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This study attempts to understand the recent mobilization against the Sri Lankan
Muslim community by Sinhala-Buddhist organizations. In doing so, it adds to the
discussion about the relationship between second-order minorities and the state and
how identities can be manipulated pre- and post-conflict. States, led by majority ethnic
groups, may choose to work with second-order minorities out of convenience in times
of crisis and then dispose of them afterwards. The article will attempt to look critically
at some state concessions to Muslim political leaders who supported successive Sri
Lanka’s ruling classes from the independence through the defeat of the Tamil Tigers in
2009. It will also examine the root causes of the Sinhala-Buddhist anti-Muslim
campaigns. Finally, it will discuss grassroots perspectives by analysing the question-
naire on the anti-Islam/Muslim campaign that was distributed to youth, students,
unemployed Muslims and workers in the North-Western and Western provinces.
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‘Why, the Muslim community?’ This question is being asked by many people in Sri
Lanka and beyond, astonished by the wave of Islamophobic rhetoric and acts of
violence against the Sri Lankan Muslim community being undertaken by extreme
Sinhala-Buddhists groups (led by Buddhist monks) with tacit support from politicians
attacking places of worship and Islamic practices such as Halal food certification,
cattle slaughter and dress code. Despite some high profile cases such as a 2012 attack
on a mosque in Dambulla, most incidents have received little or no attention locally or
internationally.1 Of the accounted reports, there have been 65 cases of attacks on
places of religious minority worship bearing the brunt of the violence, be they
Christian, non-Theravada Buddhist, Hindu temples or Muslim mosques.2 This is
seen as part of a coordinated hate campaign developed by an extreme Sinhalese
Buddhist organization called Bodhu Bala Sena (BBS), which has been responsible
for inciting hatred, evident in June 2014 attacks on Muslim businesses in Aluthgama,
Beruwala, Shargatown and Dehiwala.3 Riots started following the BBS leader
Galagoda Atte Gnansara’s inciteful and fear mongering speech in Aluthgama prior
to the riots.4 Thus, the question posed above is pertinent, given the relationship that
has existed between the Muslim minority and the majority Sinhala (mainly Buddhist)
community and the state. Why has the Sri Lankan state (predominantly led by its
Sinhala-Buddhist constituents) now turned its back on the Muslim minority given their
close historical relationship?
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Sri Lanka was involved in a 28-year civil war which caused the deaths of hundreds of
thousands of people and the displacement of millions, coming to a bloody end in May
2009.5 Of course, there is no comprehensive and widely accepted theory of the causes and
consequences of ethnopolitical conflict.6 Instead, there are many factors that can lead to
tensions between groups of people. This is true of the conflict in Sri Lanka which largely
has been based on ethno-religious political difference, it has also been a conflation of
economic, social and political interests that have determined a challenge in finding a space
for all three major communities (and other ethnicities) to co-exist.

The conflict succeeded in extenuating cracks between the different ethnic groups,
particularly along religious lines, such that identity was strengthened by religious affilia-
tion and the ‘other’ became not only someone of a different ethnicity but someone of a
different religion. In recent years, political activism emerged on the part of a new
generation of Buddhist monks not only aggravated by the conflict but also by the political
and social climate in Sri Lanka, becoming more militant, violent and ultimately intolerant
toward other ethnicities and religions.7 Thus, as Henne, Shah and Hudgens show, these
cracks are also a manifestation of ethno-religious identities which have blurred ethnic and
religious differences causing a ‘repression-reaction pathway’.8 Hence, in the post-conflict
reality that Sri Lanka faces, contemporary political developments coupled with the
emergence of extremist religious forces, such as the BBS, which play on the sentiments
of the majority community, threaten the harmony of this plural society.

This article suggests that the identity chosen by the Muslim community is a reaction
not only against Tamil nationalism but also against the close ties between the country’s
majority Sinhalese population and their Buddhist religious beliefs, which subsequently
sowed the seeds for the latter conflict and proved problematic for minorities as it blurred
religious–ethnic lines. The ethno-religious political identities that have come to define all
ethnic communities of Sri Lanka must be understood as part of the root cause of the new
conflicts and thus have to be factored in while developing any mechanism to move
forward. This article adds to the discussion about the relationship between second-order
minorities and the state, which may choose to work with second-order minorities out of
convenience in times of crisis and then dispose of them afterward. We recognize that Sri
Lanka’s reconciliation is a complex cocktail of political, social, economic, religious and
grass roots initiatives which all have to be worked on simultaneously in order to achieve
true results. In particular, the current persecution of Muslims puts strains on the local
reconciliation process with rights groups strengthening their calls for greater international
scrutiny and action.9

This article will explore these issues by first providing a general overview of Sri
Lanka. It will then review the history of the Muslims of Sri Lanka and their elite politics
not only since Independence but also during the ethnic conflict between the Tamils and
the mainly Sinhalese Government. The central part of the article will discuss the relations
of second-order minorities and the state by looking at recent actions against the Moors.
Finally, it will share the responses received from a questionnaire conducted with Muslims
in Sri Lanka. The article also briefly explores the rise of and reasoning of the rise of
extreme Sinhala-Buddhist psychology behind the anti-Muslim campaign currently being
waged in the country.

General remarks on Sri Lanka

Sri Lanka (known as Ceylon until 1972) is a small island in the Indian Ocean situated at
the foot of the South Asian subcontinent. Sri Lanka’s diverse social composition is

Asian Ethnicity 187



reflected in the island’s various ethnic groups, faiths and languages. Sri Lanka’s religious
and ethnic diversity echoes the multiracial and pluralistic character of Sri Lankan society.

The Sinhalese people represent the major ethnic group in Sri Lanka, constituting some
82% of the population and are predominantly Theravada Buddhist (Buddhists make up
70% of the Sinhalese population). Sinhalese identity derives from (1) the Sinhala lan-
guage and (2) the Buddhist religion. These factors have in recent decades been enthu-
siastically promoted in the development of a Sinhalese Buddhist identity in Sri Lanka.
Buddhist bhikkhus (monks) play a leading part in the socio-political life in Sri Lanka.
They argue that anyone can live in Sri Lanka as long as Sinhala-Buddhists can enjoy
cultural, religious, economic, political and linguistic hegemony.

The Sri Lankan Tamils, who are mainly Hindus, are the largest ethnic minority in the
country. They represent about 12.7% of the population. The Tamil population in Sri Lanka
was reinforced with the arrival of the Indian, up-country Tamils in the late nineteenth and
early twentieth century to work in British-owned highland estates: first for coffee harvest-
ing and then later for tea and rubber. By 1921, Indian Tamils comprised 13.4% of the total
Tamil population, which in turn represented 24.8% of the inhabitants of Sri Lanka. The
Indian Tamils, however, as a result of Ceylon Citizenship Acts of 1948 and 1949 were
disenfranchised, engineered by the first post-colonial government and largely supported
by the minorities including the Muslims and the Sri Lankan Tamil community.10 By 1981,
Indian Tamils in Sri Lanka only accounted for 5.5% of the total population. The rest of the
Tamils were reclassified as non-citizens. It is the Tamils from the north who, frustrated by
decades of state ambivalence to their rights and discrimination, took to arms in the early
eighties, calling for a separate Tamil homeland.

Muslims are another significant minority group in Sri Lanka and are made up of
different ethnic groups, the majority of whom are also known as Moors, most of whom
speak Tamil. They trace their ancestral roots to seafaring Arab merchants, preferring to be
characterized by their religious and cultural identity. They constituted 8% of the island’s
total population in 2001. The Malay community, whose ancestors include laborers
brought by the Dutch and British, as well as soldiers in the Dutch garrison, now constitute
0.3% of the population and are generally allied with the larger Muslim population of the
island. There are also a fair number of Indian Muslims who had migrated from Tamil
Nadu to Sri Lanka for the purpose of trade, and small communities of the Memon and
Bohra Ismailis who are the main branch of the Bohra, a Musta li subsect of Ismaili Shia
Islam. While the subsect is based in India, the Dawoodi Bohra School originates from
Yemen, under the guidance from Fatimid. This small and unique community is made up
of approximately 1 million Dawood Bohras who have a unique blend of cultures,
including Yemeni, Egyptian, African and Indian. All of which adds to the heterogeneity
of the Muslim community.11 By and large, Muslims of Sri Lanka opposed Tamil separat-
ism (advanced by the Tamil nationalists including the Tamil Tigers) and tended to
cooperate with the government dominated by the majority of Sinhalese so as to claim a
stake in Sri Lanka’s deeply divided polity.

On top of English, which is used in official circles inherited from the colonial period,
Sri Lanka is home to two major languages: Sinhala spoken by the Sinhalese majority, and
Tamil spoken both by the Tamils and Muslims. Although, Sinhala and Tamil are derived
from different sources, they share some common features and have influenced each
other’s linguistic evolution. Language is one of the most important elements in the
creation of an ethnonational identity. In Sri Lanka, the issue of a ‘national language’
has been a dominant theme in both religious and political spheres and was a major bone of
contention between the Sinhalese and the Tamils.
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Though ideological connections between Buddhism and Hinduism in a sense are very
close, relations between Buddhists and Hindus in Sri Lanka have not been cordial since
the escalation of the Sinhalese–Tamil ethnic civil war, and indeed since Independence.
Religion is also a key to the self-identity of Sri Lankan Muslims who believe that Islam
provides solutions not only to spiritual problems but also political, social, economic and
scientific issues. The Christians who comprise 7.5% of the population constitute the fourth
main religious group in Sri Lanka. The majority comprises Roman Catholic with
Anglican, Calvinist, Methodist and Baptist minorities. While the diversity in religious
composition of the society historically prompted the state to remain neutral in religious
affairs, incidents pre- and post-conflict have shown that this is not necessarily the case.

In examining the national identity of Sri Lanka, we see that the image of the ‘nation’
is based very much on constructing a Sinhala Buddhist identity, which is best represented
through the country’s flag (Figure 1). The flag visualizes the country’s underlying
problem of ethnic rivalry and compartmentalization,12 where the Muslims are represented
by a vertical green (Islamic) stripe, and the Tamils by an orange (Hindu) stripe, while the
Sinhalese majority (the ‘people of the lion’) are represented by a regal sword-wielding
lion and four leaves from the sacred Bo tree under which the Buddha is reputed to have
attained enlightenment.

Thus, there are no unifying pan-Lankan symbols of national identity or citizenship,
with the flag said to be the royal red and gold panel spanning two-thirds of the flag
portraying the legendary lion ancestor (Sinha) of the Sinhalese people, their distinctive
religion (Theravada Buddhism) and their sword-wielding pre-colonial political sover-
eignty over many parts of the island. The smaller separate blocs on the left side of the
flag represent the minorities, toward whom the Sinhalese lion brandishes his royal
sword, with an interpretation of the ‘awareness of the danger’ posed by the minorities
to the majority (Ibid). The national flag represents a virtual schematic of the island’s
ethnic divisions and a clear proclamation of Sinhalese Buddhist (ethnically specific)
domination with two compartmentalized ethnic totems, which are small and religiously
generic. Hence, the conflict in Sri Lanka has been predicated on the continuous
legitimacy over time not only of ethnic uniqueness but also its differentiation from
the ‘other’.

In order to understand the current scenario in Sri Lanka, it is important to start from
the beginning regarding the development of differences between minority and majority
communities in the arena of identity politics and how these have been manipulated and

Figure 1. The Sri Lankan flag.
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abused for political and personal gain contributing not only to the conflict,13 but also to
the current relationships between faith communities. The shift in the political axes of
identity that is reflected in a corresponding shift in the axes of conflict has been shown
from studies where the present dynamics of conflict in Sri Lanka and the ethnic identities
upon which it is based are radically different from earlier conflicts and identities.14

The origins of Muslim identity in Sri Lanka

The term Moors, used by the Portuguese in the sixteenth century, is referred to the Arab
Muslims and their descendants. The term was applied to identify the religion and had no
role in identifying their origin.15 They were scattered along the coastal areas but some of
them moved into the interior, perhaps to avoid persecution by the Portuguese and the
Dutch who once ruled the Maritime Provinces. Though the majority of Muslims (62%)
live outside of the north and east of Sri Lanka where the Sinhalese predominantly live,
38% of the Muslim population lives in the Tamil-dominated north and east. The
Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam (the LTTE) formed in 1972 as a direct response to
state violence and institutional discrimination against the Tamils. It expelled northern
Muslims from the region in October 1990. The forcible expulsion of the entire Muslim
community, numbering an estimated 60,000, from the Districts of Jaffna, Mannar and
Mullaitivu, virtually emptied the Tamil-dominated northern province of its Muslim
population. The LTTE was militarily defeated in May 2009.

The eastern province – once predominantly Tamil speaking is home to a volatile mix
of Sinhalese, Tamil and Muslim populations, is primarily the result of systematic coloni-
zation policies of successive governments since independence. More than 31% of the
country’s Muslims live here, making them a distinct opposition group in the Tamil Tigers’
homeland campaign. That was one of the primary reasons why the Tamil Tigers have been
stubbornly opposed to Muslim participation in peace talks. The East remains the last
Muslim bastion after the 1990s, when the Tamil Tigers purged the country’s northern
province of its Muslim population.

What makes Muslims of Sri Lanka unique from their (Indian) Tamilnadu Muslim
counterparts is Sri Lanka Muslims’ strong desire to identify themselves as a distinct ethnic
group based on their religious and cultural identity.16 Tamilnadu Muslims describe
themselves as ethnic Tamils who follow Islam. The issue of the ethnic identity of the
Muslims in Sri Lanka cropped up during the period of Ponnambalam Ramanathan, a
leading Tamil elite who had a social and political base in the Tamil-dominated Jaffna. He
argued that Muslims are ethnically Tamils who had been converted to the Islamic faith,17

a view, which Muslim elites in turn rejected. This is the development of the concept of
second-order minority identity as Muslims attempted to maintain this distinct group
identity mainly from the Tamil community.18 This led to the historic Ramanathan–
Azeez debate in which the latter argued that the Moors of Ceylon were of Arab origin
and therefore racially distinct from the Tamils who claimed to originate from South
India.19

British Governor A.H. Gordon accepted the demand of the Muslims for Muslim
representation in the expanded legislative council, despite opposition by Ramanathan,
and appointed MC Abdul Rahuman to represent Muslims at the council in 1889.20 In
1915, Sinhalese – Muslim riots stemmed from economic factors targeting the coastal
Indian Muslim traders. Despite some tacit support from the elite Muslim politicians of that
time, who saw these attacks on Indian Muslims as legitimate to further the Sri Lankan
Muslim cause, the average Muslim, regardless of regional differences, united and
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considered the attack on the coast Muslims as violence against the entire Muslim com-
munity. However, Ramanathan successfully challenged the British colonial administration
and helped achieve the release of the Sinhalese rioters who had been arrested. The
Muslims took this (Tamil support for the Sinhala nationalists) as an act of revenge against
their community and heightened the sense of mistrust between the Tamils and the
Muslims.

As soon as the Muslim elite gained state legitimacy for a Muslim identity, they
negotiated with British authorities to introduce laws to regulate Muslim marriages
through the Mohammedan Marriage Registration Ordinance.21 Interestingly,
Ramanathan helped Muslims in 1890s in their attempt to win exclusive law for
Muslims. Hence, as Nuhman states, ‘the Muslim identity is a reactive politico-cultural
ideology that has been constructed and developed in relation to and as a response to
Sinhala and Tamil ethnonationalistic ideologies’.22 This reaction that was born at the
start of the twentieth century became more mature as a consequence of ethnic strife.

In the late 1940s and throughout the 1970s, when there was a global Islamic
reformation following the Iran revolution, the development of the Sri Lankan Muslim
identity was helped by both political Islamic and religious movements. In particular,
movements such as the Jammathi Islami (a political Islamic organization) and Tabligh
Jamaat (a largely religious movement) played very positive roles in developing a pan-
Islamic identity that gave additional global weight to a largely constructed national ethnic
identity.

Thus, because of Sri Lanka’s ethnonationalist identity politics, the Muslim commu-
nity, led by the political elites, were not only forced to define themselves as an ‘other’ that
is neither Sinhala nor Tamil but in turn became one that is also defined as a faith. It is this
that provides a challenge with respect to the classification and representation of the Sri
Lankan Muslim as an ethnic identity. This ‘composite Islamic identity’ that has been
developed not only promotes a Muslim cultural and religious life but also envelopes a
passion for socio-economic advancement, political engagement and social recognition.
The definition of Muslim does not relate to an ethnic representation but to a religious
connotation of someone who has ‘become comfortable with the teachings of Islam and
following them in every aspect of life’.23 What this means is that the situation today is that
the Muslims are the only Sri Lankan ethnic group bearing a religious rather than a
linguistic, ethnic or racial name, i.e. faith is not only a theological marker (a moral
motivator) but also an identity marker (a communal galvanizer), which means there
remain tensions and fault lines along racial and religious lines. In defining themselves
as such, their identity has been developed not only based on ethnonationalist tendencies
but also from a theological and spiritual basis.

Consequently, the concept of an ethnic ‘Sri Lankan Muslim’ is slightly misleading and
confusing as it ascribes homogeneity beyond just religious practice to cultures, traditions,
experiences and language which is made difficult by the heterogeneous nature of the
Muslim community due to the aforementioned ethnic diversity and its demography and
diverse geographical locations.24 This in turn causes tensions of manifestation and
representation especially in trying to navigate this demographic heterogeneity while
staying true to the spiritual homogeneity that is developed as a discourse on a pan-
Islamic basis which seeks to discuss the concept of the global Islamic community or
Ummah which is essentially a community which developed in the process of following
Islamic Law25 and thus represents an affiliation with fellow believers around the world.

It is this homogeneous element that is being seized upon as a negative trend in the
sense that the perceived ‘Islamization’ (i.e. link with the global Muslim community) of the
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Sri Lanka is thought to open the door for extremist tendencies.26 This is echoed by fringe
elements within the Sinhalese and Tamil communities who have used the global language
of Islamic extremism to justify the suppression of the Muslim community.

Though often neglected, it is the heterogeneous diversity (both in terms of regional
demography and local subcultures) of the Muslim community that is an important factor
in the development of a national identity for the country especially as in its purest form, as
unlike the other communities, it is traditionally bilingual partly because of their ubiquitous
presence and trading and commercial interest. Hence, they could act as ‘bridge builders’
between the Tamil and Sinhalese communities.

In the absence of this realization, the duality construct of a ‘Muslim’ identity thus
becomes a challenge for the Sri Lankan Muslim community as they struggle to profess
their Sri Lankan identity (and sense of belonging) but also articulate a religious
foundation. This scenario is made even more difficult by the fact that they are
considered to be relative ‘newcomers’ to the island, tracing their history back a
1000 years, unlike the Sinhalese and Tamil pre-history that can be traced back to at
least the first millennium BC.27 This is often a problem of the Muslim community
who also like to articulate a ‘recent’ arrival as a result of Arab traders. However,
‘there are plenty of archaeological and historical records which have been unearthed in
recent times, all of which establish the fact that the Muslims of Sri Lanka are as
indigenous to its soil as the Sinhalese and Tamils’.28 This proves to the point that
Muslims of Sri Lanka are not recent migrants as they have been perceived both by
Tamils and Sinhalese, but are group of people who form their identity based on
Islamic faiths and culture that links to Islamic way of life despite the fact that vast
majority of Muslims speak Tamil language. This language connection between the
Tamils and Muslims effectively made a case for the former to call the latter as a part
of wider Tamil community. Muslim elites and politicians who form their identity
strictly based on Islamic faith rejected the Tamil position on Muslims. Though Sri
Lanka state and its institutions officially consider Muslims as separate ethnic group,
the tension over Muslim identity remains strong between the Tamils and Muslims in
their political mobilization.

Tamil leaders, particularly militants, rejected the separate identity of the Muslims and
called them ‘Islamiyath Thamizhar’ or Islamic Tamils. Ameer Ali maintains that such a
Tamil reflection is in line with the Ramanathan theory recovered ‘from the graveyard of
nineteenth century history’.29 This continuous Tamil indifference toward the Muslims was
one of the reasons why sections of the Muslim political leadership opposed the Tamil
nationalist struggle for political autonomy and still uphold the Muslim identity based on
the Islamic faith and a separate ‘Moorish’ identity.

Since Muslims are scattered all over the island, the Muslim elite found it difficult
until the middle of the 1980s to form an ethno-religious political party. In fact, Muslim
constituencies in southern Sri Lanka demanded neither a separate party for the
Muslims nor did they have nationalist-oriented political demands. All they wanted
was a smooth co-existence with the Sinhalese to stabilize their commercial interests.
This explains their traditional support to mainstream political parties such as the
United National Party. Consequently, Muslims, with their political support for the
Sinhalese-dominated major parties, gained some socio-economic as well as political
concessions from successive ruling parties. In return for Muslim support, Sinhala-
dominated political parties offered concessions such as the establishment of segregated
Muslim schools in the areas where a visible Muslim presence had become salient; a
training college for Muslims who would like to teach Islam and Arabic; the provision
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of mosques; the institutionalization of holidays; and legal provisions under the mar-
riage act.

However, it is no secret that through such generosities the Sinhalese elite advanced
their own interests such as winning Arab economic and military support and keeping the
Muslims on their side against the Tamil struggle. According to Ameer Ali,30 the Arab
countries in 1980 contributed a total of Rs. 317 million to the country’s foreign assistance
receipts, becoming the leading importer of Sri Lankan tea. Ali also argues ‘between 1978
and 1980 nearly 75,000 Sri Lankans migrated in search of employment abroad, and of
these the majority went to the Middle East.’31 This number is perhaps now higher, and in
some circles expat remittances are reputed to be one of the highest contributors to Sri
Lanka’s gross national product.

Furthermore, Sri Lanka has been gaining military support from some Muslim
countries, particularly Pakistan. When India turned down President Rajapakse’s request
in 2006 for specific arms supply, then Pakistan immediately saw an opening and rushed
US$150 million worth of weapons that included a fleet of battle tanks with heavy guns
and an air defence system. For almost 5 years, Pakistan has been supplying weapons
and equipment suited for counterinsurgency operations against the Tamil rebels in the
northeast. Defence analysts affiliated with Indian security intelligence units have been
alleging that ‘Pakistan Air Force personnel are teaching Lankan pilots how to use
bunker busting bombs to kill the Tamil Tiger leader Mr. V Prabhakaran.’32 However,
the Pakistan High Commission in Sri Lanka has denied such cooperation. Unavoidably,
both the Indians and Tamilians are concerned about the growing military ties between
the armies of Pakistan and Sri Lanka and the potential for relations with the Muslim
community.

Besides economic and military factors, political reasons also explain why successive
governments in Colombo are so accommodative toward the Muslim community. They
were well aware of the negative consequences of Muslims joining the Tamil struggle
against the Sri Lankan state. Thus, to wean away Muslim support to the Tamil struggle
and to get Muslim votes, demands of the Muslim political elites of that time were rarely
turned down.

Sinhala-Buddhist mobilization against Muslims

With the end of war in Sri Lanka against the LTTE in May 2009, there has been some
progress with regard to de-escalation of tensions between the conflict-ridden communities
in the form of resettlements, rehabilitation and economic development. However, much
still needs to be done regarding community reconciliation and establishing a political
solution that will meet the aspirations of the minorities.

The emergence of anti-Muslim actions by Sinhala-Buddhists groups such as BBS
and the Sinhala Ravaya who want to launch campaigns aimed at soliciting a reaction
from Muslims threatens the future of community trust. The campaign both online and
on the ground has manifested in multiple forms, ranging from calls to boycott Muslim
companies and Halal products, women’s clothing, to protests outside Muslim-owned
retail outlets and the Bangladeshi Embassy to protest against violence in Bangladesh
against Buddhists.

Interestingly, a significant portion of the members and supporters for BBS not only
hail from middle and upper class backgrounds in urban areas that have decent education
and affiliated to good money-making professional jobs, but there is also a lot of support
from Sri Lankan expatriates living abroad. In addition, a leading Member of Parliament,
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Udaya Gamanpilla, who belongs to an equally extremist Sinhala-Buddhist political
organization, has predicted a repeat of earlier Sinhala-Muslim violence, saying that ‘As
someone who has studied the Sinhala – Muslim clashes in 1915, I strongly feel a
repetition of that disaster is imminent.’33 Statements like this only serve to generate
fears and anxiety among Muslims, particularly those Muslims living in the urban areas
such as Colombo.

It is worth recounting some of the incidents that have happened to date. On 9
September 2011, a Muslim shrine, which had stood for 300 years in Anuradhapura,
was destroyed by a mob reportedly led by monks. The police, though present, did not
intervene. On 20 April 2012, a mosque in Dambulla, the area which many Buddhists
regard as sacred town located in the Matale District, Central Province of Sri Lanka
had been forced to abandon Friday prayers. About 2000 Buddhists, including monks,
marched to the mosque and held a demonstration demanding its demolition.
Overnight, a firebombing had targeted the mosque. Shortly after the protest, the
mosque was evacuated and its Friday prayers were cancelled. TV footage that showed
monks engaged in violence, including one monk disrobing and exposing himself to the
mosque. Two days after the Dambulla mob protest, Prime Minister D.M. Jayaratne,
who is also in charge of Buddhist affairs, issued an order to relocate the mosque in
another area.

Anti-Muslim attacks took a new turn in 2013 when the BBS and its affiliated
organizations launched a campaign of agitation against Halal certification. Coupled with
the campaign have been anti-Islamic slogans and placards with drawings of pigs with
Arabic letters saying ‘Allah’. These activities are not only considered to be offensive to
Muslims but in the case of Sri Lanka Muslims, go to the heart of attacking the sense of
identity and values they have been practicing. In addition, the campaign against Halal
certification has been seen as attacking the fundamentals of identity for the Muslims.
Many Muslims in the area and elsewhere in Sri Lanka considered the actions and
demonstrations by these protesters as part of or at least influenced by global
Islamophobia.

Reports claim that ‘some young Muslims wanted to retaliate’; however, the
majority opinion among Muslims did not approve any of the retaliation and in fact
have been commended for their patience in the face of such provocation. The major
reason for not reacting to protests comes from not only a sense of vulnerability
Muslims experience in areas where Sinhala-Buddhist are the majority, but also that
it is widely believed that the BBS is a vocal minority and the majority of Sinhalese
Buddhists do not subscribe to these extremist views. This is evident from the facts on
the ground that most of the local Sinhala Buddhist residents of areas where these
demonstrations have been taking place, clearly disapprove of the demonstration and
did not in any way participate or encourage it. They were however unable to do
anything constructive to curb it because of the inactive Police and the belief that it
was being sanctioned at high levels.

The public success of organizations such as the BBS is attributed to several
factors. First, they were able to be successful because they launched effective cam-
paigns across the country where the Sinhalese were not only a majority but where
there was a small Muslim community living and were able to capitalize on existing
local problems either it be economic or social. Second, the BBS was able to win
support both from local and state media to their campaign as well as capitalize on
social media, attracting support from outside the country. Though the ruling party and
its members do not openly support the BBS campaign, there is recognized sympathy

194 A.R.M. Imtiyaz and A. Mohamed-Saleem



among the government coalition members, especially from the Jathika Hela Urumaya
(JHU – A Buddhist Political Party) for the BBS campaign. The JHU is an interesting
entity in the current ruling alliance in the government. The JHU was founded by
Buddhist monks in February 2004. Buddhist monks were keen to promote the interests
of the Sinhala-Buddhists and to make Buddhism a guiding principal of state affairs, as
well as to wipe out Tamil violence. The JHU ‘has fielded over 200 Buddhist monk
candidates for the Parliamentary elections held on 2 April 2004 to elect 225 members
of Parliament.’34

The spread of the BBS is something that cannot be ignored. Report suggests that
‘many parts of the North-Western Province have been in recent times a hotbed of BBS
activity. Areas such as Kuliyapitiya, Narammala, Mawathagama, Dambadeniya and
Kurunegala town have witnessed anti-Muslim actions in the form of demonstrations,
rallies, poster and leaflet campaigns. Threatening letters have been sent in some places
to Muslim businesses. Some shops too have been attacked in the night’.35 These activities
(the carrying of placards depicting Allah as a pig and burning of an effigy marked as
Allah) are not only considered to be offensive to Muslims but also in the case of Sri Lanka
Muslims, go to the heart of attacking the sense of identity and values they have been
practicing.

In Puttalam (the north-west central province, where there is a sizeable population
of Muslims), the abduction of two students studying at Zahira College shocked
Muslims of the region and elsewhere in Sri Lanka. The abducted students were later
released after being severely assaulted but are a shocking incident that does not bode
well for the future.

The BBS then subsequently expanded their anti-Muslim campaign by focusing
on the Muslim dress. BBS President Ven. Kirama Vimalajothy Thera stated that ‘the
BBS will announce in Kandy the commencement of a fresh campaign against the
long garment covering the body’ worn by many Muslim women known as ‘Abaya’
in Arabic, ‘Burqa’ in Urdu and ‘Purdah’ in Farsi (Persian). The BBS, however, does
not draw a distinction between the Abaya and the Hijab (which actually denotes
scarf or veil covering the head rather than the whole body), describes the former as
‘Hijab’ which sends dangerous signals to Muslim women who adopt the hijab (and
not the abaya).

It is important to note that while Muslims have been the main target of the violence,
there has on the whole, a rise of violence against different religious sites and members of
different religious communities, with a number of incidents including mob attacks on
places of worship; robberies and vandalism; the killing of clergy; protests against com-
munities and the proliferation of hate speech on social media, the Internet and via the
audio – visual media.36 Unfortunately, these incidents have received little or no attention,
either locally or internationally.

Thoughts from the ground

In preparation for this article, it was important to gage the opinions of Muslims on the
ground. As such, a questionnaire related to the growth of BBS was distributed living in
Kurunegala and Puttalam districts, which formulate North-Western Province (commonly
known as Wayamba), Dambulla, located in the Matale District, Central province of Sri
Lanka, localities in Anuradhapura, located in the Anuradhapura District, North Central
Province, Colombo and Kalutara districts, which are two major districts in Western
Province of Sri Lanka to Muslims. Two hundred and fifty Muslims who are 23–60 years
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of age from both genders were randomly selected to answer the questionnaire. The
responses from the questionnaire, which are summarized in Appendix, can be extra-
polated to consider the feelings of the Muslim community living in Sri Lanka, except
the North and East. It is widely recognized that the North and East of the country pose
interesting challenges to the Muslim community based on the history and proximity to
the conflict.

A large portion of the Muslims surveyed dre w a link between the rise of the
Sinhala-Buddhist forces and Sinhala-Buddhist traders in the areas where Sinhalese are
majority, but Muslim traders pose serious trade rivalry against the Sinhalese traders.
Hence, the problem becomes more of an economic dispute over territory than as a
result of religion. It is also the reason attributed to the inability of the government to
take any solid action because of these economic forces. As a consequence of this and
also a lack of action by the security forces and judiciary to bring people to justice, the
confidence in the state and state apparatus has weakened leading some to conclude
that they are the next target of ethnic violence following the defeat of the LTTE. This
is not helped by the focus on markers of Muslim identity being particularly targeted in
the form of attacks on mosques, the Halal certification issue and the challenge on
women’s clothing. Thus, it appears that people felt that their very existence was being
called into question.

This poses some innate problems not only to the state but also to Muslim commu-
nity leadership, especially as the young generation feels frustrated and is coerced to
respond to provocations on their identity. The consequences as understood by the
respondents would not only be detrimental to community relations but also could plunge
the country back into civil war with international repercussions (especially in the form
of international jihadists support). Several of the respondents were also reflective in the
sense that they considered that the Muslim community had done anything to aggravate
the Sinhalese. Thus, an element of self-criticism was noted that would help to ease
tensions somewhat.

Conclusions

It is clear that the Sri Lankan Muslim community represents a complex mix of ideologies
and thought. The logic of mobilization should be easy to understand: when the main-
stream polity denies fairness to a particular group or by taking a position of upholding
exclusive status to a particular group, there is more likelihood that a section of the society
would lose the trust in the system.

As a third party to the conflict, the Muslim community has been transformed under
its influence and forced to define themselves and seek their own discourse. However,
this has also meant that there has been an element of naivety in how they have
conducted themselves trying to forge their own identity, in particular with the simulta-
neous combination of balancing the simultaneous combination of external ethnonation-
alist rivalries with the internal Islamic doctrinal conflict. How does the community
defend itself against hegemonies while not seeming to embrace the global Islamist
agenda? (D. B. McGilvray 2011). Muslims have struggled and still continue to struggle
to articulate Muslim grievances from the conflict in a manner that brings confidence to
the other two parties of a sincerity of goals for the benefit of the whole country and in a
manner that perhaps changes the current misconceptions regarding Muslims’ place in
the conflict.
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This study has attempted to identify and understand the fears, anxiety and problems
among Muslims caused by the recent political mobilization by the Sinhala-Buddhist
extremist groups. It has shown a growing uncertainty and apprehensiveness about
community relations and their future in Sri Lanka. In particular, Muslims living in
areas where Sinhalese are the majority have legitimate grievances, which deserve both
local and global attention. While Muslims are aware of the challenges they are facing,
they are also able to understand where they have gone wrong. There is a realization that
exclusive social practices and values practice among Muslims themselves have to be
curtailed. This allows the beginning of a potential conversation in ensuring that tensions
can be alleviated.

There is equally a responsibility on the government and state agencies like the security
forces and the judiciary to restore confidence in them. The rule of law must be ensured
and perpetrators of hate speech and violence must be brought to book, something that has
not happened yet. As Izzath Hussein correctly noted,

there has been a protracted hate campaign against the Muslims, with nineteen websites going
at it, and without the Government taking the slightest notice of it. There have been attacks on
mosques and Muslim business establishments, with the police playing the role of passive
spectators or taking not much more than perfunctory action. There have been videos showing
monks breaking the law and the police placidly looking on, but the Government has refused
to take any action in such cases. It is true that around the time of the National Day on
February 4 there were Governmental statements – including one by the President himself –
acknowledging and deploring racism among the Sinhalese. That certainly was a significant
step forward, but the requisite counter-action did not follow. Instead the Halal problem was
allowed to become critical.37

Sri Lanka needs to win reconciliation, justice and peace. The Muslim community
cannot be ignored nor marginalized (by either the Tamil or the Sinhala polity) when
considering the future of Sri Lanka in a post-conflict scenario. However, the role that
they carve out for themselves is dependent on them being seen as part of the solution
and not as an additional problem. This comes back to the fact that they need to
articulate a comprehensive platform and identity (based on their Islamic principles of
ethics) that takes into consideration the whole community and country. This is one of
the antidotes that can neutralize the advances of a minority of Sinhala Buddhist
extremists.

As second-order minorities, the Muslim community has found itself caught between a
rock and a hard place. Undoubtedly, their future prospects could be based on their past,
but the past should not become a ball and chain for the future. Muslim politicians have
made mistakes in reacting and developing a separate identify. Their naivety and quest for
political representation obscured the gains that could have been made for the country.
Coupled with the now rising religious consciousness of the community, which confuses
religious and ethnic identity, there are real challenges for representation and identification.

In Sri Lanka today there are then three communities, all three asserting their own integrity,
but based on three entirely different notions of selfhood. One can only speculate as to what
this augurs for a future settlement to the country’s conflict.38

Any movement forward needs to articulate a common space for all of these representa-
tions to take place, and it is only here that Sinhala-Buddhist extremists can be
neutralized.
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Appendix. Summary of survey results
The survey responses collected below are from the Muslims living in Kurunegala and Puttalam
districts, which formulate North Western Province (commonly known as Wayamba), Dambulla,
located in the Matale District, Central province of Sri Lanka, localities in Anuradhapura, located in
the Anuradhapura District, North Central Province, Colombo and Kalutara districts, which are two
major districts in Western Province of Sri Lanka. Two hundred and fifty Muslims who are 23–
60 years of age randomly selected to answer the questionnaire. Respondents are both male and
female. The survey answers are generalizable to all Muslims living in Sri Lanka, except North and
East.

● About 72% of Muslims said that they are being targeted by the Sinhala-Buddhist
extremist forces who have close links with the Sinhala-Buddhist traders in the areas
where Sinhalese are majority, but Muslim traders pose serious trade rivalry against
the Sinhalese traders.

● About 97% of the Muslims said that they condemn Sinhala-Buddhist extremists’
attack on mosque, which is the major identity marker and play central role in their
life.

● About 89% of the Muslims said that they were unhappy the way the government of
Sri Lanka had handled Halal-certification issue.

● About 78% of the Muslims said that though the government of Sri Lanka headed by
President Rakapakshe failed to take any tangible measures to curb the hateful-anti-
Moor campaign, they did not believe that it was planned and funded by the ruling
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regime. Nor all the members belong to the government sanction the attack on
Muslims despite the fact that many ministers aid and did nothing against the anti-
Islam/Muslim campaign of the BBS.

● About 48% of the Muslims said that Muslims security has been severely com-
promised since security forces did not react to the Sinhala-Buddhist extremist
violence.

● About 34% of the Muslims said that their family members, relatives or close friends
received threats from the members of Sinhala-Buddhist extremists.

● About 30% of these Muslims said that they strongly believe that ruling class either
directly or otherwise sanctions the anti-Muslim campaign.

● About 75% of the Muslims said Muslims will be the next target in the absence of
the LTTE, the violent Tamil nationalist organization.

● Around 25% of respondents strongly believe that there will be ethnic violence
similar to what had happened to the Tamils in 1983. Human Right Watch docu-
mented the cruelty of the 1983 ‘state sponsored’ Sinhalese riots. ‘Many neighbor-
hoods were destroyed and nearly 100,000 Tamils in Colombo were displaced.
Evidence suggested government collusion in the riots’.39

● Around 3% said that they would be able to challenge rioters if there is violence
against the Muslims.

● About 68% of the Muslims said that their life would be in danger if there were
violence against them.

● Less than 9% of the respondents (ages between 20 and 30 years), largely male think
that the recent growth of anti-Muslim hate campaign may encourage some to adopt
violence.

● About 97% of the Muslims said that the violent response to the hate campaign
would risk the community’s interests and would trigger further tensions between the
Sinhalese and Muslims in the areas where the Sinhalese are majority.

● About 30% of the Muslims consider that the BBS was financially supported by the
western forces and Zionist elements to harm Muslims and to destabilize the state
and peace.

● About 43% of the Muslims believe that the campaign against the Muslims in Sri
Lanka is a part of global tensions between Islam and the West. According to them,
the BBS and its affiliates either direct or indirect maintain links with the global anti-
Islam/Muslim forces.

● About 21% of the Muslims believe that tensions were aggravated since the
arrival of Israelis and they will provoke tensions between the Sinhalese and
Muslims.

● About 16% of the Muslims believe that the west and the Zionists turning
attention in the subcontinent against Muslim. In Sri Lanka, they want to use
Sinhala-Buddhists against Muslims. Therefore, Muslims want All Ceylon
Jamiatul Ulema, which is the umbrella body for Imams in Sri Lanka, to take
initiatives to expose the truth behind the ant-Muslim violence engineered by the
BBS.

● About 26% of the Muslims who have higher degrees such as Masters and
doctoral degrees and work as college professors consider that aggressive inter-
ests among Muslims to strictly follow Islam, their mosque building activities in
the areas where Sinhalese are majority, growth of exclusive form of Islam
among urban Muslims also key contributing factors for the anti-Muslim
campaign.
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● About 69% of the Muslims wanted Muslims to follow Islam strictly regardless, of
threat. They believe that Almighty Allah will punish Sinhala-Buddhists who want to
attack Islam and Muslims.

● About 53% of the Muslims said that they will follow Islam strictly and will not give
up their religion to please Sinhala-Buddhist extremists.

● With respect to solution to the tensions between the Muslims and what they called
‘extremist’ Sinhalese, almost 70% of Muslims said that they want international
actors such as the USA, China and the UN as well as the Muslim majority societies
such as Saudi Arabia and Iran play constructive role to ease tensions, by applying
considerable pressure on the ruling regime.

● About 74% of the Muslims consider Muslim majority societies (MMSs) should play
a positive role to ease tensions. They think that intervention from the MMS can
produce some positive results since the MMSs are the leading trade partners and
contribute to the country’s foreign assistance receipts.
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