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THE IMPACT OF POLITICS ON SOCIAL WELFARE POLICIES
A STUDY OF POST-INDEPENDENCE SRI LANKA 1948-2000

P. Athukoralage

ABSTRACT

The study attempts to examine the relationship between social welfare and

politics in post-independence Sri Lanka. The objective is to develop an

analytical framework under which we could identify the welfare policy-making
process with structural dimension attached to it. This has been attempted by
examining different factors that influenced the social welfare policy-making

process in Sri Lanka,

The findings of this identified the electorate, the performance of the economy,

the role of the international donors, the ideology of the ruling parties and the

state economic ideology as the determinants of the social welfare policy-making
process in Sri Lanka. The ruling regime’s willingness to introduce more social
welfare policies, its capability of allocating more funds for social welfare and
finally the state’s commitment to maintain a social welfare policy sector within

the sphere of public policy were influenced by the above determinants.

There is a direct relationship between the electorate and the social welfare issues
in a democratic country. The behaviour of the voter is determined by various
factors, but the study follows the positive public choice approach, which
assumes the behaviour of the voter is decided on the basis of social welfare
policy packages. The study examines to what extent social welfare issues have

influenced the final outcomes of general elections held In post-

independence Sri
Lanka,

Vil



The performance of the economy is probably the conditional factor which would
determine the real shape of the intended social welfare policy of the
government. The policy makers in Sri Lanka could not ignore the capability of
the economy when deciding the policy priorities, i.e. “who gets, what, when and
how” in response to the electoral and party ideological considerations. The

study examines how the economic capabilities influence the formulation of
social welfare policies in the country.

The role of the international donors such as the IMF and the World Bank is also
important, as these institutions force the developing world to move from the
Keynesian welfare approach to the current market-led welfare approach. These
institutions have now acquired a very influential role in deciding the economic
ideology of the Sri Lankan state due to its high reliance on foreign borrowings
and the global economic strategies introduced by these institutions. The study
examines the extent to which some of the recommendations imposed by the IMF
and the World Bank have aftected the social welfare programmes in the country

and how they have finally influenced the economic ideology of the state.

The ideologies of the ruling parties always affect the welfare policy commitment
of the government. The party ideological commitment either towards the market

economy or the command economy will determine the regime’s interest in

maintaining social welfare programmes. In the light of this argument the

ideologies of the two major parties, the UNP and the SLFP, which have ruled
the country alternately during the post-independence period with some coalition

partners, have also been examined as a determinant of social welfare policies in
Sri Lanka.

The economic ideology of the state is the most important determinant in the

formulation of social welfare policies. The compulsion or commitment of the
[
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state for introducing social welfare policies will be determined by the economic
ideology of the state. Thus it can be considered as the guiding principle in the
fOrmulaﬁon of social ulfelfare policies. The study examines how the two broad
state ideologies, namely, the Keynesian welfare state ideology and the Neo-

Liberal ideology, influenced the formulation of social welfare policies in Sri
Lanka.
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- Chapter 1

STUDING POLITICS OF SOCIAL WELFARE

!

INTRODUCTION

There is a strong relationship between social welfare and politics in Sri Lanka. The

process of establishing the welfare state in the country began before independence.

It persisted during the post-independence period.

The present study attempts to examine the major determinants of the welfare policy-
making process in Sri Lanka. The objective is to develop an analytical framework
under which we could identify the welfare policy-making process. This has been

attempted by examining different factors that influenced the social welfare policy-

making process in post-independence Sri Lanka.

This chapter will discuss the conceptual and theoretical background relating to the

study. It will also explain the research problem, and the broad objectives of my

attempt.
1. DEFINING SOCIAL WELFARE

J.A.Hobson in 1929 wrote that 'welfare' may mean anything from the most elevated

conception of human character and destiny to the baths, refectories and recreation



grounds that figure so prominently in what is known as ‘'welfare work'(Hobson,

1929:10).

Welfare in the broadest sense is enjoyed largely through the consumption of goods
and services that money can buy; and money is wealth. It is also true that the
welfare or social services have been mainly concerned, during the greater part of
their history, with supply of goods and services to those poor, who are unable to buy
them; welfare in this sense was a substitute for money, or wealth. Yet wealth and
welfare even in the form of things that money can buy, are not identical.

!
Economists discovered this when they began to examine the concept of marginal
utility.  For as one writer puts it, "under the impact of the marginal
revolution. .. economic thought started moving away from the classical materialistic

level to the modern subjective level of analysis" (Marshall, 1981:54)

What had to be measured, in other words, was not an absolute quantity of physical

goods or services, but the satisfaction gained from them by the consumer, which

varies from case to case, according to circumstances. Whereas the possession of

goods or of money is wealth, the satisfaction of want is welfare,

In terms of the above definition welfare consists in the satisfaction of wants
"belonging to the ‘'material’ aspect of life, capable of being brought into relation with
the measuring rod of money" (Marshall, 1981:54). According to Marshall economic
welfare is not the only kind of welfare. He questions whether it is possible to assess

the satisfaction that a social worker gives to an aged widow, a handicapped child, or

2



a destitute family purely in terms of money (Marshall, 1981:54). The commodities
consumed in such cases include intangible things like sympathy, courage, hope and
even perhaps happiness and they cannot be measured in money. "Welfare is
entangled with happiness, just as it is with wealth, but is not identical with
it"(Marshall, 1981:55). It must be distinguished from both of them, but can be

wholly detached from neither.

The idea of social welfare has several major components, each of which has various
dimensions. As suggested above, it may be taken to mean a certain kind of good or
benefit, or a collection of goods, or even more broadly an unspecified set of good
things. Final}y, both goods and services which can be valued in terms of money in

the market, and individual satisfaction which cannot be thus valued may be included

in the concept of social welfare.

The process of including social welfare policies into the area of the public policy-

making began during the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. The State intervention

took place from the early 19" century in the areas of education, health and

industries. Between the 1880s and the 1920s social insurance and pension
programmes were launched in Europe, in the USA and Australasia (Flora and Alber
1981. Malloy 1979, Rimlinger 1971). After the introduction of these programmes in
the above countries those programmes spread to other countries in the world. In the
wake of World War Two, most of the leading capitalist countries became self-

proclaimed 'welfare states' (Flora and Heidenheimer 1981). By the mid 1970s,

public expenditures for social welfare purposes had increased to an average of

3



20.7% of GDP in 13 European nations and even in the USA such expenditures had

increased from 10.3% to 15.7% of GDP between the early 1960s and the mid-1970s
(Castles, 1982:51).

Thus, major social welfare policy areas such as education, health, transport and
other social insurance programmes of the government entered into public policy all
over the world. Therefore, the responsibility of maintaining those policies on behalf
of the people fell into the hands of the government. In the 1960s and the 1970s,

governments all over the world began to intervene in their economies in order to

maintain the above social welfare policies.

2. THE DIFFERENT THEORETICAL APPROA CHES TO SOCIAL
!
WELFARE

Before discussing the case of Sri Lanka in this regard, it is necessary to examine
different approaches of social welfare policies. This section attempts to survey those
different approaches under structural functionalism, Marxism and Neo-Marxism,

democracy, advanced capitalism and social democracy.

2:1 Structural Functionalism and Social Policy
Structural functionalists who studied the emergence of social policies have argued

that industrialism was the crucial factor in the emergence of social welfare policies.

According to structural functionalism, "Economic growth is the ultimate cause of the

evolution of the welfare state" (Wilensky, 1975:24, Wilensky and Lebeaux,

1958:230). Further, the nations began to move from a traditional-agrarian society to a

4



