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provincial councils was to provide a political-institutional framework to accommodate 
Tamil minority demands for regional autonomy. This system of devolution was also expected 
to act as an effective alternative to secession. Eight provincial councils were thus created in 
1987. They were not given any direct powers concerning security, but were supposed to exer-
cise police and law and order powers; however, so far, the central government has not devolved 
police powers to the provincial councils. 

Meanwhile, the provincial council system has not been functioning since 1990 in the 
Tamil majority Northern and Eastern provinces, where the devolution of power is mostly 
needed. In a bitter dispute between the provincial administration of the North-East Province 
(formed for a time from the merger of the Northern and Eastern provinces after the 1987 
Indo-Sri Lanka Agreement)20 and the central government, the president dissolved the elected 
council and brought the province under the direct rule of the central government in 1990. 

In an institutional sense, the security decision-making system in Sri Lanka has been 
organized in a highly centralized political structure. The existing presidential system of 
government, which has created an exceedingly centralized state structure, provides the broad 
institutional framework for the centralization of security decision-making structures. 

3.4.1 Social dynamics of state power
Sri Lanka’s social structure needs to be understood in terms of the class, caste and ethnic 
composition of its populace. Sri Lankan society went through a historical transition from 
‘feudalism’ to colonial capitalism under British colonial rule in the 19th and early 20th centuries. 
Colonial capitalism, centered on the plantation economy and commodity exports, created 
urbanization; an urban–rural divide; and a new class structure, with a thin class layer of 
indigenous capitalists, an ethnically heterogeneous working class and a mass of peasantry. 

The emergence of the new class structure did not totally replace the pre-existing social 
divisions along caste lines, and in both Sinhalese and Tamil societies, caste divisions coex-
isted with class divisions, producing what sociologists have called a ‘caste and class dialectic’. 
What this means is that new social classes emerged from among different caste groups, with 
a complex intersection of vertical and horizontal divisions in society. The new class structure 
also enabled upward economic and social mobility among subordinate caste communities 
whenever they managed to enter the process of capital accumulation, as well as access to 
positions linked to the colonial and post-colonial state.

Who are the holders of political power in Sri Lanka in class and social terms? This is a 
difficult question to answer directly, precisely because of the dialectic of class and caste that 
works in relation to the social bases of state power. Jupp has described the ruling elite in Sri 
Lanka as a class of ‘notables’.21 They have been mostly Colombo-based professionals linked 
to prominent families belonging to the govigama upper caste, with their economic interests 
in the plantation sector. Prominent families from the karawa and salagama castes later joined 

20	 In 2007, by a Supreme Court order, the North-East Province was de-merged and became once again two separate prov-
inces, the Northern and Eastern provinces.

21	 Jupp, Sri Lanka.
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this ruling elite of urban notables. Their control of power has been undergoing a process of 
change in recent years due to the emergence of national- and local-level political leaders from 
other, subordinate social strata.

The class and caste dynamics of Sri Lanka’s security sector have not been explored in 
any scholarly work. Horowitz provides an account of the class nature of the officer corps of 
the Sri Lankan armed forces in the 1950s and 1960s.22 His main sociological point is that the 
officer cadre came from urban, elitist, Westernized and to some extent Christian social back-
grounds. As Horowitz makes the distinction, they belonged to the urban elite, but not to 
the wealthy ‘bourgeoisie’ as such. The rank and file obviously came from the rural poor, the 
peasantry. The social composition of the officer corps has undergone a significant change 
since the 1970s, with the recruitment of officers from the middle-class social strata with an 
educational background in predominantly Buddhist schools in Colombo and provincial cities. 

If one hazards a sociological guess, one could say that the officer corps of the Sri Lankan 
armed forces and the police at present come generally from the rural and semi-urban middle-
class social strata, with a predominantly Sinhalese-Buddhist ethnic background. There is 
nothing unusual about this change. Sri Lanka’s prestigious administrative service, the foreign 
service, the state banking sector and academia also reflect this social transformation of Sri 
Lanka’s professional elites. 

There is indeed a secondary and subordinate social elite that has come to occupy influ-
ential spaces in the political structure in recent years. Some call them ‘an intermediate class’,23 
made up of the social groups that defined the class character of the 1956 regime. Ideologically 
nationalist, these intermediate class groups are largely represented in the SLFP, one of the 
two main political parties in Sri Lanka. At present, they are largely mobilized by the radical-
nationalist JVP. Their influence on the security policy process has become extremely signifi-
cant in recent years. 

The JVP advocates a somewhat conventional, state-centric approach to state security. 
In its view, for example, the Tamil minority insurgency should be militarily defeated and 
political reforms to address the ethnic question should not go beyond administrative decen-
tralization. The JVP’s argument against ethnicity-based power-sharing is that such reforms 
will weaken the Sri Lankan state and eventually encourage the secessionist minorities to 
secede. The JVP also advocates the position that the defence of the unity, security and sov-
ereignty of the state should be ensured by means of an all-out war against the LTTE, and 
that the sovereignty of the state should take precedence over human rights and democracy. 
In the JVP’s understanding, the restriction of human, civil and political rights in order to 
eradicate the threats to state sovereignty is not only necessary, but also legitimate. 

In the political structure, the minority communities do not seem to play a major role, 
although they have been incorporated in all the regimes in recent years. In the early post-
independence phase, political power was essentially concentrated in the hands of the political 
class of the ethnic majority. This led to a pervasive feeling of being marginalized among the 

22	 Horowitz, Coup Theories and Officers’ Motives.
23	 Shastri, ‘The Political Economy of Intermediate Regimes’.
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minority leaders, particularly the Tamils. The rise of post-colonial Sinhalese nationalism and 
its influence on public policy further strengthened the minority complaint that the political 
structures were essentially majoritarian. 

However, most of Sri Lanka’s governments, except the regimes formed in 1956, 1960 and 
1970, have been ethnic coalitions. This tendency has been regular since 1977. The peculiar 
way in which the system of proportional representation, introduced in 1978, has operated 
has facilitated this continuing need for ethnic coalitions. Under this system, no single party 
of the two main parties has been able to obtain a majority of the seats in Parliament. 

This has compelled both the UNP and the SLFP – the two main contenders for power 
– to forge coalitions with smaller parties, before as well as after the parliamentary elections. 
Among the smaller parties are Tamil, Muslim and plantation Tami parties who would nor-
mally obtain twenty to thirty parliamentary seats. But, these multiethnic coalitions provide 
very little space for small ethnic parties to really influence public policy. The small ethnic 
parties do not seem to complain about it, because the coalition governments continue to pro-
vide them with a firm foundation for patron–client and clientelist politics.24

3.4.2 Trends in political institutions: political/institutional ‘decay’
The rise of the Tamil ethnic insurgency, the spread of civil war and the militarization of the 
political process, the persistence of political violence, and the emergence of armed rebellions 
and counter-insurgency war as dominant mediatory practices between the state and society 
were processes that were concentrated in the decade of the 1980s. The armed rebellions posed 
a huge challenge to democratic institutions and practices, which successive Sri Lankan gov-
ernments have always found inadequate to deal with the armed insurgencies. 

Meanwhile, these governments have also ‘infused authoritarian means’ into the various 
democratic institutions as the best way to confront the rising militancy in both Sinhalese 
and Tamil societies.25 The larger political context of this change in the 1980s was also char-
acterized by a parallel process that some scholars have termed as institutional or political 
‘decay’26 and the ‘demise of constitutionalism’.27 

This process of ‘decay’ refers to a set of developments that more or less began with the 
formation of the UNP regime in 1977, leading to the weakening of democratic institutions; the 
excessive concentration of political power in the executive branch of the state, as well as in 
the hands of one or a few individuals who headed the regime; the increasing marginalization 
of the main ethnic minority from the state; the brutalization of the coercive practices of the 

24	 A somewhat bizarre manifestation of minority clientelist politics in Sri Lanka at present is the fact that all Muslim 
MPs from the volatile Eastern Province are ministers of the present cabinet, while all Muslim parties are constituent 
members of the ruling coalition. However, these Muslim ministers are both powerless and uninterested in improving 
the human security situation of the Muslim community in the context of the escalating war. This belies the argument 
that adequate ethnic minority representation in the institutions of state power would ensure minority protection. 

25	 Warnapala, Ethnic Strife and Politics in Sri Lanka.
26	 Moore, ‘Economic Liberalization versus Political Pluralism in Sri Lanka?’; DeVotta, ‘Controlled Democracy, Institutional 

Decay and the Growth of Eelam’.
27	 Edrisinha, ‘The Demise of Constitutionalism and the Rise of Centralization in Sri Lanka’.
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state; and a general political tendency that has been described as ‘authoritarian’ or ‘illiberal’ 
against a backdrop of economic liberalization. 

Moore notes that a partial economic liberalization programme implemented by the UNP 
regime, which was in power for 17 years from 1977, had evolved in parallel with a process of 
political decay.28 He asks the following question: how was it possible for a regime that imple-
mented economic liberalization to be politically illiberal? 

Moore points out that Sri Lanka’s economic liberalization did not reduce the role or size 
of the public sector of the economy. In his view, under economic liberalization, the state 
continued to be the central source of patronage and clientelist politics, and the regime’s 
control of public resources continued, along with the politicization of the public service 
and the mechanisms of public service delivery. Thus, the specific type of economic liberaliza-
tion that the UNP regime implemented in the post-1977 years was followed by a ‘new political 
system’ involving a ‘high degree of centralization of power’ focused around an executive 
president. Harsh repression of the democratic political opposition and trade unions was a 
part of this new political system. 

Moore identifies three elements in this process of ‘political decay’: the centralization of 
the state, the repression of democratic opposition and the sharpening of Sinhalese–Tamil 
ethnic tensions. DeVotta notes how this ‘political decay’ was paralleled with ‘institutional 
decay’, whereby public institutions became politically and ethnically partial, ultimately  
creating space for Tamil ethnic insurgency. Institutions should usually provide mediatory 
mechanisms for citizens and groups to negotiate their relations with the state in a framework 
of neutrality. Particularly in a polyethnic polity, institutions should be ethnically impartial. 
DeVotta presents a tale of the beginning of institutional decay that preceded 1977, and then 
of a heightened process of ‘institutional breakdown’ under the UNP regime that came to 
power in that year, particularly in the 1980s.

If we take ‘institutional breakdown’ as a metaphor for the new and broad political 
context that emerged in the 1980s, constituting the overall context of the security–insecurity 
problematic as well, we may focus on two key public institutions – the armed forces and the 
judiciary. The way in which the UNP regime used the armed forces to brutally suppress the 
Tamil and JVP insurgencies created an institutional culture of political control of the armed 
forces in a new framework of impunity. 

This indeed provides a different meaning to the notion of ‘political control’ of the armed 
forces, because what it enunciates is not merely the fact that elected political leaders, who are 
directly accountable to the people, had effective control over the armed forces and that the 
armed forces accepted the authority of government leaders; it also means that the various 
regimes used the armed forces to brutally suppress both armed rebellions and political dissent 
in a culture of impunity and disregard for human rights and humanitarian consequences. 

In the 1980s, the Sri Lankan armed forces and the police came under severe international 
criticism for indiscipline and gross disregard for international humanitarian law. Throughout 
the 1980s, the UNP government not only avoided taking policy steps to improve the behaviour 

28	 Moore, ‘Economic Liberalization versus Political Pluralism in Sri Lanka?’.


