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Bandaranaike-Chelvanayakam Pact (1957)
Signed 26 July 1957 between Prime Minister S.W.R.D. Bandaranaike and Federal Party leader S.J.V.

Chelvanayakam. Provided for the reasonable use of Tamil for administrative purposes in the Northern and

Eastern Provinces and the creation of Regional Councils. Unilaterally abrogated by the Prime Minister on 9

April 1958 under pressure from Buddhist monks and the opposition United National Party.

The B-C Pact is the first documented post-independence test of whether the unitary state could negotiate a stable

accommodation with the Tamil-speaking polity. Its abrogation within nine months — without any constitutional

default by the Federal Party — established a pattern that the Dudley-Chelvanayakam Pact (1965), the 13th

Amendment (1987), and the 2015 Geneva commitments would each repeat in their own form.

§1 What it agreed
Three substantive provisions: (i) recognition of the reasonable use of Tamil for administrative purposes in the

Northern and Eastern Provinces, alongside Sinhala as the official language of the state; (ii) creation of Regional

Councils with directly elected members and devolved powers over agriculture, education, fisheries, industries,

housing, and social services; (iii) a brake on state-aided colonisation of the Northern and Eastern Provinces with

settlers from outside those provinces, except by agreement between the centre and the relevant Regional Council.

The Pact was not a constitutional amendment. It was a political agreement between the Prime Minister and the

parliamentary leader of the Federal Party (ITAK), intended to be operationalised by ordinary statute. No such

statute was passed.

§2 Why it failed
The Pact was opposed by the United National Party opposition (then led by J.R. Jayewardene, who organised a

march from Colombo to Kandy in opposition) and by sections of the Mahasangha. On 9 April 1958, the Prime

Minister announced in Parliament that the Pact stood abrogated. No Tamil-side default was cited; the abrogation

was a unilateral political withdrawal under majoritarian pressure.

DeVotta (2004) reads the abrogation as the first proof-point of 'linguistic outbidding' — the structural dynamic by

which any Sinhalese-majority government that negotiates with Tamil parties faces immediate political punishment

from within its own ethnic-electoral base, with the result that no negotiated accommodation can be made durable

on ordinary parliamentary terms.

§3 Why it sits at narrowing-step 4
The B-C Pact closes the first non-secessionist constitutional pathway attempted after independence: bilateral

pact-making between the Prime Minister and the Tamil parliamentary leadership, operationalised by ordinary

statute. Its abrogation does not yet exhaust constitutional federalism — that takes a further sequence of failed

pacts, packages, and accords — but it establishes the structural fact that abrogation under majoritarian pressure is

the default outcome of negotiated accommodation. Every subsequent step in the Narrowing Timeline confirms

rather than rebuts that fact.
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What this is not
• This article is not a brief against any individual signatory of the Pact or any of its opponents. The mechanism

documented is structural — majoritarian abrogation of negotiated minority accommodation — and the

structural reading does not rest on character claims.

• This article does not aggregate post-abrogation violence counts in TLTE voice. References to the 1958 riots

cite Tambiah and Wickramasinghe as the source of record.

https://docs.tlte.cloud/case/frameworks/bandaranaike-chelvanayakam-1957 · sha256:8c8b7d4a03e497a6… · CC BY 4.0 · 2/2


