and development, and human settlement was deeply grounded
an this holistic vision. It is interesting to note that for the international community
rowever, it took decades to come fully into grips with such a comprehensive
Jision.

In one of my encounters in the mid-1980's, the late Kariapper
srought home to me an important point which struck me most. Thatwas about
e impact of accelerated urbanization in Kalmunai, a town and a commercial
ub, which the late Kariapper himself helped to develop at an early stage. Gate
Mudliyar lamented then that the people of that region had failed to tap the
dotential of human settlement that proceeded with the development of Gal
Jya. By refusing to move out of that over-crowded town and its surrounding
areas, the people, as he put it to me, had only denied their next generation a
space for decent living, with serious health and environmental consequences
ntime to come.

He deeply felt that the increasing tendency among the people to
seek ta live as a compact unit in a tight place would in the course of time puta
remendous pressure on the limited infrastructure and services to cater fo the
1eeds of a vertically growing community. His main worry was that if the
levelopment of this region were to continue at this pace, the day would not be
ar off when it would be bursting atits seams.

My recent visit to my birthplace made me to realize that the
Sate Mudliyar's prediction was already coming true. With our belief in the
symbolism of physical wealth, that manifests itself in the construction of huge
suildings and complexes without taking into account environmental concems,
and with virtually no leadership in sustainable town planning and management,
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o int where notjust the h :
atural living has shrunk to a poin _ call
the space forn hinking and values as well are being affected. The ol

g';zpllsvt;::sh::ich took a heavy toll of life in the region on the 26+ p,

2004 is only a case in point.

There are several lessons one could learn from the
Kariapper's life and his inspiring iea_dership_ For me he Was a multify
personage; a leader, an environ mental!st, a deyelopment Practitioner, ang
all, an internationalist. He gave of h|e:. best_m thelser\nce of the nation, 4
region and its people. Over the years since his demise, | have reflecteqd
on his- what | would call- nuggets of wisdom, and fqund them to be fn
enlightening. | would not hesitate to add that h? had articulated concepts y
thoughts on wide-ranging themes from sustainable development, to hun:
settlement, to environment protection long before they became par offy
international discourses. Releasing of a Commemorative Stamp by ¢
Government of Sri Lanka in honour of Gate Mudliyar is a fitting tribute to
great visionary and legend. Nevertheless, we need to do more,

Ts"ﬂi
eceny

As one who had the fortune to have come to know the i
Kariapper at young age, | owe a debt of gratitude to all those who have initizk
this great idea of celebrating his life. My special thanks in this regard ga|
Mr.A.R. Munsoor, former Minister of Trade and Shipping, who encouragedn
to contribute this piece to the commemorative publication, with his advicea
guidance and also goodwill, and to Mr. M.C.A. Hameed. retired Principal
Mahmud Ladies College and a respected commu nity leader, who, like mylk
father, continued to provide me with materials on the life of Gate Mudliyar,
the beliefthat | could do my bitin bringing out to the public domain some aspé:
ofthe late leader’s life, which | had the privilege to know.

Itis my hope that when, in future, some academic researdh
undertaken by a discerning intellectual, it i bring out such aspects of hisk
that lie beyond our ordinary grasp; aspects that, in my view, made up the st

total of the Gate Mudliyar that he was. Letme stress for the time being, thatt

need for such a research is more Pressing in a society and a region whe
leadership with a strategic vision and an inclusive approach, is now histor:

(13" February 09)

The views expressed in this art

icle are those of the author only,
and are not attributable 1,

or reflective of, the policy or

the position of the instityti

on which he serves.
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