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The twelfth general election for the Parliament of Sri Lanka took place on the 5th of December 2001. It has been the case in parliamentary politics over the past half century that the two feudal-capitalist parties, namely the UNP and the SLFP, took turns in coming to power. In that fashion, the UNP has returned to power after seven years.


Sri Lanka is one of the few third world countries where the bourgeois parliamentary system has continued to exist for a long time. This system of government was neither one that the people of Sri Lanka created for themselves nor something that the people won through a prolonged struggle for independence or through a war for liberation. It has been a system imposed upon us by the British colonialists, who made this country their property, enforced colonial rule over it and plundered its resources.


It is seventy years since universal franchise was granted to Sri Lanka. It is fifty-four years since the parliamentary system came into existence. The entire male and female adult population has participated in and voted repeatedly, from the time of the State Council, in parliamentary as well as local council elections.


Although elections have been held, rulers elected and state power wielded, the country has not developed. The lives of the people has deteriorated rather than developed. Poverty, unemployment, poor wages, shortage of housing and non-fulfilment of basic needs such as education and health services have made more severe the burden on the people.


The bourgeois parliamentary rule has failed to arrest the boundless growth of such serious economic problems. The national question has been thrust forward to divert the attention of the masses from this situation. National contradictions have been intensified to the extent of developing into the nationalist war of today. The concept of Sri Lanka as a multi-ethnic country has been negated and Sinhala-Buddhist chauvinism has been put into practice, with the result that the country is engulfed by the flames of war.


Who is responsible for the descent of Sri Lanka to this sad state? What are the causes for these conditions to continue? What are the ways and means of rescuing the country and its people from it? These fundamental questions need to be raised in the political arena.


The British colonialist rulers who had Sri Lanka in their grip had introduced minor political reforms in stages from the beginning of the last century. Two matters received particular attention in the political reforms introduced by them.  One was the long-term interest of ensuring that their imperialist, capitalists interests were in no way harmed. The other was to ensure by the creation a system of state political power and a transfer of that political power in a way that it always remained in the hands of the feudal-capitalist elite. Thus, it was sought to find ways of keeping the working masses, who comprise the vast majority of the population of the country, furthest away from the centre of political power.  A constitution and administrative machinery that suited this purpose were put in place and the state machinery was strengthened in a way that it safeguarded the ruling elite classes and their private property. It comprised the armed forces, the courts of law and the prisons. They are the watchdogs of the feudal-capitalist elite ruling classes and their wealth and well being. It is they again that protect the forces of imperialism, including the multinational companies.


The invisible dictatorship of the ruling classes over the working masses, who comprise the vast majority of the population of the country, is being exercised through the rule of law and the constitution. All rights including democratic and human rights for the people are defined and limited or denied. At the same time, there is unlimited freedom, democracy and legal protection for the minority that comprises the upper class elite to obtain, possess and enjoy anything that they need. 


These form the basis of the bourgeois parliamentary system of government. The white sahibs when they handed over power to the black sahibs, they also gifted to them this system of parliamentary government that guaranteed that they could exercise power through it to impose and implement their will over the people.


Between the two political parties of the ruling classes, namely the United National Party and the Sri Lanka Freedom Party, one surpassed the other in jealously preserving this order, with loyalty to the master and in a way characteristic of its class. Although the SLFP carried through some reforms, these reforms did not lead to any change of a fundamental nature. In subsequent years, one witnessed the SLFP follow in the footsteps of the UNP.


Much is made of the multi-party system and broad-based democracy under the bourgeois parliamentary system of government. However, in countries with the bourgeois parliamentary system, the system is effectively reduced to a two-party system through subtle manipulations, the constitution and electoral regulations. It should not take one much effort to recognise that Sri Lanka is no exception.


Over the past fifty-four years, the two parties of the ruling classes have alternately been in power. The people have been trained over many years to wield the pencil to mark a cross so that they teach the party power a lesson by bringing it down at the next general election, whenever they are dissatisfied with or dislike its rule. Beyond that, the bourgeois parliamentary system of government does not permit any mass uprising or revolutionary struggle. 


Mass uprisings and struggles, and the class-consciousness of the workers and peasants have been sacrificed by the parliamentary leftists in the interest of their electoral success. Struggles have been restricted in extent and scope within the limits that ensured their electoral success. In the end, the parliamentary leftists buried themselves in the mire of parliamentary politics to the point where they would form an alliance with anyone as long as it enabled them to be elected to parliament. While such degeneration, on the one hand, led to their political self-destruction, it also led, on the other, to abandoning the people to the mercy of the ruling class forces, out of desperation that there was no solace or salvation besides the two ruling class parties. The result is that the two feudal-capitalist parties are taking turns in seizing parliamentary power.


The factors that favour the alternation of parliamentary political power between the above two parties have continued to be strong. Both of the UNP and the SLFP have remained the representatives of the upper class elite. Similarly, the Tamil political parties have remained the representatives of the domineering, conservative, upper classes. However much they may talk of Tamil nationalism, the Tamil parties have continued to demonstrate their commitment to preserving the bourgeois parliamentary system by linking hands with the ruling capitalist classes


The above political parties have plenty of access to the wealth and financial power of their class. They are also blessed with not only the moral support of the foreign imperialists but also their financial support. In addition, the caste, class and regional consciousness inherited from the feudal tradition and violence, blackmail and murder have become part of the parliamentary electoral process.


The facilities for campaign and communication are entirely in the hands of the forces of the upper classes. They are able, through subtle propaganda, to impose upon the people their views in support of the political party that they favour. All the media of mass communication bleat that they are neutral and unbiased. However, they are always biased towards one or the other of the two parties of the ruling classes. The UNP has always remained the more favoured. The reason for this is that the media of mass communication have been under the control of families belonging to that party.


The system of freely exercising one’s vote to elect the members of parliament has existed within the environment of such a bourgeois parliamentary system. Nevertheless, it is public knowledge that these ‘democratic elections’ were won with the help of violence, corrupt practices and cheating and through the exercise of a variety of pressure on the people.


The corruption and decay of parliamentary democracy was clear in the recently concluded elections. The people, willingly or otherwise and owing to the absence of a viable alternative, were compelled to express their preference among a limited choice.


The People’s Alliance led by the SLFP was voted to power by the people in 1994 to put and end to seventeen-year rule of darkness. However, the frustration, pain and misery suffered by the people during the seven-year rule of the PA under the leadership of Chandrika Badaranaike Kumaratunge made the people vote the old devil, the UNP back to power. For the parties of the ruling classes to cheat and for the people to be cheated is an unavoidable part of the bourgeois parliamentary political game. 


The UNP returned to power with the backing of the elitist forces among the Tamil, Muslim and Hill Country Tamil people. It sought public support on the basis of three major promises: The first was the securing of peace by ending the war and finding a political solution to the national question through negotiations with the LTTE. The second was the rehabilitation of the economy that is in a state of decline. The third is the restoration and defence of democracy. All know that none of these problems has a simplistic solution. These problems have been major challenges facing the country and its people. It was with the very same promises that the PA under the leadership of Chandrika Badaranaike Kumaratunge came to power in 1994. All reactionaries, including the UNP, contributed, each in its own way, to worsen the problems. Those around Chandrika Badaranaike Kumaratunge and the PA stubbornly prevented them from taking the correct path and made them succumb to local and foreign forces of reaction. The defeat of the PA was a direct result of this.


Then, how is the leadership of the UNP that came to power now to resolve the three major issues? It will not go too far, since it is not new to parliamentary political power. Even now, they do not have any new alternative programme.


The basis for ending the war and finding a solution to the national question needs to be a wholesome solution that the Tamil people could accept. Can the UNP put forward such a solution? They have already started to emphasise that the solution will be within the framework of a unitary state. Neither the Tamil nationality nor the LTTE is in a position to accept it.


At the same time, the UNP government is active in creating the impression that solutions are being sought for day-to-day issues. There can be relaxation and removal of earlier restrictions, but these are inadequate to satisfy the Tamil people. Under these circumstances, the alliance of Tamil parties (the TNA) is lending support to the UNP in order to justify the basis of their electoral success. In their political history, loyalty and friendship towards the UNP has always been firm.


Thus, the talks initiated by the UNP with the LTTE with a view to solving the national question should not be blocked or thrown into disarray by anyone. The UNP should be encouraged to go as far as it can in a constructive fashion. However, we Marxist Leninists and the genuine forces of democracy know very well the inherent class nature of the UNP and the extent to which the UNP will go.


Similarly, on the question of economic reconstruction, the UNP cannot have an alternative programme. While there could be some concessions for the people in the forthcoming budget, little can be done in defiance of the advice given and conditions imposed by the World Bank and the IMF. Moves to privatise the remaining public sector ventures under state control will be accelerated under this government. Plans are already afoot for that.


In addition, domination by multi-national companies is to be expanded under the guise of competitive economic growth. Opportunity is to be provided under this scheme for not only European companies but also Indian companies to worm their way in. For example, it is understood that plans exist to invite foreign multi-national companies to set up thermal power stations in order to meet the shortage of electricity and consequent problems.  Thus, the danger now exists that every sector that faces a crisis will be handed over to foreigners.


Equally, it cannot be expected that the UNP that initiated the policy of uncontrolled liberal imports will now control it. It will be foolish to expect the UNP to do something that the PA failed to do. Thus, local manufacturers and manufactures are likely face more severe problems and the national economy faces the prospect of obliteration without a trace.  Thus, it will not be long before the people realise that the blind faith that they had that the burdens upon the people will be lightened and rise in cost of living will be moderated by the ascent of UNP to power has been shattered.


The third promise of restoration and protection of democracy is empty talk. The seventeen-year experience of democracy as implemented by the UNP has been forgotten by many. Already the UNP has claimed that the setting up of independent commissions for the Police, Elections, Justice and Public Services will restore democracy in the country. The very same thing was passed as the Seventeenth Amendment to the Constitution by the former government towards the tail end of its rule. Leaving alone how that is to be enforced, the claim that democracy will blossom through them is sheer myth.


Democracy is not mere political terminology. For it to have real meaning, it has to be linked with the development of the country, sharing of resources, improving the living conditions of the people, the establishment and preservation of equality among the nationalities, ensuring independent life and other such things. Can a chauvinistic, big-bourgeois, ruling class party like the UNP establish such a democracy? Really, the democracy that they demand and declare is one that is just adequate for the survival of the upper class forces and to meet the needs of that class. The democracy that is owing to the people cannot be secured under the existing parliamentary system.  That is something that needs to be struggled for, and defended and extended under a people’s democratic rule.


Thus, it is necessary to view the parliamentary political system and the elections under that system based on class rather than the easy option of the idea of a change of government. When viewed that way, one sees that a chauvinistic, big-bourgeois, ruling class party that is loyal to imperialism has been restored to power. It will be particularly useful to consider this in the context of the seventeen-year rule of darkness.


Under these conditions, the need has arisen for the Marxist Leninists and leftist forces of democracy to fulfil the historical task of taking up greater responsibilities and face the challenges confronting them in order that they initiate waves of mass struggle and surge forward. It is therefore imperative to abandon short-term opportunistic stances and create broad-based unity, a common programme and an unwavering joint leadership.





