A PLURALIST POLITICAL CLASS?

T he recent collapse of coalition talks
between the Sri Lanka Freedom Party
(SLFP) and Janatha Vimukthi Peramuna (JVP)
is one of the stories that deservedly drew media
headlines. The protracted negotiations between
the two parties to come together, if successful,
would have concretized a new alignment of

political forces in the south in the context of' dn="

going negotiations between the United Front
government and the Liberation Tigers of Tamil
Eelam (LTTE). But, quite significantly, the
emerging SLFP-JVP coalition also broke down
because the two sides could not come to a shared
position on two issues that are central to the
peace process. According to the SLFP’s
explanation, the JVP insisted that there should
not be devolution and that the Norwegians, who
are facilitating the negotiations between the
UNF and LTTE at present, should be removed
from that role. It appears that President
Kumaratunga strongly objected to the JVP’s two
conditions.

In another explanation of the failure of talks,
President Kumaratunga has said the JVP had
also made other unacceptable pre-conditions,
demanding several key political and ministerial
positions in a future coalition government.
Among the JVP’s demands were the key
position of the coalition’s chairmanship and the
powerful deputy ministerial portfolio of defense.

It is quite significant that President
Kumaratunga, despite a lot of pressure from
sections of her own party to accept the JVP’s
preconditions, let the coalition talks end in
failure. At least, senior leaders of the Sinhalese
political class continue to treat the ethnic conflict
as a serious political issue that requires a political
solution centred on arrangements for power
sharing. The JVP’s vague and utterly outdated
idea that the ethnic conflict can be addressed
through a programme of ‘true equality’ withina
unitary, centralized state, has not obviously
convinced President Kumaratunga, who had
only a few years ago led a national campaign
for federalistic constitutional reforms.

However, a question that needs to be posed in
relation to Sri Lanka’s major political parties
and their strategies for ethnic conflict resolution
is whether the UNP and SLFP as political

entities are rqadyjfgr an extensive power-sharing
settlement with: te Tamils and the minority
communities. Actually, it is very difficult to
answer this question in the affirmative. The point
is that in both the UNP and SLFP, only the two
party leaders and a few of their senior colleagues
have demonstrated a consistent commitment to
ej.gbqga political settlement to the cthnic conflict
or to constitutional reforms for power sharing.
While many of their second-level leaders still
remain unconvinced about what the leaders
advocate as a political solution, many rank- and-
file members continue to remain confused by
the vacillation often demonstrated by their
leaders whose position has changed in and out
of power. They are even kept in the dark about
the political solutions that their leaders negotiate
with the LTTE. Rarely would they demonstrate
any familiarity with the political and
constitutional concepts on which the political
solutions might be worked out.

In this backdrop, one key question which
political leaders in Sinhalese society should
address is the need to transform the political
consciousness and the level of political
education in the ranks of their own parties. This
task becomes all the more important if they are
serious about a workable political-constitutional
arrangement with the LTTE. In any future
settlement talks, the LTTE leadership is very
likely to present constitutional ideas that are
many steps ahead of the devolution discourse
with which the leaders of the UNP and People’s
Alliance are familiar and comfortable. Rights
to nationhood, national-self-determination, two
nations in one state, asymmetrical federalism,
confederal arrangements and shared sovereignty
are some of the key conceptual categories in
which the LTTE’s proposals to address the ‘core
issues’ of the ethnic conflict are most likely to
be formulated.

Indeed, it is the SLFP leadership in its
interventions in the political debate during the
past one year that challenged the LTTE to bring
the ‘core issues’ to the negotiation agenda. The
LTTE is most likely to take up that challenge in
the next phase of negotiations with the Colombo
government. Any proposals by the LTTE
towards a political settlement to the ethnic
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conflict are also likely to be formulated from
the perspective of re-constituting the existing
Sri Lankan state. They would be far ahead of
the devolution discourse of Sinhalese society.
Probébly, the Sinhalese political leadership is
not yet ready to engage the next phase of LTTE’s
political challenge.

The second phase of the Government-LTTE
negotiations is likely to first centre on the
proposals for an interim administration. Beyond
the interim administration is the question of a
stable political settlement and perhaps
settlement agreement between the LTTE and
whichever party is in power in Colombo. For
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