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ABSTRACT
Sri Lanka was plunged into a major constitutional crisis when, on the night of 26 October 2018, President Maithripala
Sirisena dismissed Ranil Wickremesinghe without warning and replaced him with Mahinda Rajapaksa, a former
President, as Prime Minister. This was prima facie unconstitutional in that Wickremesinghe had not lost the
confidence of Parliament, and hence could not be removed. After trying and failing to assemble a parliamentary
majority for Rajapaksa, the President also purported to dissolve Parliament on 9 November, an act that was again
prime facie unconstitutional given that it occurred during a period within which Parliament could not be dissolved
except with resolution passed by a two-thirds majority. The crisis eventually ended in December when Parliament
consistently refused to give confidence for Rajapaksa, both the Court of Appeal and the Supreme Court held the
presidential acts to be unconstitutional, and Sirisena and Rajapaksa were forced to back down. An attempt at
democratic backsliding therefore ended with a demonstration of institutional resilience, although deeper questions
about political culture remain that militate against an over-sanguine assessment of the denouement of the crisis as
an unvarnished triumph for constitutional democracy. This presentation will examine the institutional and cultural
aspects of Sri Lanka’s constitutional system, and especially the ‘premier-presidential’ institutional form of executive
power after the significantly reformist Nineteenth Amendment to the Constitution passed by the SirisenaWickremesinghe national government in 2015, to outline some of the lessons from the crisis we can learn for
comparative constitutional law and politics.
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