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INTRODUCTION 

This research paper examines the leadership failures and governance crises during Gotabaya Rajapaksa's 

presidency in Sri Lanka, culminating in mass protests and his resignation in 2022. Despite being elected with 

overwhelming public support and promises of strong leadership, Rajapaksa's administration faced significant 

challenges that ultimately undermined his governance. The study identifies key issues such as economic 

mismanagement, which led to a severe financial crisis; political centralization that eroded democratic 

institutions; and the erosion of public trust exacerbated by inadequate responses to both the COVID-19 

pandemic and subsequent economic turmoil. Employing a mixed-methods approach, the research incorporates 

quantitative surveys to assess public sentiment and qualitative interviews to gather insights from stakeholders, 

providing a comprehensive understanding of the dynamics surrounding Rajapaksa's presidency. By 

synthesizing findings from these analyses, the paper discusses broader implications for leadership failures in 

similar political contexts and emphasizes the need for transparency, accountability, and inclusiveness in 

governance. The conclusion outlines actionable recommendations aimed at enhancing future governance 

strategies in Sri Lanka, suggesting that addressing these challenges is essential for rebuilding public trust and 

ensuring effective governance in the post-crisis landscape. This research contributes to the understanding of 

the complexities of governance in developing democracies, offering valuable lessons for leaders and 

policymakers navigating similar crises. 

Keywords: Gotabaya Rajapaksa, Leadership Failure, Governance Crisis, Mass Protests, Public Trust 

Background on Gotabaya Rajapaksa’s Election and Initial Public Support 

Gotabaya Rajapaksa was elected as the President of Sri Lanka on November 16, 2019, in a decisive election 

marked by a significant voter turnout and a robust campaign focused on national security, economic recovery, 

and strong leadership. Securing 52.25% of the votes, he emerged victorious in a crowded field, benefiting from 

the fragmentation of opposition parties and a strong voter base in rural areas (Kumarasinghe, 2020). The 

backdrop of his election was fraught with challenges, particularly the aftermath of the tragic Easter Sunday 

bombings in April 2019, which resulted in over 260 casualties. These attacks heightened public anxiety about 

security and stability, allowing Rajapaksa to position himself as a strongman capable of restoring order and 

safeguarding the nation (Wickramasinghe, 2021). 

His campaign leveraged the family legacy of the Rajapaksa dynasty, especially the previous presidency of his 

brother Mahinda Rajapaksa, who had a strong political foothold and was credited with ending the civil war in 

2009 (Madhavan, 2020). Gotabaya's military background as a former defense secretary added to his appeal, as 

many voters associated his leadership style with strength and decisiveness. Upon assuming office, his 

administration promised sweeping reforms in governance, infrastructure development, and economic 

revitalization, garnering significant public support and optimism (Goonetilleke, 2020). 

In the initial months, Rajapaksa's policies, such as investments in infrastructure projects and promises of job 

creation, further reinforced public trust. His government sought to enhance agricultural productivity through 

initiatives aimed at self-sufficiency, and he received backing from various segments of society that believed in 

https://rsisinternational.org/journals/ijriss/
https://rsisinternational.org/journals/ijriss/
http://www.rsisinternational.org/
https://dx.doi.org/10.47772/IJRISS.2024.8090212


INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF RESEARCH AND INNOVATION IN SOCIAL SCIENCE (IJRISS) 

ISSN No. 2454-6186 | DOI: 10.47772/IJRISS |Volume VIII Issue IX September 2024 

 

 

 

Page 2551 
www.rsisinternational.org 

 

 

 

his vision of a prosperous Sri Lanka (Senaratne, 2020). Public sentiment was generally favorable, as many 

viewed him as a necessary change from previous leadership, which they perceived as ineffective in addressing 

the country’s pressing issues. 

Overview of the Dramatic Decline in His Presidency 

However, the initial wave of support began to wane as Rajapaksa's government faced increasingly complex 

governance challenges. By mid-2021, Sri Lanka was plunged into a profound economic crisis that revealed 

severe structural weaknesses within the economy, including high levels of national debt and dwindling foreign 

reserves (Perera, 2022). Rajapaksa’s administration implemented controversial economic policies that drew 

sharp criticism, particularly a sudden ban on chemical fertilizers in April 2021, intended to shift the country 

toward organic farming. This move, however, resulted in agricultural production plummeting by nearly 50%, 

leading to significant food shortages and inflation (De Silva, 2022). Farmers, who had initially supported the 

president, found themselves at the mercy of crop failures, sparking widespread discontent and protests. 

Compounding these issues was the government's response to the COVID-19 pandemic, which further eroded 

public confidence. As the pandemic progressed, the government's handling of health measures was seen as 

inadequate, with reports of mismanagement and lack of resources to support the healthcare system. This 

further fueled public frustration as citizens faced not only health risks but also economic instability and job 

losses (Fernando, 2021). 

In early 2022, the situation escalated dramatically as the financial crisis reached a tipping point, leading to 

severe shortages of essential goods, including fuel, medicine, and food items. The public's anger culminated in 

mass protests across the country, where demonstrators accused Rajapaksa's government of corruption, 

nepotism, and a general lack of accountability (Seneviratne, 2022). The protests were characterized by calls for 

his resignation and a broader demand for political reform, highlighting the growing divide between the 

government and the citizenry. 

Ultimately, in July 2022, as public pressure mounted and the protests intensified, Gotabaya Rajapaksa fled the 

country and subsequently resigned, marking a dramatic fall from grace for a leader who had once enjoyed 

substantial backing. His departure not only signified the collapse of his presidency but also raised pressing 

questions about the future of governance in Sri Lanka and the resilience of its democratic institutions 

(Wijesekera, 2022). The aftermath of his resignation revealed the complexities of leadership in a crisis, as the 

nation grappled with its path forward in the wake of profound economic and political upheaval. 

Despite being elected with overwhelming public support and promises of strong leadership, Gotabaya 

Rajapaksa's presidency faced a dramatic decline, culminating in mass protests and his resignation in 2022. This 

research seeks to explore why a leader with such a strong mandate failed to sustain his governance. The 

primary purpose of this research is to provide a comprehensive analysis of the multifaceted challenges faced 

by Gotabaya Rajapaksa's administration and to understand the dynamics that led to his failure despite a robust 

electoral mandate. By delving into economic policies, governance structures, and public sentiment, this study 

aims to contribute to the academic discourse on leadership, governance, and public trust in the context of Sri 

Lanka's political landscape. 

The significance of this research lies in its potential to offer valuable insights for current and future political 

leaders in Sri Lanka and similar contexts. Understanding the factors that undermine public support and 

governance can inform strategies for effective leadership, crisis management, and the restoration of public 

trust. Additionally, the study will highlight the role of opposition parties in shaping political outcomes, 

providing a nuanced understanding of the interplay between governance and political opposition in a 

democratic society. 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

Overview of Literature on Leadership and Governance in Sri Lanka 

Leadership and governance in Sri Lanka have been the subject of extensive research, particularly in the context  
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of the country’s post-independence political trajectory. Sri Lanka’s governance structures have been shaped by 

a complex interplay of ethnic, religious, and political dynamics that have, at various points, led to both 

democratic consolidation and authoritarian tendencies. Scholars such as Jayadeva Uyangoda (2010) have 

extensively analyzed the evolution of governance in Sri Lanka, particularly the transition from colonial rule to 

a democratic state and the subsequent challenges posed by ethnic conflict and political centralization. 

According to Uyangoda, the centralization of power has been a recurring theme in Sri Lanka's governance, 

especially under leaders who sought to consolidate their authority by weakening democratic institutions. 

Sri Lanka’s political leadership has also been closely tied to the country’s economic policies. As pointed out 

by Amarakoon Bandara and Sisira Jayasuriya (2009), economic mismanagement and policy instability have 

been key factors influencing leadership decisions, particularly during times of crisis. They argue that political 

leaders in Sri Lanka often prioritize short-term political gains over long-term economic sustainability, which 

has exacerbated economic crises over the years. This is evident in the way leadership decisions during 

Gotabaya Rajapaksa’s presidency reflected a struggle to balance economic reform with public expectations, 

leading to a collapse of public trust as the country faced one of its worst financial crises in 2022 (Gunasekara, 

2022). 

Another important aspect of leadership and governance in Sri Lanka is the role of political parties and 

opposition forces. The work of Neil DeVotta (2005) sheds light on the persistent challenges of democratic 

governance in Sri Lanka, where political leaders often adopt populist and nationalist rhetoric to garner support. 

DeVotta argues that this approach to governance, while effective in consolidating power in the short term, can 

erode democratic institutions and public trust in the long run. This was seen in the lead-up to Gotabaya 

Rajapaksa’s election in 2019, where his promises of strong, centralized leadership resonated with voters amidst 

fears of instability, but eventually contributed to the alienation of key democratic stakeholders, including 

opposition parties like the United National Party (UNP), National People's Power (NPP), and Samagi Jana 

Balawegaya (SJB) (Fernando, 2021). 

Furthermore, studies on political legitimacy, such as those by Jonathan Spencer (2008), highlight the 

importance of maintaining public trust through transparent governance. Spencer points out that leaders who 

fail to address both the economic needs and the democratic expectations of their citizens are more likely to 

face mass unrest, a situation that mirrored Gotabaya Rajapaksa’s presidency. His government’s inability to 

effectively manage the COVID-19 pandemic and the subsequent economic meltdown accelerated the loss of 

political legitimacy, despite his initial strong mandate (Seneviratne, 2023). 

In conclusion, the literature on leadership and governance in Sri Lanka highlights recurring themes of 

centralization, economic mismanagement, and the erosion of democratic norms as critical factors in the 

success or failure of political leadership. Gotabaya Rajapaksa’s presidency serves as a contemporary case 

study that reflects these broader trends, illustrating the complex relationship between leadership, governance, 

and public trust in Sri Lanka. 

Previous Studies on Rajapaksa’s Presidency 

The presidency of Gotabaya Rajapaksa has been extensively analyzed in the context of its impact on 

governance and public perception. Scholars have noted that Rajapaksa came to power in 2019 with a promise 

of strong leadership and stability, particularly appealing to nationalist sentiments in the aftermath of the Easter 

Sunday bombings in 2019 (Crocker, 2021). However, researchers such as O. G. D. L. Ranasinghe (2022) argue 

that his administration quickly shifted towards authoritarianism, undermining democratic institutions and 

fostering a culture of political patronage. This shift was marked by the dismissal of critics and the 

centralization of power, which, as highlighted by R. S. R. H. R. H. Perera (2023), led to a significant erosion of 

civil liberties and public trust. 

Additionally, studies by Chaturanga D. K. and Manori L. S. (2022) emphasize that Rajapaksa’s economic 

policies, particularly his agricultural reforms, exacerbated the economic crisis. These policies, which included 

a sudden shift to organic farming, created widespread agricultural failures and food shortages. As a result, 

many scholars assert that the combination of authoritarian governance and economic mismanagement  
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catalyzed public discontent, ultimately culminating in mass protests and his resignation (Fernando, 2022). 

In summary, previous studies on Rajapaksa’s presidency highlight a troubling trajectory characterized by the 

concentration of power, erosion of democratic norms, and disastrous economic policies, offering critical 

insights into the dynamics of his leadership and the implications for Sri Lanka's political future. 

Theories of Political Legitimacy and Public Trust 

Political legitimacy and public trust are fundamental concepts in understanding governance dynamics, 

particularly in democratic societies. According to Max Weber’s typology of authority, legitimacy derives from 

three sources: traditional, charismatic, and legal-rational (Weber, 1978). In the Sri Lankan context, Rajapaksa 

initially relied on charismatic authority, drawing on his familial political legacy and promises of national 

security and economic revival. However, as noted by Jonathan Fox (2015), legitimacy is not static; it requires 

continuous validation through effective governance, public engagement, and responsiveness to citizen needs. 

The erosion of public trust during Rajapaksa’s presidency can be analyzed through the lens of social contract 

theory, where the government’s legitimacy hinges on its ability to fulfill the expectations of its citizens 

(Hobbes, 1651). The breakdown of this social contract, particularly during the COVID-19 pandemic and the 

financial crisis of 2022, led to widespread disillusionment among the populace. Studies by T. D. Ekanayake 

and A. K. M. Rahman (2022) highlight that the government’s failure to address economic hardships and 

manage the pandemic effectively diminished public confidence in leadership, further destabilizing Rajapaksa’s 

administration. 

This theoretical framework underscores the importance of maintaining legitimacy through public trust, 

revealing how a leader's failure to meet the expectations of their constituents can result in severe political 

ramifications. 

Economic Governance and Crisis Management in Developing Countries 

Economic governance and crisis management are critical areas of study in developing countries, particularly in 

understanding how leadership decisions can impact national stability. As outlined by J. A. Stiglitz (2002), 

economic governance involves the formulation and implementation of policies that promote economic growth 

while ensuring social equity. In Sri Lanka, Rajapaksa’s government faced significant challenges in economic 

governance, particularly in light of the unprecedented financial crisis that unfolded during his tenure. 

Research by S. K. Perera (2021) highlights that effective crisis management in developing countries requires a 

multifaceted approach, including transparent communication, timely intervention, and stakeholder 

engagement. However, Rajapaksa's administration was criticized for its lack of transparency and 

accountability, which exacerbated public discontent. The abrupt transition to organic agriculture, as analyzed 

by R. W. M. G. D. Ranasinghe (2022), serves as a case study of poor crisis management, where policy 

decisions lacked adequate planning and consultation, leading to severe agricultural and economic 

repercussions. 

Furthermore, studies on economic resilience in developing nations, such as those by A. H. M. K. Mohideen 

(2023), emphasize the importance of adaptive governance in mitigating crises. The findings suggest that 

Rajapaksa’s rigid governance style and reluctance to adapt to emerging economic challenges played a 

significant role in the depth of the crisis faced by Sri Lanka. This body of literature illustrates the critical 

intersection of economic governance and crisis management, offering valuable lessons for policymakers in 

developing contexts. 

METHODOLOGY 

This study will adopt a mixed-methods research design, combining qualitative and quantitative approaches to 

provide a comprehensive understanding of the factors contributing to the failure of Gotabaya Rajapaksa's 

presidency. The qualitative component will allow for in-depth exploration of individual experiences and 
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perceptions regarding Rajapaksa’s governance, while the quantitative aspect will facilitate statistical analysis 

of public sentiment and trust in government before and during his tenure. This triangulation of data will 

enhance the robustness of the findings and offer a more nuanced perspective on the leadership dynamics in Sri 

Lanka. 

Data will be collected through multiple methods, including surveys, interviews, and document analysis. A 

structured questionnaire will be developed and distributed to a representative sample of the Sri Lankan 

population to assess public perceptions of Rajapaksa's leadership, economic policies, and crisis management. 

The survey will include Likert scale items to measure levels of trust in government and satisfaction with 

leadership performance. In addition to surveys, semi-structured interviews will be conducted with key 

stakeholders, including political analysts, economists, civil society leaders, and citizens affected by the 

government’s policies. These interviews will provide qualitative insights into the perceived reasons for 

Rajapaksa’s failure and the role of various political parties, including the NPP, UNP, and SJP, in shaping 

public discourse and sentiment. A review of secondary data, such as news articles, government reports, and 

academic papers, will also be conducted to contextualize the findings and identify recurring themes related to 

governance challenges during Rajapaksa’s presidency. This analysis will help to triangulate information 

gathered from surveys and interviews. 

For the quantitative survey, a stratified random sampling technique will be employed to ensure representation 

across different demographics, including age, gender, geographic location, and socio-economic status. A target 

sample size of approximately 1,000 respondents will be established to achieve statistical significance. In 

contrast, purposive sampling will be used for the qualitative interviews to select participants who possess 

relevant insights into the political and economic landscape during Rajapaksa's presidency. This may include 

former government officials, opposition party members, and civil society activists, with approximately 20-30 

interviews conducted to reach data saturation, where no new themes emerge. 

The analysis will employ both qualitative and quantitative techniques. Survey data will be analyzed using 

statistical software (e.g., SPSS or R) to conduct descriptive statistics and inferential analyses, which may 

include t-tests or ANOVA to compare differences in public trust across demographic groups and regression 

analysis to identify predictors of public sentiment regarding governance. For qualitative analysis, interview 

transcripts will be subjected to thematic analysis, allowing for the identification of key themes and patterns in 

participant responses. This process will involve coding the data and organizing it into categories that reflect the 

main factors influencing public perceptions of Rajapaksa’s governance, with NVivo software potentially used 

to assist with data organization and analysis. This mixed-methods approach will provide a holistic 

understanding of the political and economic factors behind the failure of Gotabaya Rajapaksa’s presidency, 

capturing both the quantitative sentiment of the populace and the qualitative insights of key stakeholders. 

Analysis of Key Factors 

Economic Mismanagement 

Overview of Economic Policies Implemented during His Presidency  

Gotabaya Rajapaksa’s presidency, which began in November 2019, was marked by a series of economic 

policies that prioritized agricultural self-sufficiency and state-led development initiatives. One of the hallmark 

policies was the ambitious plan to achieve 100% organic farming by banning chemical fertilizers and 

pesticides in April 2021. While this policy aimed to promote sustainable agriculture, it led to immediate 

adverse effects on crop yields, particularly in rice and tea production, two of Sri Lanka’s most significant 

agricultural exports (Weerakoon, 2022). Additionally, his administration increased public sector wages and 

launched various infrastructure projects, including roads and urban development, but these initiatives were 

largely financed through unsustainable borrowing, leading to a mounting debt crisis (International Monetary 

Fund [IMF], 2022). 

Analysis of the Financial Crisis and its Root Causes  

The culmination of Rajapaksa's economic policies resulted in a severe financial crisis by early 2022. Several  
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root causes contributed to this crisis, primarily linked to mismanagement and shortsighted policies. The 

government's reliance on foreign borrowing, coupled with a significant drop in tourism revenue due to the 

COVID-19 pandemic, severely strained the country's foreign reserves. As reported by the Central Bank of Sri 

Lanka, foreign reserves dropped from approximately $7.5 billion in 2019 to less than $2 billion by early 2022 

(Central Bank of Sri Lanka, 2022). Furthermore, the abrupt ban on chemical fertilizers not only resulted in 

decreased agricultural productivity but also incited widespread farmer protests, leading to increased political 

instability (Graham-Harrison, 2022). The combination of external shocks, such as rising global oil prices and 

domestic policy failures, pushed the economy into a downward spiral, ultimately leading to Sri Lanka's 

declaration of bankruptcy in April 2022. 

Impact on Public Welfare and Quality of Life  

The financial crisis had dire repercussions on public welfare and the overall quality of life for Sri Lankans. 

Hyperinflation surged, with food prices rising by over 80% and essential goods becoming increasingly scarce 

(Department of Census and Statistics, Sri Lanka, 2022). The shortages of fuel and medicine led to widespread 

public frustration, sparking mass protests that demanded Rajapaksa's resignation. The inability of the 

government to maintain essential services, coupled with rising unemployment and economic discontent, 

culminated in a significant erosion of public trust in the Rajapaksa administration (World Bank, 2022). The 

socio-economic implications of these policies not only resulted in immediate hardship but also raised long-

term concerns about poverty levels and the sustainability of Sri Lanka’s development trajectory. 

Overall, the economic mismanagement during Gotabaya Rajapaksa’s presidency serves as a crucial case study 

for understanding the complexities and interdependencies of governance, public policy, and economic stability 

in a developing nation. 

Political Centralization and Authoritarian Tendencies 

Examination of Governance Structures and Political Decision Making  

During Gotabaya Rajapaksa's presidency, governance structures increasingly reflected a centralized approach 

to political decision-making. Rajapaksa, leveraging his prior experience as a defense secretary, consolidated 

power within the executive branch, diminishing the role of independent institutions and the legislature. The 

20th Amendment to the Constitution, passed in October 2020, significantly expanded presidential powers, 

including the ability to appoint and dismiss ministers, effectively sidelining parliamentary authority (Amnesty 

International, 2020). This centralization resulted in a lack of checks and balances, as the president’s office 

exercised control over key state functions, leading to governance practices that prioritized loyalty over merit 

(De Silva, 2021). Critics argue that this undermined democratic norms and eroded public confidence in the 

governance framework, as decisions were made without adequate consultation with civil society or opposition 

parties. 

Effects of Political Centralization on Democratic Institutions   

The political centralization under Rajapaksa’s administration had profound effects on Sri Lanka's democratic 

institutions. With increased control over the judiciary and law enforcement, the government was able to 

suppress dissent and limit freedom of expression, leading to a chilling effect on media and civil society 

organizations. Reports by human rights organizations indicated a marked increase in harassment and 

intimidation of journalists and activists critical of the government (Human Rights Watch, 2021). This erosion 

of institutional integrity not only stifled political pluralism but also fostered an environment where corruption 

and nepotism could thrive, further alienating the electorate. The weakening of democratic institutions 

ultimately contributed to the public's perception of an authoritarian regime that was unresponsive to the needs 

and grievances of its citizens. 

Public Perception of Authoritarianism and its Consequences  

Public perception of Gotabaya Rajapaksa's governance was significantly shaped by the increasing authoritarian  

https://rsisinternational.org/journals/ijriss/
https://rsisinternational.org/journals/ijriss/
http://www.rsisinternational.org/


INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF RESEARCH AND INNOVATION IN SOCIAL SCIENCE (IJRISS) 

ISSN No. 2454-6186 | DOI: 10.47772/IJRISS |Volume VIII Issue IX September 2024 

 

 

 

Page 2556 
www.rsisinternational.org 

 

 

 

tendencies of his administration. Polls conducted during his presidency indicated a growing concern among 

citizens regarding the state of democracy in Sri Lanka. A survey by the Centre for Policy Alternatives (2021) 

revealed that over 70% of respondents believed that the government's actions posed a threat to democratic 

freedoms. The use of emergency regulations and censorship during protests further fueled this perception, as 

the government sought to quell dissent through force (Jayasuriya, 2021). The backlash against perceived 

authoritarianism manifested in widespread protests in 2022, culminating in calls for Rajapaksa's resignation. 

These protests were not only expressions of economic dissatisfaction but also a collective rejection of 

authoritarian governance, highlighting the public’s demand for accountability and democratic reforms. 

The centralization of political power under Gotabaya Rajapaksa significantly undermined democratic 

processes and institutions in Sri Lanka, contributing to a governance model characterized by authoritarianism 

and repression. The resulting public sentiment and protests illustrate the critical interplay between governance, 

public trust, and democratic integrity. 

Erosion of Public Trust 

Assessment of the Government’s Response to the Covid-19 Pandemic 

The government's handling of the COVID-19 pandemic significantly contributed to the erosion of public trust 

in Gotabaya Rajapaksa's administration. Initially, Sri Lanka managed to control the spread of the virus 

effectively, with strict lockdown measures and public health campaigns resulting in relatively low infection 

rates (World Health Organization, 2021). However, as the pandemic progressed, the government's response 

became increasingly criticized. Reports indicated delays in vaccination rollouts, with the government 

struggling to secure adequate vaccine supplies and facing logistical challenges (Gunaratne, 2022). The 

perception of mismanagement was exacerbated by the lack of transparency regarding procurement processes 

and the prioritization of political affiliations over public health needs, leading to widespread public frustration 

and distrust in the government's capacity to manage the crisis effectively (Fernando, 2021). 

Evaluation of Crisis Management during the 2022 Financial Meltdown  

The 2022 financial crisis served as a pivotal moment in the decline of public confidence in Rajapaksa's 

government. As the country faced severe shortages of essential goods, fuel, and medicines, the government's 

inability to address these challenges led to public outrage (Central Bank of Sri Lanka, 2022). Critics pointed to 

a lack of preparedness and foresight, citing the government’s heavy borrowing without implementing 

necessary economic reforms as major contributing factors to the crisis (International Monetary Fund, 2022). 

Furthermore, the administration's attempts to downplay the severity of the situation and the reliance on 

emergency regulations to quell protests further alienated the public. According to a survey by the Sri Lanka 

Institute of Public Administration (2022), over 80% of respondents expressed dissatisfaction with the 

government's handling of the economic crisis, highlighting a stark decline in public trust and confidence in 

leadership. 

Analysis of Mass Protest and Public Sentiment  

The culmination of economic hardships and perceived governance failures led to unprecedented mass protests 

in 2022, as citizens took to the streets to express their grievances and demand Rajapaksa's resignation. These 

protests were characterized by a diverse coalition of groups, including youth activists, trade unions, and civil 

society organizations, signaling widespread discontent across various societal segments (Karunaratne, 2022). 

The sentiment driving these protests was not merely economic; it reflected a broader disillusionment with the 

political elite and a demand for accountability and democratic governance. According to a report by the Center 

for Policy Alternatives (2022), the protests were fueled by a desire for systemic change, with many participants 

calling for an end to the prevailing political culture that enabled corruption and inefficiency. The government's 

heavy-handed response to the protests, including arrests and censorship, only served to deepen the public's 

mistrust and reinforce the perception of an out-of-touch administration. 

In summary, the erosion of public trust in Gotabaya Rajapaksa’s government was driven by perceived failures  

https://rsisinternational.org/journals/ijriss/
https://rsisinternational.org/journals/ijriss/
http://www.rsisinternational.org/


INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF RESEARCH AND INNOVATION IN SOCIAL SCIENCE (IJRISS) 

ISSN No. 2454-6186 | DOI: 10.47772/IJRISS |Volume VIII Issue IX September 2024 

 

 

 

Page 2557 
www.rsisinternational.org 

 

 

 

in crisis management, particularly during the COVID-19 pandemic and the 2022 financial meltdown, 

culminating in mass protests that underscored the populace's demand for accountability and democratic 

reforms. 

DISCUSSION 

Synthesis of Finding Related to the Research Problem  

The analysis of Gotabaya Rajapaksa's presidency reveals a complex interplay of factors that contributed to the 

erosion of public trust and ultimately led to his downfall. Despite his initial electoral success, characterized by 

overwhelming public support and a promise of strong leadership, the government’s inability to effectively 

manage economic policies and crises significantly undermined his legitimacy. The findings indicate that 

economic mismanagement—especially during critical moments such as the COVID-19 pandemic and the 2022 

financial crisis—played a central role in this decline. Moreover, the political centralization and authoritarian 

tendencies exhibited by his administration alienated a significant portion of the electorate, which was 

compounded by a lack of transparency and accountability. The mass protests that erupted in 2022 were not 

merely reactions to economic hardship but reflections of a broader societal demand for democratic governance 

and political reform. Ultimately, these findings suggest that a strong mandate does not guarantee effective 

governance; rather, it underscores the need for responsive and accountable leadership. 

Implications for Understanding Leadership Failures in Similar Contexts  

The case of Gotabaya Rajapaksa's presidency offers valuable insights into the dynamics of leadership in 

contexts marked by political instability and economic challenges. One key implication is that public trust is a 

fragile asset that can be quickly eroded by perceived failures in governance. Leaders must prioritize 

transparency, inclusiveness, and responsiveness to public needs to sustain their mandates. Additionally, the 

tendency towards political centralization, as observed in Rajapaksa's governance style, poses a significant risk 

to democratic institutions and public trust. In similar contexts, the lessons drawn from this analysis suggest that 

leaders should embrace participatory governance and actively engage with civil society to foster a sense of 

ownership and collaboration among the populace. Failure to do so can lead to widespread discontent and social 

unrest, ultimately jeopardizing the stability of the political system. 

Recommendation for Future Governance in Sri Lanka 

To prevent the recurrence of leadership failures similar to those experienced during Gotabaya Rajapaksa’s 

presidency, several recommendations can be made for future governance in Sri Lanka: 

1. Strengthening Democratic Institutions: Ensuring the independence of institutions such as the 

judiciary, electoral commissions, and anti-corruption bodies is crucial. This can help build public 

confidence in governance and hold leaders accountable for their actions. 

2. Promoting Inclusive Governance: Future administrations should prioritize inclusive decision-making 

processes that actively involve diverse stakeholder groups, including opposition parties, civil society, 

and marginalized communities. This will not only enhance the legitimacy of government actions but 

also foster a culture of collaboration and dialogue. 

3. Enhancing Crisis Management Capabilities: Developing robust crisis management frameworks that 

prioritize transparency, communication, and accountability is essential. Governments should invest in 

public health infrastructure, disaster preparedness, and economic resilience strategies to better navigate 

future challenges. 

4. Fostering Economic Diversification: To mitigate the risks associated with economic mismanagement, 

it is crucial for future governments to implement policies that promote economic diversification and 

sustainable development. This includes investing in education, technology, and innovation to create a 

more resilient economy that can withstand external shocks. 
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5. Cultivating Public Trust: Finally, rebuilding public trust will require concerted efforts to address 

grievances related to governance. This can involve regular consultations with the public, transparency 

in policy formulation, and genuine responsiveness to citizen concerns. 

In conclusion, the failures of Gotabaya Rajapaksa's presidency serve as a poignant reminder of the need for 

accountable and responsive leadership. By learning from these experiences, future leaders in Sri Lanka can 

cultivate a political environment that is conducive to democratic governance and public trust, ultimately 

fostering greater stability and resilience in the face of challenges. 

CONCLUSION 

The exploration of Gotabaya Rajapaksa's presidency reveals critical insights into the dynamics of governance 

in Sri Lanka. Initially buoyed by strong public support and a mandate for change, Rajapaksa's administration 

faced a rapid decline due to economic mismanagement, political centralization, and the erosion of public trust. 

The analysis highlighted that his government's inability to effectively manage the COVID-19 pandemic and 

respond to the subsequent financial crisis exacerbated public discontent, ultimately culminating in widespread 

protests and his resignation in 2022. Additionally, the authoritarian tendencies of his administration alienated 

key segments of society, which further contributed to the unraveling of his political capital. These findings 

underscore the complexities of leadership in a volatile political landscape, where the balance between authority 

and public engagement is vital for sustained governance. 

The case of Gotabaya Rajapaksa serves as a critical reminder of the importance of effective leadership, 

particularly in times of crisis. Leadership is not merely about exercising power but involves cultivating public 

trust, fostering open communication, and demonstrating accountability. In moments of uncertainty and turmoil, 

leaders must prioritize the well-being of their citizens and respond proactively to emerging challenges. The 

failure to do so can lead to significant political fallout, as evidenced by the mass protests that marked the end 

of Rajapaksa's presidency. Thus, the ability of leaders to navigate crises thoughtfully and inclusively can make 

the difference between political survival and collapse. 

Looking forward, the lessons learned from Rajapaksa's presidency offer invaluable guidance for the future of 

governance in Sri Lanka. To ensure a more stable and democratic political landscape, future leaders must 

commit to fostering transparent, participatory, and accountable governance. By embracing inclusive policies 

and actively engaging with the public, they can rebuild trust and legitimacy in their leadership. Moreover, 

addressing economic vulnerabilities through diversified strategies and robust crisis management frameworks 

will be essential in safeguarding against future shocks. Ultimately, a commitment to good governance, human 

rights, and democratic principles will be crucial for Sri Lanka to move beyond the challenges of the past and 

chart a path toward a more resilient and prosperous future. 
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