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INTERPRETING THE SRI LANKAN MANDATE

The SLPP struck a chord projecting political stability and capitalising
on failures of the previous coalition government

The results of Sri Lanka’s parliamentary election held on Wednesday show a seismic shift in the
country’s electoral map as well as the balance of political power.

The near two-thirds parliamentary majority, easily achieved by the Sri Lanka Podujana Peramuna (SLPP
— Sri Lanka People’s Front) by reducing all Opposition parties into insignificance, has only one parallel from the
past — the electoral victory with a 5/6th parliamentary majority in July 1977 scored by the United National
Party (UNP), then led by J.R. Jayewardene.

Key trends:

The SLPP has won 145 seats in the 225-member Parliament while the United National Party (UNP), the
former ruling party, has suffered the most humiliating of defeats, retaining just one parliamentary seat. The
Samagi Jana Balavegaya, (SJB-United People’s Movement), a breakaway part from the UNP and formed only a
few months ago, has come in second with 54 seats, thanks to the system of Proportional Representation.

The SLPP’s comfortable win was not unexpected. What has come to be seen as a ‘victory beyond all
expectations’, as the SLPP’s spokesperson has quickly admitted, seems to have been also made possible by
large-scale absenteeism by the UNP voters at almost every electorate. Meanwhile, the overall electoral turnout
of 71% is comparatively low in Sri Lanka’s very high standards of voter participation at any election.

There are two other notable trends in the electoral outcome. The first is the decline of the ethnic
minority representation as independent political entities. The Illankai Tamil Arasu Kadchi (ITAK), the main and
most vocal minority party in Sri Lanka’s Parliament, has lost its electoral strength, coming down to 10 from the
16 seats in the previous Parliament. Six seats from the Northern and Eastern provinces have been secured by
smaller Tamil parties, two of which are aligned with the SLPP.

The fragmentation of Tamil political representation is mirrored by the decline of Muslim representation
as well. Muslim parties have managed to retain just two seats for their community in the districts they
contested alone. There can be a few more minority MPs affiliated to the SJB.

The second is the fact that the two big parties in the new parliament, the SLPP and SJB, are of very
recent origin, and they have been formed by breakaway sections of the two main traditional parties.

The decisive factors:

There are four factors that seem to have made this dramatic shift in Sri Lanka’s political landscape, led
by the SLPP, possible.

The first is the dismal failure of the previous coalition government, which came to power in January
2015 by defeating President Mahinda Rajapaksa.

The Yaha Paalanaya (‘Good Governance’) coalition, jointly led by Ranil Wickremesinghe and Maithripala
Sirisena, achieved a surprising victory in the Presidential election in January 2015. Its promise of democratic
revival, promoting peace and reconciliation, establishing corruption-free governance, and ending the habits of
rule through excessive concentration of power evoked a sympathetic response from the electorate. However,
in power, the Wickremesinghe-Sirisena regime’s record of governance has been one of utter passivity towards
fully realising those noble goals.

The return to corruption in no time, disunity within the ruling coalition, hostile factionalism, power
struggles between the President and the Prime Minister, and the resultant crippling of the administrative and
national security apparatus, also gave a particularly bad name to the very idea of ‘governance by democracy’.

The regime had also failed to defend and sustain the gain of the 19th Amendment to the Constitution,
its most important political achievement. The Amendment had drastically reduced the arbitrary powers of the
President and restored Sri Lanka’s parliamentary democracy as well as the system of checks and balances on
the Executive and legislative authority.

This failure also gave the SLPP one of its most effective electoral slogans with potentially lasting and far-
reaching political consequences — a radically new political alternative for Sri Lanka with a strong leader, a
strong government, a strong administration with military efficiency, with just one strong centre of power with
no checks and balances.

The landslide victory of the SLPP at the Presidential election held in November last year and the
parliamentary election four days ago can thus be seen also as a crushing punishment delivered by the voters to
the UNP and its leadership. The voters have obviously not forgiven the UNP leadership for its letting them
down so badly during the four-and-half years of its irresponsible, quarrelsome and ineffective governance.
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There are also other major reasons for the voters to be so powerfully attracted to the SLPP. A relatively
new political party formed in 2016 by the powerful Rajapaksa family, the SLPP in its programme, ideology and
reform agenda has an enormously attractive ‘populist’” dimension. Its slogan for a strong state led by a strong
leader has been couched in Sinhala-Buddhist patriotic symbolism and discourse. This indeed constitutes its
core appeal to voters across all social classes in Sinhalese society.

The SLPP’s rhetoric of economic and anti-western nationalism, alongwith with the promise of bringing
back elements of the welfare state, always had an appeal among the poor and middle classes who had been
left out by the neo-liberal reform policies so ardently pursued by the UNP-wing of the previous government.

Amidst widespread social discontent caused by a sluggish economy trapped in debt crisis, a campaign
built on the virtues of developmentalist populism, national security and political stability obviously had much
allure over a return to weak democratic governance.

Pandemic handling, drug war:

Meanwhile, President Gotabaya Rajapaksa’s efficient handling of the public health challenge caused by
the COVID-19 pandemic seems to have convinced the vast majority of the Sri Lankan electorate that a new
form of efficient government, with open participation of the military and personally handled by the President
himself, would be the model of a new political experiment worth giving a chance.

Two months of a relentless war against the dreaded drug barons, with massive media publicity given for
sensational discoveries, raids and arrests, gave the President’s camp not only a decisive electoral edge over the
entire Opposition. It also showed that Sri Lanka is ready to follow the global trend in new populist politics of
romanticising law and order regimes that promise to instil a new sense of security to citizens which the old-
style liberal democracies have of late failed.

The last, and perhaps the most important, point of the SLPP’s electoral promise of radical reform
package-in-waiting is its subtle suggestion that Sri Lankan citizens are in urgent need of a post-democratic
political order in which national security, law and order, political stability, regime continuity, economic
prosperity, and religio-moral regeneration are given utmost priority.

Shift in party system:

Finally, the parliamentary election results also indicate a dramatic shift in Sri Lanka’s established political
party system. Two grand old parties — the UNP and the SLFP — have been literally wiped out from Parliament
and the SLPP, a new populist party, has emerged as the single dominant party.

The UNP has irretrievably lost its familiar role as the main parliamentary Opposition party, and its place
has now been taken over by the SIP, led by Sajith Premadasa, who broke away from the UNP only a couple of
months ago. Only an effective and assertive SJIP can prevent Sri Lanka from becoming a dominant one-party
system.

The SLPP has so far been careful not to spell out its constitutional and legislative reform programmes.
Yet, it has given enough indications that there would be major constitutional changes aimed at bringing back a
fully-fledged presidential constitutional system and offering an administrative role to the military. The existing
balance of power between the Executive and the Legislature is likely to be altered too, in favour of the former.

Amidst the inevitable euphoria after such a massive victory, the SLPP government will have a truly
challenging time ahead. Sooner than later, the impending economic and social crises of unprecedented
proportions, sharpened by the likely global economic collapse caused by the pandemic, may force the
government leaders to review many of their plans that were probably forged well before the epidemic began.
In this challenging context, Sri Lankan citizens need a humane government, not merely a strong one.

Meanings of Difficult Words:

+ interpret (verb) — explain, clarify; understand,  +* humiliating (adjective) —embarrassing,
comprehend. degrading, demeaning, disgracing, humbling.

« strike a chord(phrase) — cause/arouse <+ breakaway (noun as modifier) —separatist,
someone to feel emotion/sympathy. secessionist, dissenting, splinter (group/party).

++ capitalise on(verb) — take advantage of, <* thanks to (phrase) —as a result of, owing to,
exploit, benefit from. due to, because of.

+»+ seismic shift (noun) — a drastic/major change. ++ proportional  representation (houn) —an

++ parallel (noun) — similarity, comparison, electoral system in which parties gain seats in
resemblance. Parliament in proportion to the number of

%+ score (verb) — win, achieve attain, get/gain. votes it received in an election.
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absenteeism (noun) - non-attendance,
appearance, truancy/absence.
electorate (noun) — a geographic area that is
only used for one thing: voting in elections;
Voting area/constituency.
turnout (noun) — attendance.
comparatively (adverb)
comparably, proportionally.
ethnic (adjective) — relating to a population
subgroup (cultural, national, traditional/folk)
with a common national or cultural tradition.
vocal (adjective) — vociferous, outspoken,
forthright; relating to someone who expresses
his/her views freely.

come down to (phrasal verb) — to become less
in amount, number, price etc,.

secure (verb) — obtain, acquire, gain, get.

non-

— relatively,

fragmentation (noun) — breaking,
separation, disintegration.
mirror (verb) — reflect, reproduce, repeat,

imitate; reiterate.

affiliate (verb) — associate, combine, join.
decisive (adjective) — deciding, conclusive,
determining, key.

landscape (noun) — the distinctive features of a
field of activity.
dismal (adjective)
awful/terrible.
revival (noun) — re-establishment, restoration,
improvement/betterment.

reconciliation (noun) —  restoration of
harmony, resolution, compromise.

evoke (verb) — invoke, give rise to, bring forth,
bring to mind.
sympathetic (adjective)
favourable, encouraging.
electorate (noun) — all the people who entitled
to vote in an election.

passivity (noun) — the state of inactivity (being
passive).

noble (adjective) — righteous, good, honest,
upright.

in no time (phrase) — very fast/quickly.

—bad, poor, dreadful,

—supportive,

disunity (noun) — disagreement, dissent,
argument, difference of opinion.
hostile (adjective) - unfriendly,

aggressive, opposed, inimical, averse.
factionalism (noun) — it refers to conflict and
infighting between small groups (factions)
within a larger one, especially in politics.
resultant (adjective) — occurring as a result of
(something just mentioned).

cripple (verb) —impair, hamper, impede,
weaken, put out of action, disable, paralyze.

apparatus (noun) — structure,
framework, organization.

the very idea (phrase) — used to emphasize on
the subject.

regime (noun) — government.
sustain (verb) — uphold,
vindicate, approve.

arbitrary (adjective) — tyrannical, autocratic,
dictatorial, authoritarian, draconian, anti-
democratic.

arbitrary power (noun) — tyranny, dictatorship,
totalitarianism, fascism, autocracy.

checks and balances (plural noun) — a system in
which all departments of a government
organization have right to amend/limit the
powers of the other departments in order to
avoid dominance of one department.

the executive (noun) — a branch of government
which enforces the law as written by the
legislature and interpreted by the judiciary;
government.

legislative authority (noun) - legislature,
legislative body, governing body, lawmaking
branch of a government.

lasting (adjective) — long-lasting, long-term,
permanent.

far-reaching (adjective)
profound, important, significant.
consequence (noun) — outcome, ramification,
repercussion.
radically (adverb) -
totally, entirely.
landslide (noun) - decisive (victory), runaway
(victory), overwhelming majority.
crushing (adjective) - making
disappointment or embarrassment.
let down (phrasal verb) — fail to support,
disappoint, abandon/neglect.

quarrelsome (adjective) — argumentative,
confrontational, combative, belligerent.
relatively (adverb) — comparatively,

system,

validate, ratify,

— widespread,

completely, thoroughly,

huge

proportionately, somewhat,to a certain
extent/degree.

ideology (noun) — beliefs, ideas/opinions,
principles.

populist (adjective) — relating to the
politicians who claim that they are representing
the common/ordinary people.
dimension (noun) - aspect,
element.

be couched in(verb) —express, formulate,
communicate, set forth, put across.
patriotic (adjective) — nationalistic,
loyal.

feature, side,

loyalist,
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+» symbolism (noun) of < give someone/something a chance (phrase) —
ideas/qualities. to permit someone/something the opportunity

» discourse (noun) — communication, talk, to do something.

expression, discussion. +* relentless (adjective) — continuous, non-stop,

indeed (adverb) —in fact, actually. unending.

constitute (verb) — comprise, make up, account %+ dreaded (adjective)

L)
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— terrible/awful,

R/
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3

A

for. frightening, alarming, terrifying.
+¢ rhetoric (noun) — the art of speaking or writing  %* baron (noun) —an important/powerful
effectively & persuasively or impressively (but, (business) person; business magnate, tycoon,
often lacking substance); bombast, loftiness, mogul.
hyperbole/extravagant language. ¢ romanticise (verb) — promote, enhance,
«+ nationalism (noun) — it refers to a system (with increase, augment, boost.
narrow set of ideas) created by a group of instil (verb) — introduce, inspire, implant,
people who believe their nation is superior to inculcate.

all others. It is also a perception of national
superiority and an orientation toward national
dominance- called as chauvinism (excessive
nationalism).

left out past participle of leave out (phrasal
verb) — fail to include; exclude, omit, miss out.
neo-liberal (adjective) — relating to an ideology
that emphasizes individual interests; (In
general, it is relating to an economic policy
model that supportsvalue of free market
competition by the private sectors which with
little government control over it).

ardently (adverb) — eagerly, passionately.
pursue (verb) — engage in, conduct, follow,
carry on.

amidst (preposition) — amid, in the middle of;
during.

discontent (noun) — dissatisfaction,
disaffection, unhappiness, displeasure.
sluggish (adjective) — inactive, dull, slow,

of late (phrase) —recently, lately,in recent
times.

perhaps (adverb) — maybe, possibly.

radical (adjective) — thorough, complete, total,
far-reaching, sweeping.

subtle (adjective) — delicate, sensitive, clever,
accurate, razor-sharp.

prosperity (noun) — wealth, good fortune,
welfare.

utmost (adjective) — greatest, maximum, most
extreme.

wipe out (phrasal verb) -
abolish, remove (completely).
irretrievably (adverb)
irreversibly, irredeemably.
break away (phrasal verb) — leave, split with,
come apart, separate from.

assertive (adjective) — confident, decisive, firm,
determined.

spell out (phrasal verb) —explain, make

eliminate,

—irreparably,

unresponsive, lethargic. clear, elucidate/clarify.
«+ trap in (verb) — get stuck, get caught. < full-fledged/fully fledged (adjective) — fully
«+ debt crisis (noun) — a situation in which a established.
country is unable to pay back its government < inevitable (adjective) — sure to happen,
debt. unavoidable, unpreventable.
+» build on/upon (phrasal verb) — use something % euphoria (noun) — elation, excitement,
as a basis/base for; be based on, rely on, turn delight/happiness.
to, trustin. + sooner (rather) than later (phrase) — soon,
«* virtue (noun) — merit, advantage, benefit, immediately, without delay.
usefulness. + impending (adjective) —imminent, close at

X3

A

X3

%

++ populism (noun) —related to policies that

supposedly represent the opinions of ordinary
people (Courtesy: VOA Learning English).

allure (noun) — attraction, glamour, fascination.
pandemic (noun) — the worldwide spread of a
new disease; The illness spreads around the
world and typically affects a large number of
people across a wide area.

hand, about to happen, approaching, nearing/
coming.

forge (verb) — form, create, establish, set up.
epidemic (noun) — widespread disease/illness;
outbreak, plague, scourge.

context (noun) — circumstances, conditions,
situation.

humane (adjective) — compassionate,
considerate, sympathetic, kind-hearted.
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