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As agreed upon with the organizers of the Symposium, | have before
me a very specific question to answer: “is Sri Lanka’s current socio-
political orientation and economic policies appropriate and up-to-date
for a sustainable economic and social development of the country?”

It might, perhaps, be easier to give a negative answer instantly, as the
existing policy orientations have been historically tested over a
significant period of time and failed to deliver.

Upon the negative answer, however, a keen observer may be tempted
to present a further question: was there any alternative? And is there
anyone in the future too?

A “fundamentalist” defender of the existing policy orientations may
further ask the following question: what has been tested is not really
the policy as such, but the way in which the said policies were actually
put into practice, and the aberrations that came out of the
misapplication of the fundamentals of the said policy”.

Before, embarking on a critical assessment of the economic and social
policies, it is useful to respond to these points.

My initial response to the probable questions about the absence of
“alternatives” is that the absence of the possibility to propose an
immediate “alternative” to something that manifestly undesirable,
does not necessarily justify the status quo. My suggestion is that
“alternatives” are not always given. They do not exist out there to be
chosen as options vis-a-vis a prevailing situation that is undesirable.
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Moreover, it is also difficult to establish the validity of an alternative
discourse only in terms of its ability or inability to address all the
immediate issues that would be presented by the prevailing
undesirable state.

While it is undeniable that an alternative policy thinking must be able
address immediate issues, it should also be able to justify in terms of
sound normative framework.

Let’s take an example, as it is important for our discussion. “Social
Justice” is considered to be a fundamental norm that is indispensable
in an economic policy consideration. It doesn’t mean that every policy
step where social justice is promised to have integrated into, would
necessarily ensure that its immediate outcome will fulfill the promise.
Nevertheless, there need to be a relationship between the two to an
extent that the two will not move on opposite directions.

One of the major problems of the economic policies that are being
followed since 1977 is that this is exactly the case.

In order to elaborate, also, on the this point, let’s first look at why | say
that what is present is “manifestly undesirable”:

There is a general consensus that the economy is not doing well.
Whether it is because of its failure to address broader social
necessities, or because of the unstable character of the economy in
terms of dominant indicators of the mainstream economics.
Therefore, it would be important to look at the general picture.

A general Crisis: political

It is useful to elaborate on this “general picture” with a discussion on
the “broader picture”. The present crisis, or to use less rigid word, the
“the present uncertainty”, has multiple sources, mainly political and
economic. Everyone can feel the political uncertainty without doubt.
But how serious this political uncertainty is? In the first place there is a
“state of governability”. This un-governability emanates from the
opening up of serious cracks along the fault lines of the deep structures
of our political body. In that sense it is not an uncertainty that could be
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overcome in a shorter period of time. There may of course be short
spell of tranquility. They are however largely short-lived. The new
political equilibrium that emerged following the transfer of power on
January 8, 2015 is such a short lived phenomenon. That remained of
course on fragile and conflicting relationship between Ranil
Wickramasinghe and Maithreepala Sirisena. Now, with the recent
move by the president Sirisena, where Mahinda Rajapaksha was
controversially appointed as the prime minister, Sri Lanka has plunged
into a new political turmoil.

There is, nonetheless, a deeply rooted causes for the present political
uncertainty, the understanding of which, in my opinion, is vital for
imagining the future of Sri Lanka.

Once the colonial rule ended, the political power was effectively
transferred into the hands of an elite group mainly consisting of big
land owners and major businessmen. The United National Party, which
was founded in 1946, was meant for mediating the political power
between the political elite and the masses in an era of modern
democracy characterized by universal franchise. When the political
power is effectively enjoyed by an exclusive elite group in a democratic
setting, the elite group need a proper channel to win the consent of
the masses. That is basically the function of a political party. The
endurance of the postcolonial political equilibrium, which guaranteed
the dominance of the ruling elite, was facing two formidable
challenges at the time of the independence. One is the strong presence
of a Marxist left, with a significant popular attraction and a hostile
attitude towards the ruling elite. The second was the emerging tension
among Tamil ethnic minority.

The first challenge was successfully dealt with when a new popular
party was formed in 1951, namely the Sri Lanka Freedom Party. The
new party not only empowered a new rural middle level landowning
class and give them a share in the state power, but also successfully
contained the growing popularity of the Marxist left among the lower
rungs of the social formation, by providing masses with electoral
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alternative at popular elections to manipulate the public opinion
within the existing hegemonic order.

While this two party equilibrium worked ideally, defeating each other
at every other general election from 1956 to 1977, two developments
destabilized the system as well, namely the Tamil politics in the North
and youth politics in the South.

Radical youth political orientation disappeared after the economic
reforms greatly transformed the political mind of the rural youth after
the end of the youth insurgency in the 1989. Although the Tamil
militancy was successfully dealt with in 2009, Tamil politics in the North
still presents a formidable threat to the political stability.

This two party equilibrium system, however, fatally weakened since
1977. The initial symptom of this weakening was the beak down of the
frequency of the government change in consecutive general elections.
This greatly weakened the ability of the defeated party while
remaining in the opposition. The long spell of the UNP in power from
1977 to 1994 significantly weakened the SLFP. But also the UNP faced
a similar fate.

Understanding the weakening of the UNP and the SLFP as political
parties in compared to the manner in which they functioned in the
1960s and 1970s is vital for a proper diagnosis of the present political
predicament, as well as the possible future scenario. Therefore, |
request your permission to elaborate the structural transformation of
the Sri Lankan party system in some detail.

Although the SLFP seemed to have recovered in 1994 to form a
government, it was not the same party that formed the coalition
government in 1970. It has significantly changed in terms of the nature
of relationship with the voting population. The function of various non-
party agents played an important role in mediating between the party
and the voting masses. This significantly affected the ability of the
formal party mechanism’s ability to mobilize voters.
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It is a well-recognized fact that the attractiveness for FDI is generally

low, particularly in comparison with some of the regional competitors

such as Vietnam, Bangladesh and Malaysia. Multiple reasons have

been attributed to this problem. Why is Sri Lanka less attractive to FDIs

than to its regional competitors? | would like to highlight two factors

that affected the FDI inflow, namely relatively high wage level and the

better labour conditions.

It is clear that the labour force is extremely sensitive to the wage

differences in different sectors of the economy. Sectors that policy

makers made their emphasis on in the 1970s to attract FDIs were

Tourism and knowledge economy: what are the prerequisites for
them?

This phenomenon became clearly evident in the election victory of the
SLFP led UPFA in 2004, where a large number of non-party agents came
together to mobilize the voting population. The dismantling of the SLFP
in the eve of January 2015 presidential election could be seen as a
culmination of this process of metamorphosis.

The immediate victim of this situation was those who occupied higher
positions in the conventional party hierarchy. Their ability to reach the
voter was weakened by various non-party players and some other
players within the party hierarchy, but assumed different roles. This
becomes self-evident when lists of those who were elected in popular
elections in the lists of major official parties, particularly SLFP and UNP.

In many cases, these lists are topped by non-party players (or
individuals from minor parties which do not enjoy higher voter
attraction if they contest elections individually), at the expense of party
strongmen. The best examples are: JVP candidates in the UPFA lists of
2004 general election and Colombo district UPFA list of 2010 general
election.

UPFA (10)

1. Wimal Weeravansa - 280,672

2. Duminda Silva - 146,336

3. Patali Champika Ranawaka - 120,333
4. Dinesh Gunawardene - 116,860
5. Bandula Gunawardene - 64,654
6. Thilanga Sumathipala - 60,848
7. Susil Premajayantha - 54,702
8. A.H.M. Fowzie - 51,641

9. Jeewan Kumaratung - 51,080
10. Gamini Lokuge - 49,750




Itis possible to identify the following elements as those which organize
the popular support at the elections

Political leaders with a charisma

Individuals and organizations that represent various ideologies
Celebrities who contest elections

Local level political agents who maintain a kind of “neo-feudal
relationship” with those who occupy upper echelon of the
hierarchy of political elite. A detail outline of these local agents is
important as they are the ones who establish direct link with the
people. These links are however different from the traditional
structure of party loyalty. They are capable of taking these
supporters with them when they shift their party affiliation, which
is a constant occurrence.

What happened with the breakup of the SLFP following the January
8" transfer of power is exemplary. The newly formed Sri Lanka
Peoples Party (SLPP) cannot actually be considered a party from
the traditional sense. It is indeed a mechanism that coordinated
the above mentioned elements that attracts voter’s support during
the elections.

Economic Crisis

| would like to focus on two levels of the economic problem that Sri
Lanka is facing at the moment. One is the immediate and short term
crisis. This level is highlighted by the present situation characterized by
the steep depreciation of LKR against USD. There are other




In every sense of the word, Sri Lanka is facing a serious crisis. The
general crisis is clearly visible in politics as well as in economics. There
is a widespread political uncertainty and, public perception towards
the existing political system in past deteriorating. State of the economy
is characterized by the lack of adequate growth and presence of a
number of structural obstacles for a progressive economic
transformation.

Since independence in 1948, Sri Lanka maintained, amidst occasional
troubles, fairly high level of democratic polity and a vibrant welfare
system that could be compared only with highly developed capitalist
countries. These are two of the major achievements in the modern
ages. Nevertheless, those achievements were built upon extremely
precarious pillars. Speedy economic growth was essential to maintain
both the welfare system and democratic system of government.
speedy economic growth had also become vital in the context of the
massive growth of population in the post-independence era and the
high level of social and cultural expectations of the people.

The political party system, which was fast evolving from the very outset
was one of the major pillars that the democratic system was built on.
The party system, particularly the two-party system that took shape in
the 1960, seems to have come to an end. Although parties seem to
exist, the relationship between voters and parties have been
weakened and new modes of non-party players such as lobbying
groups, NGO’s and ideologically motivated intellectuals are becoming
more influential in shaping the political behaviour of the people. The
present state of un-governability is, arguably, due to this breakdown
of the traditional party system.

One of the central aspects of my lecture is to attempt to diagnose the
present political crisis in terms of this weakening of political parties and
emergence of non-party political players, and to see where these new
developments are heading towards.

The other aspect of my lecture will be the state of economy,
particularly in relation to the lack of serious economic transformation
in much of the postcolonial times. This lack of serious economic




transformation has impacted not only the economy of Sri Lanka as
such, but also the strong social welfare system.

The absence of significant economic transformation worsened the
structures of underdevelopment with a number of structural
imbalances, such as rural-urban dichotomy, growing gap between the
rich and poor, disproportionate growth of service sector, informal
urbanization, etc.

The social welfare measures that was followed in much of the
postcolonial period raised the social and cultural needs of the people.
This in turn raised the level of salaries. This is seen, in the discourse of
dominant economics as a major impediment for the economic growth
in Sri Lanka.

The massive growth of the middle class, members of which are mostly
employed in sectors that do not contribute to the real economy, has
become a big burden to the economy, as they consume
disproportionately to their contribution to the economy.

There seems to be two strategic approaches are being proposed by
two powerful political camps to revitalize the ailing economy. One is
an approach that place emphasis on investing on infrastructure with
ideological orientation towards an economic nationalism. The other
approach aimed at unrestricted liberalization of economy in line with
the so-called “neo-liberal” economic thinking. | will attempt to critically
assess these two approaches as workable alternatives to the present
economic impasse.




