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One Year of the NPP in Sri Lanka 
Realising the Anti-corruption ‘Dividend’ 
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One year after the National 
People’s Power came to power in 
Sri Lanka, the new government 
has made anti-corruption 
campaign the central pillar of its 
reform agenda. The government’s 
anti-corruption campaigns 
have emerged as key sources of 
legitimacy, constructing a 
moral narrative that centralises 
power and mobilises a 
whole-of-state approach. While 
the campaigns enjoy broad public 
support, their framing risks 
consolidating executive and party 
dominance at the expense of 
democratic inclusion, institutional 
checks, and more strategic, 
long-term reform. 

The shelf life of the red scare that 
the anti-National People’s Power 
(NPP) camp tried to mobilise in 

the lead-up to elections in 2024 has ex-
pired. The most recent International 
Monetary Fund (IMF) review congratu-
lates the government on its perfor-
mance, a continuation of the economic 
agenda under the previous govern ment 
(IMF 2025). However, this macroeco-
nomic stabilisation has not signifi cantly 
improved the living conditions of the 
25% who live below the poverty line, nor 
met the consumerist-led development 
aspirations of the lower-middle classes 
(Economist 2025). The everyday experi-
ence of people who invariably have to 
visit the private pharmacy to buy regular 
medication, which had been provided by 
government clinics, especially before 
the pandemic, is an indicator of econo-
mic vulnerability. Despite various prom-
ises in the interim budget to improve 
social welfare, poverty and affordabili-
ty remain insurmountable challenges 
(Mor ning 2025). The IMF conditionali-
ties for state austerity are felt most in 
these sectors, and not in the sectors that 
guzzle public money such as Sri Lankan 
Airlines or the military, where reforms 
were promised (Daily FT 2024). 

Despite these economic hardships, 
most people appear to have steadfast 
hope in the government to deliver on 
its anti-corruption mandate (Senanayake 
2025). The government benefi ts from the 
political stability that this mission has 
brought about for two reasons. Anti-
corruption provides the government a 
strong moral high ground and casts the 
opposition as a political no-go. It also 
has popular buy-in with a lot of hustle 
surrounding these mediatised arrests. 
The government’s anti-drugs operations 
also have much more credibility, com-
pared to similar initiatives launched 

previously under former President 
Maithripala Sirisena or former Minister 
of Public Security Tiran Alles. This por-
trayal of fi ghting all vices on all fronts 
has popular support. However, framing 
the anti-drug campaign as beyond debate 
or discussion serves to pre-empt over-
sight and limit checks on potential 
government overreach, especially in 
upholding human rights.1

The tacit contract behind the popular 
support for these missions stems from 
the promised dividend of clean govern-
ance to arrest the outfl ow of spoils of 
corruption and redirect it to improve the 
lives of the ordinary people. Delivering 
on the anti-corruption agenda is a tall 
order, and any lack of conversion to real-
ise this dividend could lead the govern-
ment to mistake it for a drop in popular-
ity as a sign that they need to go into ac-
countability overdrive. Some signs of 
this are already being seen in accounts 
of senior civil service offi cials hesitating 
to be proactive and make executive deci-
sions for fear of being drawn into issues 
within the legal ambit (Examiner 2025). 
Perceived or real, there are fears among 
these ranks of some degree of judicial 
manoeuvring to shift the blame of politi-
cal malpractice onto them (Yusuf 2025). 
The resulting state slowdown could 
be interpreted by the government as 
undermining strategies of the opposi-
tion, and in turn could frustrate the 
political leaders to dominate and alien-
ate the civil service.

NPP’s Dualism: Both Outsider 
and Establishment 

An emerging pattern in the govern-
ment’s messaging can be observed in the 
recent past. Pushback to the govern-
ment’s policies was initially discarded as 
the politics of a delegitimised opposition 
and their supporters (Parliament of Sri 
Lanka 2025). When such opposition 
reaches a threshold of popular support, 
especially on social media and/or in-
volving the religious establishments, the 
government is seen to recalibrate its 
position and assure the affected constit-
uency of its fl exibility (Sunday Times 
2025b). The conservative backlash to 
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some of the progressive measures that 
the government has tried to push 
through recently, such as an amendment 
banning corporal punishment of chil-
dren and being inclusive of LGBT+ com-
munities, has led to some signs of poten-
tial backtracking by the political leader-
ship. In a recent speech, the President 
assured that laws that are not agreeable 
with the public will not be passed in Par-
liament (David 2025). 

This desire to be popular has been a 
consistent feature of this government. It 
is receptive to popular sentiments, espe-
cially those which are most vocal, and 
which enter the fast-track of social media 
news cycles. While this government has 
successfully displaced the previously 
dominant axis of ethno-religious nation-
alism with a new axis of corrupt versus 
non-corrupt, it has not dismantled the 
ethnocratic structures of the state. This 
has meant that while repeated attempts 
at fearmongering by nationalist sections 
of the opposition have not taken off, the 
NPP too has been politically cognisant 
enough to pander to a “soft” Buddhist 
nationalist line to appeal to its majority 
Sinhala voter base (Silva 2025). This is 
an indicator of how the NPP is consoli-
dating its position alongside other estab-
lishment players, religious and corpo-
rate, minus the former establishment 
political actors (now in the fragmented 
opposition, inside and outside Parlia-
ment). It indicates that the NPP is fast 
becoming the new “political establish-
ment.” This might seem obvious, but the 
NPP continues to position itself as an 
outsider to the political system.

Managing a Pseudo-progressive 
Electorate

The main challenge to the government 
does not appear to come from the oppo-
sition in Parliament. This opposition, 
which scrambled together when former 
President Ranil Wickremesinghe was ar-
rested under a banner accusing the gov-
ernment of “constitutional dictatorship,” 
revealed the extent of their disconnect 
with popular sentiment (Warakapitiya 
2025). The optics of the gathering itself 
embodied the decay and dissonance of 
their political relevance. Within and out-
side Parliament, Namal Rajapaksa, Dilith 

Jayaweera, Wimal Weerawansa and oth-
ers are each trying their own variants of 
nationalist politics, but are not able to 
fully occupy and take control of the Sin-
hala nationalist camp (Silva 2025). These 
actors, along with the NPP, are in a race 
to claim the leadership mantle of this 
camp. There are no “soft” and “hard” 
versions of majoritarian nationalism; 
they exist as points along a spectrum, 
and all versions of it end up being insidi-
ous and hegemonic.

The President faces the challenge of 
meeting the demands of a voter base in 
transition, whose common denomina-
tor is upward social mobility, but most 
of whom are pseudo-progressives, ad-
vocating progressive politics at times 
but harbouring reactionary conserva-
tism at the same time. This is a fi ckle 
voter base that goes all in with a two-
thirds mandate but swings suddenly 
the other way when the rising tides that 
the NPP promises will lift their boats 
fail to materialise.

Opposition Dissonance and 
NPP Defl ection 

Meanwhile, the opposition’s dissonance 
is perhaps best seen in its approach to 
constitutional reforms. The opposition 
continues to associate constitutional re-
forms from the perspective of the na tional 
question (resolving the issue of majori-
ty–minority relations) and the abolition 
of the executive presidency. While these 
remain key pillars of future constitu-
tional reforms, the NPP responded to a 
post-Aragalaya popular re-articulation 
of priorities centred around accountabil-
ity (anti-corruption) and economic rights 
instead. These demands that circulated in 
popular discourse were aimed at mak-
ing governments accountable to their 
mandate by way of making election mani-
festos into legally-binding contracts, re-
calling elected members of Parliament 
(MPs) who conduct themselves in a man-
ner contrary to their campaign promis-
es, including through crossovers, or who 
fail to deliver KPIs, and developing 
checks and balances outside Parliament 
(People’s Councils) (Korf et al 2024). 
These demands refl ect the anti-estab-
lishment articulation that came to the 
fore of the Aragalaya, due to the striking 

failure of the political establishment to 
honour the prevailing social contract.

The opposition’s main strategy has 
been to consider Tamil and Muslim par-
ties as their coalition partners and as 
vehicles of minority votes for their can-
didates. The NPP, however, has shifted to 
another plane where it seeks to address 
the national question by directly taking 
on the main Tamil political party, on its 
home ground. For the Tamil political 
parties, the main ideological and elec-
toral platform remains resolving the 
national question. The NPP’s relative 
electoral gains in the North and East call 
into question the continued political res-
onance of the opposition’s constitutional 
reform narrative, as the NPP reorients 
the terms of public discourse surround-
ing it (Tamil Guardian 2024). The NPP 
uses the prevailing disconnect of the 
people with the opposition to defl ect 
addressing the need for meaningful 
reforms, including power-sharing and 
any structural reforms regarding the 
executive presidency. This sidelines long-
standing, legitimate demands for consti-
tutional reforms (which generally form 
a minority—this is refl ected in past gov-
ernments’ preference to avoid reforms 
that require referendums) in the name 
of responding to popular sentiments.

Chasing Popularity 

If the business community initially an-
ticipated the NPP’s rise to power as a 
cause for concern, these fears are now 
likely dissipated. Under the NPP govern-
ment, the business elites enjoy a privi-
leged—if not a more entrenched—posi-
tion. One indicator of this has been the 
appointment of senior executives of ma-
jor blue-chip companies to public sector 
positions, while they still continue to 
serve within the private sector. Such dual 
appointments of private sector execu-
tives have often been justifi ed as acts of 
national service performed without re-
muneration, thereby downplaying the 
serious confl ict of interest that arises 
from such arrangements. These appoint-
ments include an executive of a fi nancial 
advisory company as a key economic ad-
visor to the President, and the appoint-
ment of chairpersons to state-owned en-
terprises who hold positions in private 
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companies that have interests in the 
same sector (Pethiyagoda 2025). 

As the NPP forms the new political 
establishment, these linkages with the 
economic establishment can only further 
entrench. This makes class collaboration 
an inevitability, and elections take on 
the logic of idol franchises. Only one or a 
few get to cross the class threshold, but 
everyone buys into the dream of cross-
ing classes. This occurs amid an increas-
ingly atomising society, which has wit-
nessed the decimation of its political 
left through the 1980s and the rise of 
the “managerial state” implementing 
an emerging liberal consensus since the 
1990s. The JVP-NPP’s emergence to pow-
er against this backdrop invites a closer 
look at what constitutes the party as a 
sociopolitical phenomenon. 

Since the nationalist reforms in 1956, 
that mostly favoured the upward social 
mobility of the Sinhala-speaking com-
munity through expanded access to edu-
cation and public sector employment as 
a historical redress to those who ostensi-
bly enjoyed patronage under colonial 

rule, there has been a strong view among 
Sinhala nationalists that the “educated 
rural classes” will gain power in Sri Lanka 
(Amarasekara 1962). This narrative of a 
“promised destiny” has a powerful reso-
nance with the majority Sinhalese, and 
the JVP, whose social base mainly com-
prised rural, semi-proletarian and petit 
bourgeois youth from the Sinhala South, 
became one of its main vehicles to power 
(Bopage 2013). The JVP has evolved over 
time, shaped by the political trajectory 
of its leaders since the 1990s and by key 
moments in the party’s history in 2007 
and 2012, when its radical nationalist 
and leftist components were shed. 

With the formation of the NPP, the arc 
towards the centre-left was completed, 
and in its current formation, its main 
impetus stems from the world views of 
the rural educated classes as well as 
the more urban and upwardly-mobile 
aspirational lower middle classes (who 
largely comprise of rural educated classes 
who experienced upward social mobility). 
This consolidates its “inner core of con-
servatism,” which ultimately upholds 

the prevailing dominant structures. The 
following excerpt by historian A J Mayer 
(1975: 411, 436), who theorises the lower 
middle class and its political dynamics, 
is useful for understanding the evolution 
and political manoeuvring of the NPP in 
the current context. (This analysis does 
not attempt to reduce the NPP’s electoral 
performance or future direction to his-
torical determinism; rather, it highlights 
the range of political values and align-
ments that are open to it.)

Even if at fi rst sight it [the lower middle class] 
seems to have no apparent class conscious-
ness—except in times of acute crisis—it does 
have a sharply defi ned class awareness [...] In 
sum, however amorphous the petite bourgeoi-
sie may be in times of normalcy, in times of 
severe crisis it develops considerable internal 
coherence. In an early phase of destabilization 
it may join other groups in an anti-establish-
ment radicalism. But the lower middle class 
stops short of participating in coalitions and 
confrontations that threaten to topple the eco-
nomic, social, and political edifi ce in which it 
occupies a defi nite, though insecure, place. 
Eventually it even becomes an important social 
and political carrier of a restabilization that 
benefi ts not the petite bourgeoisie but those 
higher social classes and governing elites on 
whom it never ceases to be dependent and for 
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whom it feels envy exacerbated by resentment. 
Although it may waver along the way, in the 
fi nal analysis the lower middle class resolves 
its ambiguous and strained class, status, and 
power relations with the power elite above 
and the underclass below in favor of the rul-
ing class. It is this inner core of conservatism, 
ultimately revealed in moments of acute social 
and political confl ict, that is common to all 
segments of the lower middle class and that 
justifi es treating them as a coherent phenom-
enon and as a signifi cant historical problem.

Confl icting Interests and 
Challenges Ahead

The increasingly cosy relationship of the 
government with the economic elite 
may be tested, however, by confl ict be-
tween the interests of foreign and local 
capital. Proposed reforms in the energy 
sector refl ect these tensions, including 
state-owned enterprises trying to secure 
their interests despite mounting pres-
sure on the government to open up for 
international market competition (Daily 
FT 2025). While the local economic elite 
may seek to consolidate their position in 
a potential plutocracy (government by 
the wealthy), the government faces the 
challenges of navigating between vari-
ous domestic stakes and the neo-liberal 
capital fl ow heralded by international 
fi nancial institutions, such as the IMF 
and World Bank. Addressing these, at 
times, competing interests will also test 
the government’s anti-corruption narra-
tive that tries to win the consent of the 
middle and lower income classes.

At the international level, much like at 
the domestic level, the NPP government 
is chasing popularity to its potential 
detriment. Sri Lanka remains fi rmly in 
the Western (which includes India) orbit, 
which has been an ever-entrenching 
reality since the 2022 crisis and the 
country’s entry into the IMF programme. 
This is evident in the government’s policy 
towards Israel, which appears to be 
infl uenced by its efforts at getting a better 
deal with the US on unilateral tariffs 
announced in 2025 (Gunasekara 2025). 
Attempting to balance the NPP’s inter-
ests with what is expected of them by 
key geopolitical players, the government’s 
strategy has been to maximise engage-
ment with all the major geopolitical 
actors. This is seen in the President’s 
recent visits to the US and Japan, the 

Prime Minister’s engagements in China 
and India, and two of the JVP’s most 
infl uential fi gures, Tilvin Silva and 
Bimal Rathnayake, meeting with top 
offi cials of the Chinese Communist Party 
(Sunday Times 2025a).

The NPP’s strategy to increase its pres-
ence in all these countries may not de-
liver much results without a clear strategy. 
Some indicators are evident in Sri Lan-
ka’s absence in the recently held Shang-
hai Cooperation Organization Summit 
(at a time of growing rapprochement be-
tween India and China) and Sri Lanka’s 
isolation at the UN Human Rights Coun-
cil in Geneva, where the Resolution on 
Sri Lanka was passed without a vote 
(Azeez 2025). With increasing global 
multipolarity and volatility in the transi-
tion, Sri Lanka’s vulnerability is increased 
on the geopolitical front as well, and 
may leave it open for manipulation by 
more overbearing and powerful actors. 

The NPP government’s desire to remain 
popular and follow public sentiment may 
lead it to amplify the chorus rather than 
be the conductor that leads the orchestra 
of reform. When the government fi nds 
out it is not the conductor anymore, it may 
use its baton to police dissent instead.

note

1  https://www.youtube.com/post/UgkxAU-
2wXnchre3XXHol9_cG29rBHpZfO2ji. 
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