‘We needed a Modi after the Easter attacks’

The
Rajapaksa
family is back
in power in

Sri Lanka.

Kapil Komireddi

COLOMBO, SRILANKA  Sri Lankawas
among the first democracies to defy the
tideof populism. In January 2015, when
India was seven months into Narendra
Modi’s sectarian reign and the United
States was two years fromfalling to -
Donald Trump, votersin this South
Asianisland nation defeated their
strongman president Mahinda Ra-
japaksa.

The rehabilitation of severely bruised’
institutions inaugurated by that unex-
pectedresultis now threatened with
reversal after Sri Lankanslast week
elected Gotabaya Rajapaksa, a younger
brother of Mahinda Rajapaksa, as
president. Equallyimperiled by the °
re-emergence of the Rajapaksasisthe
brittle process of reconciliation in aland
seeking torecover from a long civil war.

In 2009, four years into his first term
as president, Mr. Rajapaksaled the Sri
Lankan military to a brutal victory over
the Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam,
the outfit that waged a three-decades-
long insurgency for a separate state for
the country’s Tamil minority. After the
war, he cast himself as the guardian of
the Sinhalese Buddhist majority, found
immense support among that commu-
nity’s hard-liners and easily secured a
second termin 2010. !

Mr. Rajapaksa scrapped a law pro-
hibiting him from seeking more than
two terms as president, slapped his
face on currency bills and dismantled
constitutional constraints on executive
authority.

His brazen seizure of power was -
hallowed by hyper-nationalism and

 lubricated with lavish spending on

vanity projects financed by heavy

borrowing from China. Colombo be-
came a gaudy reliquary of the Rajapak-
sas’ wastefulness.

Tomany Sri Lankans, Mr. Rajapak-
sa’s defeat felt like deliverance from
repression, ethnonationalist chauvin-
ism and the trauma of the conflict.

Those hopes are diminishing now.

* Gotabaya Rajapaksa, the new presi-

dent, supervised the Sri Lankan offen-
sive against the Tamils. Appointed
defense secretary by his brother, he was
unsparing in his assertion of Sinhalese
might. Atleast 40,000 Tamil civilians,
according to a United Nations tally,
were killed in the final days of the war.
“We should all fall on our knees and beg
for forgiveness for what we did there,” a
retired soldier who served on the front
lines told me recently. “These people
were defeated, at our mercy, but we
were encouraged to be merciless. We
wentmad” -

Gotabaya Rajapaksa was accused by
the commander of Sri Lanka’s armed
forces of ordering the execution of Tamil
insurgents who had offered to surren-
der peacefully. His refusal to express
contrition or cooperate with the United
Nations investigation of war crimes
earned Mr. Rajapaksarebukesinthe
West — butitled alsoto his deification
at home as the defender of the Sinhalese
majority. His family affectionately
called him “The Terminator.”

After 2010, Mahinda and Gotabaya
Rajapaksa presided over Sri Lanka’s
conversion into a rancid ethnocracy,
where the most extreme Buddhist
clergy were granted alicense effec-
tively to gratify themselves by torment-
ing defenseless minorities. :

With the Tamils vanquished, Bud-
dhist extremists trained their rage at
Muslims, accounting for two million of
the country’s 20 million people. Bodu
Bala Sena, or the Buddhist Power
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The Sri Lankan presidént, Gotabaya Rajapaksa, in short-sleeves, with his cabinet. His
brother Mahinda, former president and current prime minister, is fourth from right.

Force, a group of tonsured monks,
proclaimed itself the defender of Bud-
dhism, pledged allegiance to the Ra-
japaksas and amplified every trope
about the treachery of Muslims circulat-
ing in India and the West and took to
terrorizing them. As public disquiet
spiked, Gotabaya Rajapaksa praised
the Buddhist Power Force as a protec-
tor of “our country, religion and race.”

Inthe background, many critics of the
regime, abducted by anonymous menin
white vans, vanished from sight. The
editor of the liberal weekly Sunday
Leader, Lasantha Wickrematunge, who
had antagonized the government with
his unrelenting coverage of its €Xcesses,
was shot dead on his way towork by
masked gunmen on motorbikes in early
2009.

The Rajapaksas lost power in the 2015

bl :

elections after lawmakers within their
party abruptly jumped ship and joined a
broad coalition against the government.
But the unity of purpose that endeared

- the rebels to voters collapsed under the

weight of internal squabbles once they
were elected to government.

The tyranny of the Rajapaksas was
replaced by squalid spectacles of quar-
reling between the new president,
Maithrapala Sirisena, and his prime
minister Ranil Wickremesinghe.

Their feud grew into a constitutional
crisis in 2018 when President Sirisena
fired the prime minister and realigned
himself with the Rajapaksas to shore
up his precarious political power. He
offered the prime minister’s position to
Mahinda Rajapaksa but the courts
declared the move unconstitutional.

The Rajapaksas, discredited, ap-

peared poised for obsolescence. What
rescued them were the coordinated
suicide bombings at churches and -
luxury hotels on April 21, Easter Sunday
— 259 were killed and more than 500
injured — by self-radicalized local
Muslims who claimed to be affiliated to
the Islamic State. Riots eruptedin
multiple parts of the country asit be-
came apparent that the incompetent
government, consumed by infighting,
had neglected warnings by India and
the United States of animminent terror
attack. Muslim businesses were vandal-
ized and ordinary Muslims were at-
tacked. : i

Gotabaya Rajapaksa announced his
candidacy four months after the explo-
sions and mounted his comeback on the
fear and rage that pervaded Sri Lanka.
For Sri Lanka’s minorities, the scale of
Mr. Rajapaksa’s victory — winning
nearly seven million votes — was terri-
fying because it revealed the full capaci-
ty of a campaign premised on chauvin-
ism to mobilize the majority.

Colombo, lashed by thunderstorms,
was dark and damp on the day Mr.
Rajapaksa was sworn in as president.
He chose to hold hisinauguration in
Anuradhapura, an ancient Buddhist
town where a Sinhalese king had de-
feated a Tamilinvader more than 2,000
years ago.

The location was a declaration of the
Rajapaksas’ majoritarianleanings. -
Blessed by Buddhist monks, Mr. Ra-
japaksa affirmed his support for their
dream of a Buddhist-first Sri Lanka and
chided minorities who failed his “expec-
tations” by voting againsthim. His first
actas president was to appointthe .
prime minister of Sri Lanka: His
brother Mahinda Rajapaksa.

“We needed a Modi after the Easter
attacks;” one of Gotabaya Rajapaksa’s
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