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‘This book draws together an extraordinarily rich body of 
ethnographic research that challenges conventional wisdoms about 
religion and conflict. Exquisitely written and subtly argued, this is 
essential reading for practitioners and researchers in the fields of 
development, conflict and religion.’
Jude Howell, Professor of International Development, London School of Economics

‘An inspiring and deeply moving book. ... A substantive contribution to 
our understanding of war and peace.’
Veena Das, Krieger-Eisenhower Professor of Anthropology, Johns Hopkins University

Is religion best seen as only a cause of war, or is it a source of comfort for 
those caught up in conflict? This book is based on fieldwork in Sri Lanka’s 
most religiously diverse and politically troubled region in the closing 
years of the civil war. The authors provide a series of new and provocative 
arguments about the promise of a religiously-based civil society, and 
the strengths and weaknesses of religious organisations and religious 
leaders in conflict mediation. Together they show how religion plays a 
contradictory role, often acting as a comforting and stabilising force but 
also, in certain situations, acting as a source of new conflict. It will be of 
great interest to students of anthropology, development studies, religious 
studies and peace/conflict studies. 

Jonathan Spencer is Professor of the Anthropology of South Asia at the 
University of Edinburgh. Jonathan Goodhand is Professor of Development 
Studies at the University of Melbourne and Professor in Conflict and 
Development Studies at SOAS, University of London. Shahul Hasbullah is 
Professor of Geography at the University of Peradeniya, Sri Lanka. Bart 
Klem is Lecturer in Geography at the University of Zurich. Benedikt Korf 
is Professor of Geography at the University of Zurich. Kalinga Tudor Silva 
is Professor of Sociology at the University of Peradeniya, Sri Lanka.
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Introduction

The photograph is a puzzling one. It appears to be taken from high up 

on a boat, with a calm sea stretching to the background horizon. Two 

LQFRPSOHWH�ÀJXUHV�IUDPH�WKH�FHQWUDO�LPDJH��2Q�WKH�OHIW��D�PDQ·V�DUP�KDQJV�
GRZQ�IURP�D�ZKLWH�VKRUW�VOHHYHG�VKLUW��2Q�WKH�ULJKW��ORZHU�GRZQ��ZH�VHH�
the legs and torso of  a man in shorts and a white shirt. In between there 

is what looks very much like a cage, hanging from cables. In the cage is 

a small group of  obviously Christian clergymen, dressed in white robes. 

2QH�ZHDUV�D�UHGGLVK�SXUSOH�VDVK�DURXQG�KLV�ZDLVW�
The picture was taken in 1993 at the port of  Kankesanthurai (KKS) in 

6UL�/DQND·V�QRUWKHUQ�-DIIQD�SHQLQVXOD��7KH�SKRWRJUDSKHU�ZDV�D�'XWFKPDQ��

Figure 1.1 Priests boarding a transport ship, 

Kankesanthurai, 1992 (photo by Ben Bavinck).
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2  Checkpoint, Temple, Church and Mosque

Ben Bavinck, at the time employed by a consortium of  Christian non-

JRYHUQPHQWDO�RUJDQLVDWLRQV��1*2V��LQ�6UL�/DQND��7KLV�ZDV�WKH�PLGSRLQW�
in the long civil war in Sri Lanka, which had started with sporadic 

VNLUPLVKHV�LQ�DQG�DURXQG�-DIIQD�LQ�WKH�ODWH�����V��DQG�ZRXOG�HQG�ZLWK�WKH�
GHÀQLWLYH�GHIHDW�RI �WKH�UHEHO�/LEHUDWLRQ�7LJHUV�RI �7DPLO�(HODP��/77(��
LQ�0D\�������%DYLQFN�ÀUVW� FDPH� WR�6UL�/DQND� LQ� WKH�����V��ZRUNLQJ� DV�
D�PLVVLRQDU\�WHDFKHU�DW�-DIIQD�&ROOHJH��+H�UHWLUHG�WR�WKH�1HWKHUODQGV� LQ�
������EXW�UHWXUQHG�WR�6UL�/DQND�LQ�WKH�ODWH�����V��,Q�KLV�QHZ�UROH�DV�DQ�
1*2�FRRUGLQDWRU��KH�WUDYHOOHG�EDFN�DQG�IRUWK�DFURVV�WKH�LVODQG��GHOLYHULQJ�
supplies for Christian projects and recording what he saw and heard in a 

PHWLFXORXV�GLDU\� �%DYLQFN�������� VHOHFWLRQV� IURP�ZKLFK�KDYH�QRZ�EHHQ�
HGLWHG�DQG�WUDQVODWHG�IURP�WKH�'XWFK��D�FKRLFH�RI �ODQJXDJH�ZKLFK�%DYLQFN��
quite rightly, thought as good an encryption tool as any). At the point 

ZKHQ�WKH�SLFWXUH�ZDV�WDNHQ��-DIIQD�ZDV�DOPRVW�XQUHDFKDEOH�E\�ODQG�URXWHV��
and those few civilians trying to get in – rather than out – had to negotiate 

passes and permissions from the defence headquarters in Colombo. 

The picture provides a striking visual metaphor for one central 

argument of  this book. It is a picture that combines capacities and 

constraint, movement and boundaries. Priests are able to travel across the 

boundaries thrown up by the war, very often with a freedom afforded to 

almost no other civilians, but their means of  travel, at this point at least, is 

D�FDJH��7KH�FDJH�FRQÀQHV�WKHP�DQG�DOORZV�WKHP�WR�PRYH��7KLV�LV�D�ERRN�
DERXW�UHOLJLRQ�DQG�FRQÁLFW��DQG�LW�LV�D�ERRN�WKDW�H[SORUHV�WKH�SDUDGR[�WKDW�
combines capacities and constraints, borders and transgressions. It is a 

book researched in the last days of  a long and brutal war, and written in 

WKH�ÀUVW�\HDUV�RI �ZKDW�LV�WXUQLQJ�RXW�WR�EH�D�WURXEOLQJ�DQG�XQVHWWOHG�SHDFH��
It is written by a group of  researchers with their own differing histories 

and engagements in Sri Lanka. 

,Q� ������ WKH� DXWKRUV� VWDUWHG�ZRUN� WRJHWKHU� RQ� D� SURMHFW� IRFXVHG� RQ�
WKH�UROH�RI �¶UHOLJLRXV�RUJDQLVDWLRQV·�LQ�¶WKH�FRQÁLFW·�LQ�6UL�/DQND·V�(DVWHUQ�
Province. This was an area that had suffered some of  the worst of  the civil 

ZDU��EXW�LW�KDG�DOVR�EHHQ�EDGO\�KLW�E\�WKH�'HFHPEHU������,QGLDQ�2FHDQ�
WVXQDPL��DQG�E\�WKH�¶VHFRQG�WVXQDPL·�RI �KXPDQLWDULDQ�RUJDQLVDWLRQV�WKDW�
ÁRRGHG� WKH�FRDVWOLQH�� VHHNLQJ�SDUWQHUV�DQG�SURMHFWV� WR�DEVRUE� WKH�KXJH�
amounts of  money raised around the world in response to the disaster 

�.RUI � ������ 6WLUUDW� ������ .RUI � HW� DO�� ������ 0F*LOYUD\� DQG� *DPEXUG�
�������2XU�DVVXPSWLRQ�ZDV�WKDW�IDLWK�EDVHG�1*2V��VXFK�DV�:RUOG�9LVLRQ�
and Islamic Relief  would occupy much of  our attention in our research, 

and we assumed that the civil war between the government and the 

/77(�ZDV�WKH�RQO\�FRQÁLFW�ZH�ZRXOG�QHHG�WR�FRQVLGHU��,QVWHDG�ZH�IRXQG�
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Introduction  3

ourselves concentrating on rather more obvious religious organisations 

– the temples, mosques and churches of  our title – and, in so doing, 

GLVFRYHUHG�WKHUH�ZDV�QR�VKRUWDJH�RI �FRQÁLFW�ZLWKLQ�DQG�EHWZHHQ�UHOLJLRXV�
RUJDQLVDWLRQV��FRQÁLFW�ZKLFK�VRPHWLPHV�DOLJQHG�ZLWK�WKH�GHHS�FXUUHQWV�RI �
the war and ethnic polarisation, but at other times operated at a tangent 

to them.

Conflict

:H� VWDUW�� WKRXJK�� ZLWK� ¶the� FRQÁLFW·�� WKH� ZDU� EHWZHHQ� WKH� JRYHUQPHQW�
DQG� WKH�7DPLO� VHFHVVLRQLVW�/77(�� 6UL�/DQND� LV� D� UHODWLYHO\� VPDOO� LVODQG��
DERXW� ���� NP� IURP� QRUWK� WR� VRXWK�� DQG� ���� NP�ZLGH� DW� LWV� EURDGHVW��
,WV� SRSXODWLRQ� RI � ���PLOOLRQ� LV� GLYLGHG� E\� ODQJXDJH�� UHOLJLRQ�� DQG�ZKDW�
XQWLO� UHFHQWO\�ZDV� URXWLQHO\� UHIHUUHG� WR� DV� ¶UDFH·�� 7KH� ODVW� LV� QRZ�PRUH�
SROLWHO\� FDOOHG� ¶HWKQLFLW\·�� 7KH� SRSXODWLRQ� GLYLGHV� UHODWLYHO\� QHDWO\� RQ�
OLQJXLVWLF� OLQHV��ZLWK�6LQKDOD� WKH�ÀUVW� ODQJXDJH�RI � MXVW�RYHU����SHU�FHQW��
DQG�7DPLO�WKH�ÀUVW�ODQJXDJH�RI �QHDUO\�DOO�WKH�UHVW��7KH�RGGLWLHV�RI �KLVWRU\�
DQG�SROLWLFV�KDYH� FRPELQHG� WR�SXOO� WKH� FODVVLÀFDWLRQ�RQH�ZD\� DQG� WKHQ�
another – Tamils are Tamil-speakers, but so too are Muslims, who are not 

FRQVLGHUHG�¶HWKQLFDOO\·�7DPLO��0XVOLPV�FRQVWLWXWH�DQ�¶HWKQLF·�FDWHJRU\��DV�
ZHOO�DV�D�¶UHOLJLRXV·�FDWHJRU\��+LQGXV��WKRXJK��DUH�D�¶UHOLJLRXV·�JURXS�EXW�
QRW�DQ�¶HWKQLF·�JURXS��0DOD\V�DUH�UHOLJLRXVO\�¶0XVOLP·��EXW�¶HWKQLFDOO\·�QRW�
Muslim. Almost all Buddhists are Sinhala, but not all Sinhala are Buddhists. 

$FDGHPLFV�KDYH�QRW�KHOSHG�FODULI\�WKH�WD[RQRPLF�ODQGVFDSH��DV�WKH\�WDFN�
back and forth between constructivist arguments, in which everything was 

invented in the nineteenth century, and primordialist counter-arguments 

LQ�ZKLFK�DOO�KDV�EHHQ�DV�LW�LV�QRZ�IRU�WKRXVDQGV�RI �\HDUV��6SHQFHU�����D��
5RJHUV�������

Much has been written about the war and its causes. Many accounts 

VWDUW�ZLWK�WKH�PRPHQW�LQ�-XO\������ZKHQ�WKH�/77(�SXOOHG�RII �LWV�PRVW�
spectacular operation to date, killing 13 government soldiers in an ambush 

RQ�WKH�HGJH�RI �-DIIQD�WRZQ��7KLV�ZDV�LPPHGLDWHO\�IROORZHG�E\�UHWDOLDWRU\�
violence against Tamils and their property in the south of  the island. 

1R�FUHGLEOH�RIÀFLDO�GHDWK�WROO�ZDV�HYHU�DQQRXQFHG��EXW�LW� LV�FHUWDLQ�WKDW�
KXQGUHGV��SUREDEO\�WKRXVDQGV��GLHG�LQ�WKH�ZHHN�WKDW�IROORZHG�WKH�-DIIQD�
ambush. It is also now widely agreed that much of  the violence was 

orchestrated by ruling party politicians and carried out by party workers, 

with the active assistance in some cases of  the police and security forces 

�0DQRU�������6SHQFHU�����E��+RROH��������$OO�ZDV�FKDQJHG��0DQ\�7DPLO�
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families started to leave the island, joining family and friends in Britain, 

Australia, the USA and Canada. Young Tamil men, though, slipped away to 

MRLQ�WKH�GLIIHUHQW�SDUDPLOLWDU\�JURXSV�ÀJKWLQJ�WKH�6UL�/DQNDQ�JRYHUQPHQW��
Paramilitary activity quickly spread beyond the immediate surroundings 

RI � -DIIQD� WRZQ�� WR�7DPLO�VSHDNLQJ� DUHDV� DORQJ� WKH� HDVW� FRDVW��%\� ������
what had been a geographically contained situation was now something 

very like a war, with an embattled state confronting increasingly organised 

and disciplined resistance across a wide stretch of  the north and east.

7KH������QDUUDWLYH�SURYLGHV� D� FRQYHQLHQWO\� FOHDU� FKURQRORJ\� IRU� WKH�
war, a moment of  beginning to join the unusually clearly demarcated end 

LQ�������%XW�LW�LQHYLWDEO\�REVFXUHV�WKH�ULVLQJ�OHYHO�RI �FRQÁLFW�LQ�WKH�GHFDGH�
before that, a back-and-forth of  provocation and repression between the 

JRYHUQPHQW�DQG�UDGLFDO�\RXWK�LQ�-DIIQD��SDUDOOHO�LQ�VRPH�ZD\V�WR�WKH�\RXWK�
LQVXUUHFWLRQ�DQG�UHSUHVVLRQ�LQ�WKH�VRXWK�LQ�������7KH�REYLRXV�VLPLODULWLHV�
DUH�GHPRJUDSKLF�DQG�SROLWLFDO��,Q�������D�JURXS�FDOOHG�WKH�-DQDWKD�9LPXNWKL�
3HUDPXQD� �-93�� ODXQFKHG� DQ� DXGDFLRXV� DWWHPSW� WR� VHL]H� VWDWH� SRZHU��
attacking police stations and other targets in the south. The insurgents 

were young Sinhala men (and sometimes women), mostly rural, mostly 

HGXFDWHG��RIWHQ�XQ��RU�XQGHU�HPSOR\HG��7KH�-93�LWVHOI �ZDV�D�OHIWLVW�JURXS��
with roots in earlier small Maoist groups and, mostly unnoticed at the time, 

D�EUDLGLQJ�RI �0DU[LVW�DQG�QDWLRQDOLVW�UKHWRULFDO�VWUDQGV�LQ�LWV�SURSDJDQGD�
(Moore 1993).1 The early volunteers for the different Tamil groups that 

VSUDQJ�XS�LQ�WKH�ODWH�����V��ZHUH�IURP�VLPLODU�EDFNJURXQGV��DQG�ZHUH�DOVR�
PRWLYDWHG�E\�YDU\LQJ�FRPELQDWLRQV�RI �0DU[LVW�DQG�QDWLRQDOLVW�DSSHDO�
,I �ZH� YLHZ� WKH�ZDU� DV� VRPHWKLQJ� WKDW� VWUHWFKHG� IURP������ WR� ������

the story lends itself  to a purely military interpretation, an account of  

insurgency and counter-insurgency, interrupted by a succession of  more 

or less unsuccessful attempts to broker a political solution. If  we move 

EDFN�WR�WKH�����V��ZH�KDYH�LQVWHDG�D�VWRU\�RI �WKH�SROLWLFDO�DVSLUDWLRQV�RI �
HGXFDWHG�EXW�XQGHU�HPSOR\HG�\RXWK��,I �ZH�VWDUW�WKH�VWRU\�RI �FRQÁLFW�HYHQ�
HDUOLHU�� LQ� WKH� \HDUV� DIWHU� LQGHSHQGHQFH� LQ� ������ RXU� DFFRXQW� VKLIWV� RXW�
of  the demographic-economic register and back into something more 

UHFRJQLVDEO\� SROLWLFDO�� ,Q� ������ D� SDWULFLDQ� SROLWLFLDQ� ZLWK� D� GHPDJRJLF�
VWUHDN�� 6�:�5�'�� %DQGDUDQDLNH�� ZRQ� D� ODQGVOLGH� HOHFWLRQ� YLFWRU\� RQ� D�
populist platform dominated by the demand to make Sinhala the national 

ODQJXDJH��+LV�FDPSDLJQ�ZDV�VXSSRUWHG�E\�PHPEHUV�RI �WKH�%XGGKLVW�sangha 

(order of  monks), just as his later attempts to resolve Tamil complaints 

about the new language policies were successfully opposed by the sangha 

�0DQRU�������6SHQFHU��������+HUH��LQ�WKH�����V��ZH�ÀQG�D�WDQJOHG�PL[WXUH�
of  religion and politics at the very moment when the faultlines between 
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Tamil and Sinhala dramatically deepened. Not surprisingly then, the 

writing on religion and politics in Sri Lanka is dominated by analyses of  

the role of  Buddhist monks, and the political fortunes of  Sinhala Buddhist 

QDWLRQDOLVP��:H�UHYLHZ�VRPH�RI �WKLV�ZULWLQJ�HOVHZKHUH�LQ�WKLV�ERRN��EXW�
RXU�LQWURGXFWRU\�H[SHULPHQW�LQ�UHYHUVH�FKURQRORJ\�KHOSV�PDNH�LW�FOHDU�WKDW�
WKH�FRQÁLFW�LV�QRW�MXVW�DERXW�WKH�FODLPV�RI �%XGGKLVW�QDWLRQDOLVP�²�LW�KDV�
VSHFLÀFDOO\�SROLWLFDO��HFRQRPLF��GHPRJUDSKLF�DQG�PLOLWDU\�GLPHQVLRQV��DQG�
a proper analysis must take all of  these into account. 

:KDWHYHU� WKH� SROLWLFDO� DQG� RWKHU� DQWHFHGHQWV�� WKH� ZDU� WKDW� JDWKHUHG�
IRUFH� LQ� WKH�PLG�����V� LQFUHDVLQJO\� WRRN� RQ� D� G\QDPLF� RI � LWV� RZQ��$W�
WKLV� SRLQW�� WKH� /77(� HOLPLQDWHG� RWKHU� 7DPLO� PLOLWDQW� JURXSV�� DQG�
DWWDFNHG�PRGHUDWH� 7DPLO� SROLWLFLDQV�� GHFODULQJ� LWVHOI � WKH� ¶VROH� YRLFH·� RI �
WKH�7DPLO� QDWLRQ�� ,QGLDQ� DWWHPSWV� WR� LPSRVH� D� VROXWLRQ� LQ� ����� HQGHG�
disastrously, with the troops of  the Indian Peace-Keeping Force (IPKF) 

ERJJHG�GRZQ�LQ�DQ�XQVXFFHVVIXO�FRQIURQWDWLRQ�ZLWK�WKH�/77(��ZKLOH�WKH�
6UL�/DQNDQ�JRYHUQPHQW� IDFHG�D� VHFRQG� LQVXUUHFWLRQ� IURP�WKH� -93��7KH�
QHZ�JRYHUQPHQW�RI �&KDQGULND�.XPDUDWXQJD�ZDV�HOHFWHG�LQ������RQ�WKH�
promise of  peace but, after a very brief  window of  optimism, found itself  

PLUHG�DJDLQ� LQ�D�GUDLQLQJ�PLOLWDU\� VWDOHPDWH�ZLWK� WKH�/77(�� ,Q� WKH� ODWH�
����V��1RUZD\�EHJDQ�WR�HPHUJH�DV�D�SRWHQWLDO�WKLUG�SDUW\�SHDFH�EURNHU��
:LWK�D�QHZ�3ULPH�0LQLVWHU�LQ�SODFH��DQG�ZLWK�SURPLVHV�RI �KHIW\�H[WHUQDO�
DLG�IRU�SRVW�ZDU�UHFRQVWUXFWLRQ�RQ�WKH�WDEOH��D�IRUPDO�FHDVHÀUH�ZDV�DJUHHG�
EHWZHHQ� WKH� JRYHUQPHQW� DQG� WKH� /77(� LQ� ������ 'HVSLWH� HVFDODWLQJ�
LQIULQJHPHQWV�RQ�ERWK�VLGHV��DQG�D� UHWXUQ� WR�RSHQ�ZDUIDUH� LQ������� WKH�
FHDVHÀUH�ZDV�RQO\�IRUPDOO\�DEDQGRQHG�LQ�-DQXDU\�������D�OLWWOH�PRUH�WKDQ�
D�\HDU�EHIRUH�WKH�HQG�RI �WKH�ZDU��*RRGKDQG�HW�DO��������
2XU�SURMHFW�ZDV�FRQFHLYHG�LQ�ZKDW�ZDV�RIÀFLDOO\�D�SHULRG�RI �SHDFH��EXW�

soon enough war broke out again. The period of  the Norwegian-brokered 

FHDVHÀUH�ZDV�FHUWDLQO\�OHVV�YLROHQW�WKDQ�WKH�\HDUV�WKDW�SUHFHGHG�LW��LI �RQO\�
in terms of  body-count, but it was not free from all moments of  violence, 

especially after a split between the northern and eastern leaderships 

GHVWDELOLVHG� WKH� /77(� LQ� ������ 7KH� HOHFWLRQ� RI �0DKLQGD�5DMDSDNVD� DV�
3UHVLGHQW� WKH� IROORZLQJ� \HDU� ZDV� IROORZHG� E\� D� VWHHS� ULVH� LQ� FHDVHÀUH�
violations on both sides and, pretty soon, a return to open war. This time 

the war was different. The government had a decisive advantage in artillery 

DQG�DLUSRZHU��DQG�DW�ÀUVW�WKH�/77(�FRQFHGHG�WHUULWRU\�UDWKHU�WKDQ�ULVN�LWV�
RZQ�FDGUHV�DQG�HTXLSPHQW�LQ�H[WHQGHG�FRQIURQWDWLRQV��:LWKLQ�D�\HDU��WKH�
(DVWHUQ�3URYLQFH�ZDV�GHFODUHG�D�OLEHUDWHG�]RQH��ZKLOH�WKH�ÀQDO�SKDVH�RI �
WKH�ZDU�ZDV�IRXJKW�RXW�LQ�WKH�QRUWKHUQ�EDGODQGV�NQRZQ�DV�WKH�9DQQL��+HUH�
WKH�/77(�OHDGHUVKLS��WKH�VXUYLYLQJ�FDGUHV��DQG�VHYHUDO�KXQGUHG�WKRXVDQG�
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civilians they had taken with them, were bombed into submission in May 

������$OWKRXJK�WKH�ZDU�RIÀFLDOO\�HQGHG�DW�D�YHU\�SUHFLVH�SRLQW� LQ� WLPH��
WKLV�GRHV�QRW�PHDQ�RXU�VWRU\�HQGV�TXLWH�VR�DEUXSWO\��DQG�LQ�&KDSWHU���ZH�
sketch in some of  the more obvious religious and political developments 

WKDW�IROORZHG�WKH�/77(·V�ÀQDO�GHIHDW�LQ������

Religion

7KLV�ERRN�LV�DERXW�UHOLJLRQ�DQG�FRQÁLFW��3XEOLF�GLVFXVVLRQ�RI �WKLV�WRSLF�LV�
RIWHQ�KHDWHG�DQG�UDUHO\�HGLI\LQJ��)RU�WKH�VR�FDOOHG�1HZ�$WKHLVWV�²�ÀJXUHV�
VXFK�DV�5LFKDUG�'DZNLQV�DQG�&KULVWRSKHU�+LWFKHQV�²�UHOLJLRQ� LV�DOZD\V�
and everywhere not merely a source of  intellectual error and confusion, it 

LV�DOVR�D�FDXVH�RI �PRVW�RI �WKH�ZRUOG·V�PRUH�LQWUDFWDEOH�FRQÁLFWV��,Q�WKHVH�
imaginations, religion ignites fundamentalism, violence, divisions between 

different social groups and political collectives. As well as the obvious case 

of  Islamist violence associated with groups like Al-Qaeda, such visions 

DOVR�ÀQG�FRQÀUPDWLRQ�LQ�YLROHQW�UHOLJLRXV�FRQÁLFW�LQ�6RXWK�$VLD��+LQGX²
0XVOLP� YLROHQFH� LQ� ,QGLD� LV� WKH� EHVW�NQRZQ� H[DPSOH�� EXW� 6UL� /DQND��
ZKHUH�HWKQLFLW\�LV�FORVHO\�WLHG�WR�UHOLJLRXV�LGHQWLÀFDWLRQV��ZRXOG�VHHP�WR�
offer further support. A starkly different vision continues to insist that 

religions, and religious leaders in particular, should be active advocates of  

SHDFH�DQG�KDUPRQ\��DQ\�GHSDUWXUH�IURP�WKLV�H[SHFWDWLRQ�²�DQG�WKHUH�DUH�
many, as there have always been – becomes an occasion for lamentation 

and surprise.

These competing perspectives gloss over the ambivalences and 

nuances of  religious public action in spaces of  violent confrontation, 

DQG�WKH�K\EULG�UROH�WKDW�UHOLJLRXV�DJHQWV�SHUIRUP��,Q�(GZDUG�6DLG·V�WHUPV��
VRPHWLPHV� WKH\� PD\� DFW� DV� ¶SRWHQWDWHV·� ZRUNLQJ� WR� UHLQIRUFH� SROLWLFDO�
ERXQGDULHV�� DQG� VRPHWLPHV� DV� ¶WUDYHOOHUV·� DEOH� WR� WUDQVJUHVV� WKH� VDPH�
ERXQGDULHV� �6DLG��������/RRNLQJ� DW� WKH� FRPSOLFDWHG�RUGLQDU\�ZRUN� DQG�
DFWV� RI � VRPH� ¶H[WUDRUGLQDU\·� ÀJXUHV�� VXFK� DV� WKH� &DWKROLF� SULHVWV� ZKR�
continued to travel back and forth over dangerously contested terrain, 

EXW� DOVR� DW� OHVV� SXEOLFO\� YLVLEOH� UHOLJLRXV� ÀJXUHV� DQG� WKHLU� ZRUN�� DOORZV�
XV� WR� SDLQW� D�PRUH� FRPSOH[� SLFWXUH� RI � WKH� UHODWLRQV� EHWZHHQ� UHOLJLRQ��
SROLWLFV� DQG� FRQÁLFW�� 7KLV� SUHVHQWV� D� UDWKHU� GLIIHUHQW� LPDJH� RI � UHOLJLRQ�
in the postcolonial world, one in which religion is not only a problem 

but also a force with the potential to act at the margins of  the political 

ÀHOG�WR�PDNH�OLIH�D�OLWWOH�PRUH�EHDUDEOH�LQ�RWKHUZLVH�WHUULEOH�FLUFXPVWDQFHV��
This potential draws upon the work that religious leaders can perform 

as brokers crossing political boundaries, whether simply because they are 
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religious leaders or because of  some inner source of  ethical conviction 

based in their religious life. 

$QG�\HW��UHOLJLRQ�FDQ�DOVR�EH�D�VRXUFH�RI �WURXEOH��WHQVLRQ�DQG�FRQÁLFW��
In Sri Lanka, the most obvious issue is Buddhist nationalism, in which 

religious attachment and ethnic nationalism combine in a claim to the 

LVODQG�DV�D�6LQKDOD�%XGGKLVW�VSDFH��6XFK�FODLPV�DUH�QRW�PHUH�DEVWUDFWLRQV��
they have material force in the demarcation of  sacred Buddhist spaces, 

and the movement of  populations in conscious emulation of  Buddhist 

kingdoms of  the pre-colonial past. In one of  the most famous passages 

LQ�WKH�LVODQG·V�%XGGKLVW�FKURQLFOHV��WKH�ZDUULRU�NLQJ�'XWXJlPXQX�LV�ÀOOHG�
ZLWK�UHPRUVH�DW�WKH�GHDWKV�KH�KDV�EHHQ�SDUW\�WR�RQ�WKH�EDWWOHÀHOG��+H�LV�
visited by a group of  Buddhist monks who tell him there are only one and 

a half  for whom he should feel sorrow – one who had taken the Three 

Refuges (in Buddha, dharma, and sangha) and one who had taken the Five 

3UHFHSWV��0DKDYDPVD�;9�����²����FI��2EH\HVHNHUH��������7KH�GHDWKV�RI �
QRQ�%XGGKLVWV�DUH�RI �QR�NDUPLF�FRQVHTXHQFH��+RZHYHU��WKH�HQWDQJOHPHQW�
RI �UHOLJLRQ�DQG�YLROHQFH�LV�DJDLQ�FRPSOH[��5HOLJLRXV�]HDO�FDQ�EH�GLUHFWHG�WR�
outsiders, but also to insiders who fall short of  the ideal. Peter Sloterdijk 

H[FDYDWHV�WKLV�GRXEOH�HGJHG�VZRUG�RI �UHOLJLRXV�]HDO�LQ�WKH�ELEOLFDO�VWRU\�RI �
WKH�-HZLVK�SHRSOH�LQ�WKH�6LQDL��$IWHU�0RVHV�IRXQG�WKH�,VUDHOLWHV�GDQFLQJ�
around the golden calf, he not only ordered the destruction of  the artefact 

EXW�DOVR�WKH�NLOOLQJ�RI �DOO� WKRVH�ZKR�GLG�QRW�H[SUHVV�WKHLU�IDLWK� LQ�*RG��
brothers and friends, dearest and nearest, there was no mercy, no pardon, 

MXVW�NLOOLQJ��([RGXV���������6ORWHUGLMN���������I����:H�ÀQG�D�VLPLODU�VWRU\�
of  internally directed violence – on a much smaller scale, of  course – in 

&KDSWHU����ZKHUH�WKRVH�VHHQ�WR�KDYH�GHSDUWHG�IURP�WKH�SLOODUV�RI �,VODP�
ÀQG�WKHLU�EXLOGLQJV�DWWDFNHG�DQG�WKH�ERG\�RI �WKHLU�GHDG�OHDGHU�H[KXPHG�
and stolen by fellow Muslims. 

:H�QHHG�D�IXUWKHU�TXDOLÀFDWLRQ��LQ�WKLV�ERRN��¶UHOLJLRQ·�LV�DOZD\V�LQ�WKH�
SOXUDO��)LUVW��WKH�HDVW�RI �6UL�/DQND�LV�D�FRPSOH[�UHOLJLRXV�ÀHOG��ZLWK�+LQGXV��
Muslims, Christians and Buddhists living in a tapestry of  communities 

DQG�VHWWOHPHQWV��6HFRQG��HDFK�¶UHOLJLRQ·�LV�SOXUDO�LQ�LWVHOI��ZH�ÀQG�6LQKDOD�
Buddhist monks who are strong advocates of  a militant Sinhala Buddhist 

QDWLRQDOLVP�� EXW� ZH� DOVR� ZH� ÀQG� WKRVH� ZKR� GLVWDQFH� WKHPVHOYHV� IURP�
WKLV�DQG�HQJDJH�LQ�SURMHFWV�RI �LQWHU�HWKQLF�FRH[LVWHQFH��:H�ÀQG�GLIIHUHQW�
competing movements within the Muslim community, struggling for 

LQÁXHQFH��EHOLHYHUV�DQG�SXEOLF�VSDFH��)XUWKHUPRUH��WKHUH�LV�D�ZLGH�UDQJH�RI �
&KULVWLDQ�GHQRPLQDWLRQV��IURP�VR�FDOOHG�¶PDLQOLQH·�RQHV�OLNH�WKH�&DWKROLF�
and Methodists, to more controversial recent arrivals such as the many 

3HQWHFRVWDO�FKXUFKHV��:LWKLQ�WKH�&DWKROLF�FOHUJ\��WKHUH�DUH�WKRVH�GULYHQ�E\�

Spencer T02267 01 text   7 02/09/2014   07:55



�� � Checkpoint, Temple, Church and Mosque

WKH�VRFLDO�PHVVDJH�RI �9DWLFDQ�,,�DQG�WKH�LQÁXHQFH�RI �/LEHUDWLRQ�7KHRORJ\��
and there are those who are less enthusiastic about these new roles for the 

SULHVWKRRG��7DONLQJ�DERXW�¶UHOLJLRQ·�DV�D�VLQJOH�VHW�RI �SUDFWLFHV�LV�DV�IXWLOH�
DV�WDONLQJ�DERXW�¶0XVOLPV·�RU�¶%XGGKLVWV·�LQ�JHQHUDO��UDWKHU�WKDQ�WKH�DFWLRQV�
and statements of  particular Buddhists or particular Muslims in particular 

FLUFXPVWDQFHV��$V�9HHQD�'DV�KDV�UHFHQWO\�SXW�LW��¶UHOLJLRXV�SOXUDOLVP�LV�WKH�
QRUPDO�FRQGLWLRQ�LQ�ZKLFK�UHOLJLRXV�VXEMHFWLYLWLHV�DUH�IRUPHG·������������
7KLV� UDLVHV� DQ� LVVXH� RI � GHÀQLWLRQ�� 2XU� SURMHFW� ZDV� SDUW� RI � D� ZLGHU�

research programme on Non-Governmental Public Action, and the 

VSHFLÀF� IRFXV� FDPH� LQ� UHVSRQVH� WR� D� FDOO� IRU� ZRUN� RQ� FRQÁLFW� DQG� RQ�
UHOLJLRQ��+RZHYHU��¶UHOLJLRQ·�LV�QRW�D�VHOI�HYLGHQWO\�QHXWUDO�WHUP��VR�EHIRUH�
ZH�JR�DQ\� IXUWKHU�� D� OLWWOH�FRQFHSWXDO� FODULÀFDWLRQ� LV� FDOOHG� IRU��5HOLJLRQ�
ZRXOG�VHHP�WR�SRVH�D�SUREOHP�LQ�D�QXPEHU�RI �VOLJKWO\�GLIIHUHQW�FRQWH[WV��
it has become a problem for social scientists in general (somewhat less so 

for anthropologists than others), for liberal commentators, and possibly 

also for politicians. After many decades of  neglect and indifference, 

mainstream social science rediscovered religion at some point in the late 

����V� RU� HDUO\� ����V�� 7KH� XQH[SHFWHG� UROH� RI � UHOLJLRXV� OHDGHUV� LQ� WKH�
�����,UDQLDQ�5HYROXWLRQ�DQG�WKH�ULVH�RI �WKH�UHOLJLRXV�ULJKW�LQ�WKH�86�ZHUH�
two obvious reasons for liberal social scientists to wake up to a possible 

LVVXH��$ORQJVLGH�WKHVH�WURXEOLQJ�GHSDUWXUHV�IURP�OLEHUDO�H[SHFWDWLRQ��ZHUH�
more obviously progressive religious initiatives like the rise of  Liberation 

Theology in Latin America and the role of  the Church in opposition to 

Soviet hegemony in the Polish Solidarity movement. Theoretically, for 

social scientists there had been few advances on the path-breaking work 

RI �:HEHU�DQG�'XUNKHLP�LQ�WKH�HDUO\�WZHQWLHWK�FHQWXU\��ZKLOH�HPSLULFDOO\�
any manifestation of  religion in public argument carried a sense of  

anachronism. 

$FDGHPLF� VRFLRORJ\� GHYHORSHG� :HEHU·V� OHJDF\� LQWR� ZKDW� KDV� QRZ�
EHFRPH�NQRZQ�DV�WKH�¶VHFXODULVDWLRQ�WKHVLV·��WKH�SUHVXPSWLRQ�WKDW�UHOLJLRQ�
would inevitably decline as a feature of  modern, and modernising, 

societies. In his illuminating comparative study, Public Religion in the Modern 

World��-RVH�&DVDQRYD��������VXEMHFWHG�WKH�VHFXODULVDWLRQ�WKHVLV�WR�D�IRUHQVLF�
critique, while providing a strong argument for the continuing value of  a 

PRUH�RU�OHVV�:HEHULDQ�DSSURDFK�WR�XQGHUVWDQGLQJ�WKH�UROH�RI �ZKDW�KH�FDOOV�
¶SXEOLF�UHOLJLRQ·��(PSLULFDOO\��RXWVLGH�:HVWHUQ�(XURSH��LW�LV�VLPSO\�QRW�WKH�
case that religious engagement has declined steadily since the nineteenth 

century. Although alive in terms of  individual participation, religion has 

not retreated into the realm of  private conscience: the cases of  Iran and 

3RODQG�VKRZ�TXLWH�FOHDUO\�WKDW�WKLV�LV�QRW�WKH�FDVH��:KDW�&DVDQRYD�GRHV�
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rescue from the empirical wreckage of  the secularisation thesis is a very 

VSHFLÀF�SDUW�RI �:HEHU·V� YLVLRQ�RI � WKH�PRGHUQ�� WKH�QHFHVVDU\� ¶GLIIHUHQ-

WLDWLRQ·� RI � UHOLJLRQ� IURP� ¶VHFXODU� VSKHUHV·�� VRPHWKLQJ� WKDW� FDQ� KDSSHQ�
ZLWKRXW�DQ\�SUHVXPSWLRQ�RI �UHOLJLRQ·V�GHFOLQH�RU�UHWUHDW�IURP�WKH�SXEOLF�
DUHQD��'LIIHUHQWLDWLRQ�LPSOLHV�WKH�FRQVWUXFWLRQ�RI �ERXQGHG�DUHDV�RI �OLIH�
– the economy, politics, religion – which in turn requires the construction 

DQG�PDLQWHQDQFH�RI �ERXQGDULHV��:KDW� LV� WKH�ERXQGDU\�ZRUN� WKDW� VHHNV�
to mark off  religion from other areas of  life? Are boundaries purely a 

matter of  constraint, or do they have productive consequences in certain 

FLUFXPVWDQFHV"�7KH�LVVXH�WKLV�UDLVHV�LV�WKH�VWDWXV�RI �¶GLIIHUHQWLDWLRQ·�LWVHOI �
– is this institutional or rhetorical, normative or empirical? To some 

H[WHQW��WKLV�ERRN�LV�DQ�H[HUFLVH� LQ�WKLQNLQJ�WKURXJK�WKHVH�TXHVWLRQV�DQG�
their implications.

Anthropology, as we have already noted, deserves a degree of  

H[HPSWLRQ� IURP� WKH� FKDUJH� RI � LQGLIIHUHQFH� OHYHOOHG� DW� WKH� RWKHU� VRFLDO�
sciences. British social anthropology and American cultural anthropology 

KDYH� ERWK� WDNHQ� UHOLJLRQ� YHU\� VHULRXVO\� LQGHHG� IRU� PDQ\� \HDUV�� 2QH�
SRZHUIXO� DQG�KLJKO\� LQÁXHQWLDO� DUJXPHQW� LQ� UHFHQW� DQWKURSRORJ\�ZRXOG�
seem to close down this question of  the setting of  boundaries around 

religion before we have even started to address it. In a sustained critique 

of  an early essay by Clifford Geertz, Talal Asad (1993) argues that the 

YHU\�LGHD�RI �¶UHOLJLRQ·�DV�D�VHSDUDWH��GHÀQDEOH�REMHFW�RI �VWXG\�LV�IRXQGHG�
RQ�D�VHW�RI �DVVXPSWLRQV�JURXQGHG�LQ�WKH�KLVWRU\�RI �(XURSHDQ�&KULVWLDQLW\�
DQG�LQH[RUDEO\�WLHG�WR�D�VHW�RI �OLEHUDO�DVVXPSWLRQV�VHSDUDWLQJ�WKH�SULYDWH�
inner world of  religious conviction from the public world of  power and 

SROLWLFDO�DUJXPHQW��,Q�DQ�DQDO\VLV�KHDYLO\�LQÁXHQFHG�E\�$VDG��DQG�E\�KLV�
SURWpJp��'DYLG�6FRWW��$QDQGD�$EH\VHNHUD��������WUDFHV�WKH�UHFHQW�KLVWRU\�
RI �DUJXPHQWV�DERXW�%XGGKLVP�DQG�SROLWLFV�LQ�6UL�/DQND��IURP�WKH�����V�
WR� WKH� ����V�� $EH\VHNHUD� LV� FRQFHUQHG� WR� DYRLG� REYLRXV� GHÀQLWLRQDO�
LVVXHV��WKH�FRQFHUQ�LV�QRW�ZKDW� ¶UHOLJLRQ·� LV�RU�RXJKW�WR�EH��WKH�TXHVWLRQ�
is how or why certain kinds of  questions – like the relationship between 

¶UHOLJLRQ·�DQG�¶SROLWLFV·�²�FRPH�WR�JHW�DVNHG�LQ�FHUWDLQ�DFDGHPLF�FRQWH[WV�
at certain times. The results of  his enquiry are somewhat inconclusive, 

DOWKRXJK�PXFK�FDQ�EH�OHDUQW�IURP�WKH�FRQFUHWH�H[DPSOHV�KH�GHSOR\V�RQ�
the way, but he seems curiously uninterested in the most obvious theme 

WKDW�HPHUJHV��WKDW�6UL�/DQNDQ�%XGGKLVWV�KDYH�EHHQ�DUJXLQJ��RIWHQ�ÀHUFHO\��
about these terms and their relationship for decades. Sri Lankans seem – 

XQOLNH�$VDG�DQG�KLV�IROORZHUV�²�TXLWH�UHOD[HG�DERXW�GHWDFKLQJ�WKH�FDWHJRU\�
¶UHOLJLRQ·� IURP� WKH� ELJJHU� SDFNDJH� RI � SRVW�(QOLJKWHQPHQW� OLEHUDOLVP� LQ�
ZKLFK�LW�LV�VXSSRVHGO\�HPEHGGHG��,Q�%UXEDNHU·V�WHUPV��ERWK�¶UHOLJLRQ·�and 

Spencer T02267 01 text   9 02/09/2014   07:55



��� � Checkpoint, Temple, Church and Mosque

¶SROLWLFV·�DUH�FDWHJRULHV�RI �SUDFWLFH��HPSOR\HG�ZLWKLQ�RXU�VRFLDO�ÀHOG��UDWKHU�
PRUH�WKDQ�WKH\�DUH�FDWHJRULHV�RI �DQDO\VLV��%UXEDNHU�������FI��&XUWLV�DQG�
6SHQFHU��������
:H�ZLOO�UHWXUQ�WR�WKH�TXHVWLRQ�RI �VHFXODULVP�LQ�RXU�FORVLQJ�FKDSWHU��EXW�

our point of  departure is a little different. As our evidence is ethnographic 

rather than theoretical or normative, we are left with the observation that 

SHRSOH� LQ� 6UL� /DQND�PDNH� IUHTXHQW� XVH� RI � WKH� FDWHJRULHV� ¶UHOLJLRQ·� DQG�
¶SROLWLFV·�DV� WZR�NH\� WHUPV� LQ� WKHLU�SUDFWLFDO� MRXUQH\V� WKURXJK� WKH�ZRUOG�
of  war. They also infuse these categories with their own normative 

implications, trying to separate a religious sphere from the dirty sphere of  

politics and its divisive arenas of  struggle. This attempt at separation and 

DW�SXULÀFDWLRQ�²�WKH�DWWHPSW�WR�VWHS�RXWVLGH�RI �WKH�SROLWLFDO�LQWR�D�GLIIHUHQW�
SODFH�FDOOHG�¶UHOLJLRQ·�²�DOVR�WHOOV�XV�D�ORW�DERXW�WKH�SROLWLFDO��LQFOXGLQJ�WKH�
subtle ways in which some actors engage in politics while pretending not 

WR��6R��UDWKHU�WKDQ�VHWWOH�RQ�XQQHFHVVDULO\�WLJKW�GHÀQLWLRQV�IURP�WKH�RXWVHW��
our approach to the language of  analysis is pragmatic: what work does 

WKH�LGHD�RI �¶UHOLJLRQ·�GR�LQ�GLIIHUHQW�FRQWH[WV"�$QG�ZKDW�SRVVLELOLWLHV�GR�
SHRSOH�VHH�²�RU�QRW�VHH�²�LQ�ZKDW�WKH\�WDNH�WR�EH�¶SROLWLFV�·

Non-Governmental Public Action

7KLV�ERRN�LV�D�SURGXFW�RI �WZR�VWLPXOL��2QH�ZDV�D�VSHFLÀF�PRPHQW�LQ�WKH�
history of  the war in Sri Lanka, and especially in the history of  the space 

RI �WKH�QRQ�JRYHUQPHQWDO�LQ�6UL�/DQND��7KH�RWKHU�ZDV�WKH�(FRQRPLF�DQG�
6RFLDO�5HVHDUFK�&RXQFLO� �(65&�� UHVHDUFK�SURJUDPPH�RQ�1RQ�*RYHUQ-

PHQWDO�3XEOLF�$FWLRQ�OHG�E\�-XGH�+RZHOO�IURP�WKH�/6(��/RQGRQ�6FKRRO�RI �
(FRQRPLFV���7KH������&HDVHÀUH�$JUHHPHQW��&)$��EURNHUHG�E\�1RUZD\��
ZDV�DFFRPSDQLHG�E\�D�JUHDW�GHDO�RI �H[WHUQDO�DLG��PXFK�RI �LW�GLUHFWHG�WR�
FRQÁLFW�UHODWHG� SURMHFWV� DQG� PXFK� RI � LW� URXWHG� WKURXJK� 1*2V�� ERWK�
LQWHUQDWLRQDO�DQG�6UL�/DQNDQ��2UMXHOD�������:DOWRQ��������1RUZD\�LWVHOI �
FRQWULEXWHG�DURXQG������PLOOLRQ�EHWZHHQ������DQG�WKH�HQG�RI �WKH�ZDU�LQ�
������*RRGKDQG�HW�DO���������$�QHWZRUN�RI �ORFDO�SURMHFWV�DQG�LQLWLDWLYHV�
VSUDQJ� XS� LQ� WKH� VKDGRZ�RI � WKH� FHDVHÀUH�� D� VPDOO�VFDOH� SHDFH� LQGXVWU\��
ZLWK� ORFDO�DQG� LQWHUQDWLRQDO�1*2V� LQ�D�FRPSOH[�VNHLQ�RI �SDUWQHUVKLSV��
DOO� GULYHQ�E\�H[WHUQDO� IXQGLQJ��7KHQ� WKH� WVXQDPL�KLW��2Q����'HFHPEHU�
������D�KXJH�ZDYH��WULJJHUHG�E\�DQ�HDUWKTXDNH�RII �WKH�FRDVW�RI �6XPDWUD��
KLW�VKRUHOLQH�FRPPXQLWLHV�DFURVV�WKH�,QGLDQ�2FHDQ��7KH�HDVW�FRDVW�RI �6UL�
/DQND��ÁDW�EXW�GHQVHO\�SRSXODWHG��ZDV�SDUWLFXODUO\�EDGO\�DIIHFWHG���������
ZHUH� NLOOHG� LQ� $PSDUD�'LVWULFW�� DQG� D� IXUWKHU� ������ LQ� %DWWLFDORD�� 7KH�
JOREDO� UHVSRQVH� WR� WKH�GLVDVWHU�ZDV� H[WUDRUGLQDU\��ZLWK� UHFRUG� OHYHOV�RI �
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GRQDWLRQV�LQ�(XURSH�DQG�$PHULFD��WULJJHULQJ�D�VR�FDOOHG�¶VHFRQG�WVXQDPL·�
as international organisations jostled for space in an increasingly crowded 

DQG�G\VIXQFWLRQDO�KXPDQLWDULDQ�UHVSRQVH��6WLUUDW�������.RUI �HW�DO���������
8UEDQ�FHQWUHV�OLNH�%DWWLFDORD�DQG�$PSDUD�H[SHULHQFHG�D�VKRUW�OLYHG�UHDO�
HVWDWH� ERRP� DV� LQWHUQDWLRQDO� QRQ�JRYHUQPHQWDO� RUJDQLVDWLRQV� �,1*2V��
ORRNHG�IRU�VXLWDEOH�DFFRPPRGDWLRQ�IRU�WKHLU�WHDPV�RI �H[SHUWV��ZKLOH�DLU�
FRQGLWLRQHG� ��ZKHHO�GULYH� YHKLFOHV�� VSRUWLQJ� WKH� ÁDJV� RI � D� VSRQVRULQJ�
,1*2��DQG�RIWHQ�D�WRZHULQJ�UDGLR�PDVW��EHFDPH�D�IDPLOLDU�VLJKW�RQ�WKH�
road running up and down the coast.

%\� WKH� WLPH� ZH� VWDUWHG� RXU� PDLQ� ÀHOGZRUN� LQ� ������ WKLV� ZDYH� ZDV�
UDSLGO\� UHFHGLQJ��0DQ\�RUJDQLVDWLRQV� WKDW�KDG�DUULYHG� LQ�HDUO\������KDG�
completed their projects and moved on, and others were scaling back 

their activities. The political consequences of  all this activity were more 

ORQJ� ODVWLQJ�� 1*2V� KDG� EHHQ� WKH� WDUJHW� RI � LQWHUPLWWHQW� DWWDFN� IURP�
SROLWLFLDQV�DQG�MRXUQDOLVWV�IURP�WKH�YHU\�EHJLQQLQJV�RI �WKH�ZDU�� LQ������
the Norwegian organisation Redd Barna was accused of  covertly aiding 

7DPLO�VHSDUDWLVWV�DQG�� LQ�WKH�HDUO\�����V��3UHVLGHQW�3UHPDGDVD� ODXQFKHG�
DQ�RIÀFLDO�FRPPLVVLRQ�WR�LQYHVWLJDWH�1*2V��DSSDUHQWO\�LQ�DQ�H[WHQVLRQ�
RI �KLV�SHUVRQDO�IHXG�ZLWK�$�7��$UL\DUDWQH�� OHDGHU�RI �6UL�/DQND·V�ELJJHVW�
GRPHVWLF�1*2��6DUYRGD\D��'XULQJ�WKH�ZDU�\HDUV��H[WHUQDO�KXPDQLWDULDQ�
aid was, not surprisingly, focused on areas most affected by the war, many 

RI �ZKLFK�ZHUH� XQGHU� WKH� FRQWURO� RI � WKH�/77(�� DQG� ,1*2V�SURYHG� D�
useful conduit to ensure that funds reached those displaced by the 

war. For hard-liners, though, this only cemented the assumption that 

IRUHLJQ� DJHQFLHV�ZHUH�SUR�/77(�DQG� WKHUHIRUH�� LQ� WKHLU� FKRVHQ�SKUDVH��
¶DQWL�QDWLRQDO·� �H�J��*RRQDWLODNH� �������7R� FDS� LW� DOO�� VRPH�RI � WKH�PRUH�
KLJK�SURÀOH� ,1*2V� LQYROYHG� LQ� WKH� WVXQDPL� UHVSRQVH��PRVW� REYLRXVO\�
:RUOG�9LVLRQ��ZHUH�H[SOLFLWO\�&KULVWLDQ�RUJDQLVDWLRQV��7DOHV�RI �¶XQHWKLFDO·�
FRQYHUVLRQ�E\�&KULVWLDQ�1*2V��RIIHULQJ�KRXVLQJ�RU�PRQH\�LQ�UHWXUQ�IRU�
religious allegiance, started to circulate alongside rumours of  covert aid 

WR� WKH� /77(� XQGHU� WKH� JXLVH� RI � KXPDQLWDULDQ� UHOLHI � �*RRGKDQG� HW� DO��
������.RUI��HW�DO���������7KH�RQO\�WRR�YLVLEOH�H[FHVVHV�RI �WKH�LQWHUQDWLRQDO�
UHVSRQVH� WR� WKH� WVXQDPL� UHLQIRUFHG� WKLV� JURZLQJ� DQWL�1*2� VHQWLPHQW�
(and conveniently allowed the government to divert attention from 

WKH�VKRUWFRPLQJV�RI � LWV�RZQ�UHVSRQVH� WR� WKH�GLVDVWHU���$QG��ÀQDOO\�� WKH�
HOHFWLRQ�RI �5DMDSDNVD� DV�3UHVLGHQW� LQ� �����ZDV� VZLIWO\� IROORZHG�E\� WKH�
DEDQGRQPHQW�RI �DOO�EXW�WKH�ÁLPVLHVW�FRPPLWPHQW�WR�WKH�RIÀFLDO�FHDVHÀUH��
¶SHDFH·�EHFDPH�D�GLUW\�ZRUG�LQ�RIÀFLDO�FLUFOHV��DQG�ORFDO�EHQHÀFLDULHV�RI �
WKH�SRVW�FHDVHÀUH�IXQGLQJ�ERRP�KDG�WR�HQJDJH�LQ�D�SURFHVV�RI �HPHUJHQF\�
UHEUDQGLQJ��:DOWRQ�DQG�6DUDYDQDPXWWX�������
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6R�WKH�VLWXDWLRQ�LQ�ZKLFK�ZH�VWDUWHG�RXU�ÀHOGZRUN�ZDV�D�YHU\�SDUWLFXODU�
one. The peace process and the tsunami had created an unprecedented 

ERRP�IRU�ORFDO�1*2V��PRVW�RI �ZKRP�ZRUNHG�LQ�SDUWQHUVKLS�ZLWK�ELJJHU�
,1*2V��EXW�WKDW�ERRP�KDG�DOUHDG\�UHFHGHG�E\�WKH�WLPH�ZH�VWDUWHG�RXU�
work. As well as the scaling down of  post-tsunami aid, a return to overt 

ZDU� OHIW�1*2V�YXOQHUDEOH� WR�HYHU�PRUH�VWULGHQW�SROLWLFDO�DWWDFN��%\� WKH�
HQG� RI � RXU� UHVHDUFK� LQ� ������ WKRVH� DWWDFNV� ZHUH� KDYLQJ� TXLWH� WDQJLEOH�
HIIHFWV�� DV� YLVDV� EHFDPH� KDUGHU� WR� REWDLQ� IRU� H[SDWULDWH� ,1*2� VWDII��
DQG�RUJDQLVDWLRQV�VHHNLQJ�WR�ZRUN�LQ�WKH�QRUWK��DQG�WR�VRPH�H[WHQW�WKH�
east, were forced to enter into delicate negotiations with the Ministry of  

'HIHQFH�IRU�WKH�SHUPLVVLRQV�WKH\�QHHGHG�IRU�DFFHVV�
The Non-Governmental Public Action programme provided a perfect 

institutional setting for our work. The programme was multidisciplinary 

and comparative, with a strong emphasis on encouraging collaboration on 

WZR�D[HV�²�EHWZHHQ�UHVHDUFKHUV�LQ�WKH�JOREDO�1RUWK�DQG�WKH�JOREDO�6RXWK��
and between academic researchers and practitioners. Although to some 

H[WHQW� IRXQGHG� LQ� GHYHORSPHQW� VWXGLHV��ZLWK�1*2V� WKH�PRVW� REYLRXV�
IRFXV� IRU�PDQ\� RI � WKH� SURMHFWV�� WKH� SURJUDPPH·V� WLWOH� TXLWH� HIIHFWLYHO\�
IRUFHG�SDUWLFLSDQWV� WR� WKLQN� DERXW� WKH� ¶QRQ�JRYHUQPHQWDO·� LQ�ZD\V� WKDW�
ZHQW� EH\RQG� WKH� PRUH� REYLRXV� HTXDWLRQ� RI � ¶QRQ�JRYHUQPHQWDO·� ZLWK�
¶QRQ�JRYHUQPHQWDO�RUJDQLVDWLRQ·��FI��)HKHU��������:KHQ�WKH�SURJUDPPH�
SXW�RXW�D�FDOO�IRU�D�VHFRQG�URXQG�RI �SURMHFWV�LQ�HDUO\������²�ZLWK�VSHFLDO�
emphasis on violence, on religion and on legitimacy – it seemed an obvious 

SODFH�XV�IRU�XV�WR�ÀQG�D�KRPH�
,Q� OLWHUDWXUH� RQ� SHDFH�EXLOGLQJ� DQG� UHFRQFLOLDWLRQ�� IRU� H[DPSOH� WKH�

ZRUN�RQ�ORFDO�FDSDFLWLHV�IRU�SHDFH��0LDOO�HW�DO��������5HLPDQQ�������IRU�
6UL�/DQND��2UMXHOD��������QRQ�JRYHUQPHQWDO�SXEOLF�DFWLRQ�LV�RIWHQ�VHHQ�DV�
an alternative path to peace-building, as opposed to formal negotiation 

between the combatant parties or top-down initiatives from the state. 

)DLWK�EDVHG�RUJDQLVDWLRQV�ZLWK�VSHFLÀF�YDOXHV�RI �SHDFH�RU�QRQ�YLROHQFH�
are often assumed to be important contributors to local capacities for 

SHDFH� �/HGHUDFK� ������� $V� RUJDQLVDWLRQV� OLNH� WKH� :RUOG� %DQN� VKLIWHG�
DWWHQWLRQ�WR� ¶VRFLDO�FDSLWDO·�DQG� LQVWLWXWLRQDO� IDFWRUV�DIWHU�������VR�FDOOHG�
¶IDLWK�EDVHG·� RUJDQLVDWLRQV� VWDUWHG� WR� HPHUJH� DV� LQFUHDVLQJO\� OHJLWLPDWH�
SDUWQHUV� IRU� GHYHORSPHQW� HIIRUWV� LQ� JHQHUDO� �0DUVKDOO� ������ &ODUNH�
������� +HUH� WKH� (65&� SURJUDPPH·V� HPSKDVLV� RQ� ¶SXEOLF� DFWLRQ·� RYHU�
¶RUJDQLVDWLRQV·�SURYHG�LQYDOXDEOH�IRU�WKH�VKDSH�RI �RXU�ZRUN��$OWKRXJK�ZH�
IXOO\�H[SHFWHG�PXFK�RI �RXU�WLPH�WR�EH�VSHQW�RQ�FRQYHQWLRQDO�1*2V�ZLWK�
a religious orientation, the circumstances in which our work was carried 

RXW�²� WKH� UHWUHDW�RI � ,1*2V�XQGHU�JURZLQJ�SROLWLFDO� FKDOOHQJH�²�PHDQW�
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WKDW� ZH� FRQFHQWUDWHG� PXFK� PRUH� RQ� D� UDQJH� RI � H[WUHPHO\� LPSRUWDQW�
RUJDQLVDWLRQV�QRW�XVXDOO\�WKRXJKW�RI �DV�1*2V�SURSHU��DJDLQ�WKH�WHPSOHV��
PRVTXHV�DQG�FKXUFKHV�RI �RXU�WLWOH��2XU�RZQ�LQWHOOHFWXDO�EDFNJURXQG��DV�
well as the political circumstances, also meant that the political dimension 

of  what we were observing – especially issues of  sovereignty and the 

limits of  state capacity – was never far from our minds.

Collaboration

7KLV�ERRN�LV�DOVR�DQ�H[SHULPHQW�LQ�FROODERUDWLRQ��D�FROODERUDWLRQ�WKDW�ZDV�
warmly encouraged by the programme of  which we were part – between 

researchers based in the global north and researchers based in the south, 

and between academic researchers and local practitioners. The book is 

FR�DXWKRUHG� E\� D� JURXS� RI � VL[�� GUDZQ� IURP� GLIIHUHQW� GLVFLSOLQDU\� �DQG�
religious) backgrounds, one anthropologist, two geographers, a sociologist, 

DQG� WZR� FRQÁLFW� VSHFLDOLVWV� ZLWK� EDFNJURXQGV� LQ� GHYHORSPHQW� VWXGLHV��
7ZR�RI �XV�DUH�%ULWLVK��WZR�6UL�/DQNDQ��RQH�*HUPDQ�DQG�RQH�'XWFK��7KH�
seeds of  our project lie in some very old academic friendships and long 

HQJDJHPHQWV�ZLWK�6UL�/DQND��6SHQFHU�DQG�6LOYD�ÀUVW�PHW�LQ�WKH�HDUO\�����V��
ZKHQ�6SHQFHU�ZDV�D�GRFWRUDO�VWXGHQW�FDUU\LQJ�RXW�ÀHOGZRUN�LQ�VRXWKHUQ�
Sri Lanka and Silva a young lecturer in sociology at Peradeniya University. 

+DVEXOODK�ZDV�WKHQ�WHDFKLQJ�JHRJUDSK\�DW�3HUDGHQL\D��DQG�KH�DQG�6LOYD�
had been friends and collaborators for many years. Korf  had come to Sri 

Lanka, originally as a consultant for German development cooperation, 

EXW� UHRULHQWHG� KLPVHOI � ZLWK� D� 3K'� EDVHG� RQ� UHVHDUFK� RQ�ZDU�DIIHFWHG�
livelihoods carried out while still working as a development practitioner. 

+H�VWDUWHG�WR�ZULWH�DQG�SXEOLVK�ZLWK�+DVEXOODK�DQG�6LOYD�ZKLOH�VWLOO�D�3K'�
VWXGHQW��*RRGKDQG� DOVR�ÀUVW� HQFRXQWHUHG� 6UL� /DQND�ZKLOH�ZRUNLQJ� IRU�
D�%ULWLVK�1*2� LQ� -DIIQD� LQ� WKH� HDUO\� ����V�� UHWXUQLQJ� IRU� UHVHDUFK� WKDW�
IHG�LQWR�KLV�3K'�DW�0DQFKHVWHU��.OHP�ZDV�WKH�ODVW�WR�MRLQ�WKH�WHDP��+H�
KDG�ÀUVW�ZRUNHG�LQ�6UL�/DQND�DV�D�VWXGHQW�FDUU\LQJ�RXW�ÀHOGZRUN�LQ�DQG�
DURXQG�7ULQFRPDOHH�LQ�WKH�ODWH�����V��DQG�KDG�VXEVHTXHQWO\�ZRUNHG�ZLWK�
diplomats and policy-makers, including a collaboration with Goodhand 

RQ� D� PDMRU� UHSRUW� RQ� DLG� DQG� FRQÁLFW� LQ� 6UL� /DQND� �*RRGKDQG� DQG�
.OHP�������
7R� VRPH� H[WHQW�� WKH� FRPPLWPHQW� WR� FROODERUDWH� SUHFHGHG� WKH� LGHD�

RI � WKH� SURMHFW� LWVHOI��+DVEXOODK� DQG� 6LOYD� KDG� EHHQ� KHDYLO\� LQYROYHG� LQ�
attempts to repair the damage the long years of  war had caused to the Sri 

/DQNDQ�XQLYHUVLW\�V\VWHP��:KHUH�WKH�ZDU�KDG�GLYLGHG�DFDGHPLFV��DQ�ROGHU�
history had the potential to unite them. In the east, two relatively new 
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XQLYHUVLWLHV��(DVWHUQ�8QLYHUVLW\��ZLWK�LWV�PDLQ�FDPSXV�RXWVLGH�%DWWLFDORD��
DQG�6RXWKHDVWHUQ�8QLYHUVLW\��EDVHG�DW�2OXYLO�DERXW����NP�WR�WKH�VRXWK��
ZHUH�GLYLGHG�RQ�HWKQLF�DQG�UHOLJLRXV�OLQHV��(DVWHUQ�KDG�EHHQ�IRXQGHG�LQ�
WKH� HDUO\� ����V�� MXVW� DV� WKH� SROLWLFDO� VLWXDWLRQ� VWDUWHG� WR� GLVLQWHJUDWH�� ,Q�
the violence that followed the withdrawal of  the IPKF and the restarting 

RI � WKH� ZDU� LQ� ������ RYHU� ���� UHIXJHHV� ZHUH� WDNHQ� IURP� WKH� XQLYHUVLW\�
campus where they had been sheltered, and it is believed, massacred by 

WKH�VHFXULW\�IRUFHV��$URXQG�WKLV�WLPH��RYHU�����0XVOLPV�ZHUH�PDVVDFUHG�
E\�WKH�/77(�DW�SUD\HUV�LQ�YDULRXV�PRVTXHV�LQ�.DWWDQNXG\��DQG�WKHUH�ZHUH�
counter-massacres of  Tamil civilians in the weeks that followed. The early 

����V�ZHUH�GLIÀFXOW�\HDUV�IRU�0XVOLP²7DPLO�UHODWLRQV�LQ�WKH�HDVW��DQG�LQ�
�����D�QHZ�XQLYHUVLW\�ZDV�VHW�XS�DW�2OXYLO�IRU�0XVOLP�VWXGHQWV�DQG�IDFXOW\�
IURP� (DVWHUQ�� XQGHU� WKH� SDWURQDJH� RI � 0�+�0�� $VKUDII�� WKH� IRXQGHU�
of  the Sri Lanka Muslim Congress (see Chapter 2). But if  the war had 

divided the universities along ethnic lines, older staff  at all the institutions 

carried shared memories of  their time together as students at Peradeniya. 

7KH�SRVLWLYH�PHPRULHV�RI �D�SUH�ZDU�ZRUOG�RI �VKDUHG�VWXGHQW�H[SHULHQFH�
SURYLGHG�WKH�LQVSLUDWLRQ�IRU�D�QHZ�UHVHDUFK�FRQVRUWLXP�OLQNLQJ�(DVWHUQ��
Peradeniya and Southeastern universities. The consortium was based in 

WKH�VRFLDO�VFLHQFHV�DQG�KDG�WKH�H[SOLFLW�DLP�RI �WUDLQLQJ�D�QHZ�JHQHUDWLRQ�
of  researchers across the ethnic faultlines. For Spencer, who was looking 

for a way to divert some small trickle of  the post-tsunami funding into 

building research capacity in the local universities, the consortium seemed 

an ideal framework. All that was needed was some practical research to 

conduct within its structure. Therefore, if  the consortium provided us 

with a framework for our project, and the east – where all members of  

WKH� WHDP�KDG�VRPH�SUHYLRXV�UHVHDUFK�H[SHULHQFH�²�SURYLGHG�D� ORFDWLRQ��
the Non-Governmental Public Action programme supplied the spark for 

the project itself.

The research that followed was multi-sited. Fieldwork was concentrated 

in and around the towns of  Ampara, Akkaraipattu and Batticaloa. 

'LIIHUHQW�PHPEHUV�RI �WKH�WHDP�ZHUH�PRUH�RU� OHVV� LQYROYHG�LQ�GLIIHUHQW�
ORFDWLRQV�� *RRGKDQG� ZDV� DEOH� WR� GUDZ� RQ� KLV� SUHYLRXV� H[SHULHQFH� LQ�
Batticaloa and took the lead for work there, in which Catholic priests 

DQG� WKH� &DWKROLF�1*2�(+('� HPHUJHG� DV� NH\� WKHPHV��.OHP�ZRUNHG�
LQ�$NNDUDLSDWWX��ZLWK�WLPH�DOVR�LQ�%DWWLFDORD�DQG�.DWWDQNXG\��+DVEXOODK�
concentrated on Kattankudy, a dense Muslim enclave immediately south 

of  Batticaloa itself, and documented the emergence of  the new mosque 

IHGHUDWLRQV� DFURVV� WKH� UHJLRQ�� 6LOYD�� ZLWK� KLV� H[SHULHQFHG� DVVLVWDQW� 0U�
:�0�.�%� :LFNUHPHVLQJKH�� FRQFHQWUDWHG� RQ� %XGGKLVW� WHPSOHV� DQG�
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%XGGKLVW�RUJDQLVDWLRQV�DURXQG�WKH�WRZQ�RI �$PSDUD��6LOYD�DQG�+DVEXOODK�
MRLQHG� IRUFHV� IRU� UHVHDUFK�RQ� WKH� FRQWHVWHG� VLWH�RI �'LJKDYDSL��EHWZHHQ�
Ampara and the coast. Spencer coordinated the different components of  

WKH�ÀHOGZRUN�DQG�VSHQW�WLPH�LQ�DOO�WKH�VLWHV�DORQJVLGH�WKH�PHPEHUV�RI �WKH�
WHDP�ZRUNLQJ�WKHUH��.RUI ·V�ÀHOGZRUN�LQYROYHPHQW�ZDV�FRQVWUDLQHG�E\�WKH�
contractual demands of  a new position in Zurich – Klem was engaged 

DV�KLV�GH�IDFWR�UHSODFHPHQW�IRU�WKH�ÀHOGZRUN�²�EXW�KH�UHPDLQHG�HQJDJHG�
throughout, contributing to meetings of  the team, and playing a key role 

LQ�WKH�ZULWLQJ�WKDW�VORZO\�IROORZHG�WKH�ÀHOGZRUN��,Q�HDFK�RI �RXU�ÀHOGZRUN�
sites, we worked with junior colleagues from local universities, and both 

(DVWHUQ� DQG� 6RXWKHDVWHUQ� SURYLGHG� XV� ZLWK� H[FHOOHQW� RSSRUWXQLWLHV� WR�
VKDUH�DQG�FKHFN�WKH�SLFWXUH�WKDW�ZDV�HPHUJLQJ�IURP�RXU�ÀHOG�UHVHDUFK�
:KDW� GLG� ZH� JDLQ� E\� YLUWXH� RI � FROODERUDWLRQ"� )LUVW� DQG� IRUHPRVW��

collaboration allowed us to escape the kind of  low-order ‘methodological 

QDWLRQDOLVP·�WKDW�EHGHYLOV�WKH�VWXG\�RI �FRQÁLFWHG�SODFHV�OLNH�6UL�/DQND��:H�
did not write an account of  the war as seen from a Tamil, or a Muslim, or 

a Buddhist point of  view. Methodologically we started from the fact of  

plurality and built this into the very structure of  the project, starting with 

the research team itself. The composition of  the team provided a unique 

combination of  privileged access (especially through the mediation of  the 

Sri Lankan partners) together with equally privileged opportunities for 

detachment. And it allowed us to attempt an ethnographic understanding 

RI �D�YHU\� ODUJH�DQG�FRPSOH[�UHOLJLRXV�DQG�SROLWLFDO�ÀHOG��HYHQ�DV� LW�DOVR�
FUHDWHG� RFFDVLRQDO� DQ[LHWLHV� DERXW� WKH� LQHYLWDEOH� WUDGH�RII � EHWZHHQ�
breadth and ethnographic depth). It allowed us to carry out research in 

WKH�ÀQDO�PRQWKV�RI �D�ORQJ�ZDU�ZLWKRXW�HQGDQJHULQJ�HLWKHU�WKH�UHVHDUFKHUV�
or the people who helped with the research.

Nevertheless, the space of  collaboration is not a completely neutral 

space. It does not provide what the philosopher Thomas Nagel calls the 

¶YLHZ�IURP�QRZKHUH·��5DWKHU�LW�SURYLGHV�WKH�YLHZ�IURP�D�UDWKHU�FRPSOH[�
EXW�VWLOO�OLPLWHG�¶VRPHZKHUH·��7KLV�ERRN�LV�DOZD\V�EDVHG�RQ�D�YLHZ�IURP�
VRPHZKHUH�LQ�SDUWLFXODU��DQG�DOZD\V�DW�VRPH�TXLWH�VSHFLÀF�WLPH��DQG�ZH�
KDYH�WULHG�WR�EH�DV�FOHDU�DQG�H[SOLFLW�DV�SRVVLEOH�DERXW�H[DFWO\�ZKHUH�DQG�
when the things we talked about happened. Attempts to take this one stage 

IXUWKHU�LQ�WKH�GUDIWLQJ�DQG�PDNH�LW�FOHDU�H[DFWO\�ZKR�ZDV�OLVWHQLQJ�WR�ZKDW�
DW�HYHU\�SRLQW�LQ�WKH�WH[W��¶+H�UHSOLHG�WR�*RRGKDQG�«·��¶+DVEXOODK�DVNHG�
«·��IRXQGHUHG� LQ�D�PRUDVV�RI �FOXQN\�V\QWD[��VR�ZH�KDYH�RSWHG� LQVWHDG�
IRU�D�PRUH�IDPLOLDU�DXWKRULDO�¶ZH·�LQ�PRVW�RI �ZKDW�IROORZV��2XU�VWXG\�LV�
still necessarily uneven. It is a study in the main of  what Casanova calls 

‘public�UHOLJLRQ·��VWURQJHU�RQ�YLVLEOH�OHDGHUV�DQG�VWURQJ�LQVWLWXWLRQV��ZHDNHU�
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RQ�WKH�HSKHPHUDO�DQG�WKH�ZRUN�WKDW�JRHV�RQ�¶EHORZ�WKH�UDGDU·��VWURQJHU�
on Catholics than on Pentecostals, better on Muslims and Buddhists than 

RQ�+LQGXV�� 6RPH�RI � WKHVH�NQRZQ�ELDVHV�GHULYH� IURP�ZKR�ZH� DUH�� DQG�
some derive from the way we worked and the particular moment in which 

we carried out the work. Insofar as public spaces are often male spaces, 

and insofar as the core team did not include women, it is undoubtedly 

weaker on the kind of  phenomena documented so brilliantly by other 

HWKQRJUDSKHUV�RI � WKH� UHJLRQ� OLNH�3DWULFLD�/DZUHQFH� �������DQG�5HEHFFD�
:DONHU���������2XU�ZRUN�PXVW�EH�UHDG�DORQJVLGH�²�QRW�LQVWHDG�RI �²�WKHLUV��
In many cases we have supplemented our own evidence with material 

from other researchers working in the region, but in other cases we can 

simply indicate the limits of  our knowledge and call for more work in 

the future.

Sites and Stories

In terms of  politics and geography, Sri Lanka presents something of  a 

contradiction. As an island located off  the tip of  southern India, Sri Lanka 

has been a place of  transit and trade for thousands of  years. As a modern 

nation-state, the island often presents itself  as distinctive and entirely 

separate from its neighbours, despite its dense cultural and economic ties, 

not merely with the Indian mainland but also with Southeast Asia and the 

*XOI��7KLV�SDUDGR[�SOD\V�LWVHOI �RXW�LQ�LQWHUHVWLQJ�ZD\V�LQ�WKH�LVODQG·V�HDVW�
where this book is located. Until relatively recently, this was a pre-eminently 

isolated zone, ill-served by the transport and communication technology 

set up by the colonial government. But even in the early days of  British 

rule, it was a site of  agricultural improvement: although the roads and 

railways of  the high colonial era threaded up from Colombo in the west 

to the coffee and tea estates of  the central mountains, the surplus harvest 

from restored paddy land in the east was either shipped along the coast 

WR� WKH� -DIIQD� SHQLQVXOD�� RU� VORZO\� KDXOHG� XS� LQWR� WKH� VDPH� HVWDWHV� E\�
pack-animals on rocky paths. The two chapters that follow are intended 

WR� LQWURGXFH� WKH� UHJLRQ�� ÀUVW� LQ� WHUPV� RI � UHOLJLRQ� �&KDSWHU� ���� WKHQ� LQ�
terms of  political economy (Chapter 3). They tell a tale of  unity and 

division. In Chapter 2, we make a case for going beyond the manifold 

surface differences between religious groups, and ask what happens if  we 

WU\�WR�WUHDW�WKH�UHJLRQ�DV�D�VLQJOH��DOEHLW�GLYLGHG��UHOLJLRXV�ÀHOG��,Q�&KDSWHU�
3, we trace a double movement, as state-driven improvements create a 

distinctive and singular political economy, based on the fertile rice land 
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inland from the lagoon, even as post-Independence political structures 

encourage increasingly ethnicised claims on resources.

2XU�ÀHOGZRUN� IRFXVHG�RQ� IRXU� VLWHV� ²� WKUHH� RQ� WKH� FRDVW� LWVHOI�� DQG�
RQH�D�VKRUW�DZD\�LQODQG��%DWWLFDORD�DQG�.DWWDQNXG\�LQ�%DWWLFDORD�'LVWULFW��
$NNDUDLSDWWX� DQG� $PSDUD� LQ� $PSDUD� 'LVWULFW�� %DWWLFDORD� LV� D� KXE� IRU�
communication and government, and a major regional centre of  education. 

The town has a substantial Catholic population, and Catholic priests have 

been prominent in many local peace and human rights initiatives (see 

&KDSWHU�����.DWWDQNXG\��ZKLFK�DGMRLQV�%DWWLFDORD��LV�D�GHQVHO\�SRSXODWHG�
0XVOLP�WRZQ��WKH�VFHQH�RI �D�IDPRXV�PDVVDFUH�LQ������ZKHQ�/77(�JXQPHQ�
NLOOHG�RYHU�����0XVOLPV�DW�SUD\HUV��0RUH�UHFHQWO\��LW�KDV�EHFRPH�NQRZQ�
IRU�WKH�LQWHQVLW\�RI �FRQÁLFW�EHWZHHQ�GLIIHUHQW�0XVOLP�JURXSV��&KDSWHU�����
$NNDUDLSDWWX�LV�D�PL[HG�7DPLO�DQG�0XVOLP�WRZQ�VRPH����NP�WR�WKH�VRXWK��
LWV�HFRQRP\�GRPLQDWHG�E\�WKH�SDGG\�ÀHOGV�WKDW�ÀOO�WKH�ODQGVFDSH�DOO�WKH�
ZD\�WR�$PSDUD��VRPH����NP�DZD\��$PSDUD�LV�DQ�RYHUZKHOPLQJO\�6LQKDOD�
town, the hub of  the post-Independence colonisation schemes, and now a 

PDMRU�FHQWUH�IRU�JRYHUQPHQW�VHFXULW\�IRUFHV��,Q�&KDSWHU����ZH�SLFN�XS�WKH�
different registers of  division in the two preceding chapters. In particular 

we take a case study of  apparent religious difference – the contested 

DUHD�DURXQG�'LJKDYDSL��PLGZD\�EHWZHHQ�$NNDUDLSDWWX�DQG�$PSDUD�²�WR�
VKRZ� WKH�ZD\� LQ�ZKLFK� FRQÁLFW� FDQ� EH� DW� RQFH� H[SUHVVHG� LQ� WHUPV� RI �
religious division from one side, while being felt as more straightforwardly 

HFRQRPLF�IURP�WKH�RWKHU��,Q�&KDSWHU����ZH�IXUWKHU�FRPSOLFDWH�WKH� LGHD�
RI � ¶FRQÁLFW·�� WKLV� WLPH� WKURXJK�D� FRPSDULVRQ�EHWZHHQ� UHOLJLRXV� FRQÁLFW�
within the Muslim community in Kattankudy, and the apparent absence 

RI �VLPLODU� OHYHOV�RI �FRQÁLFW�DPRQJVW�$NNDUDLSDWWX·V�0XVOLPV��&KDSWHU���
RSHQV�ZLWK�D�PRPHQW�RI � WUDQVJUHVVLRQ�� WKH�DVVDVVLQDWLRQ�RI � WKH� WRZQ·V�
03�ZKLOH�DWWHQGLQJ�PLGQLJKW�PDVV�RQ�&KULVWPDV�(YH������LQ�%DWWLFDORD��
7KH�FKDSWHU�WKHQ�H[SORUHV�WKH�FKDQJLQJ�UROH�RI �WKH�&DWKROLF�SULHVWKRRG�
in the years of  war, and the role played by religious leaders in mediating 

PRPHQWV�RI �H[WUHPH�GDQJHU��&KDSWHU���GUDZV�RQ�ÀHOGZRUN�ZH�KDYH�FDUULHG�
RXW�LQ�WKH�\HDUV�VLQFH�WKH�RULJLQDO�SURMHFW�RQ�ZKLFK�WKLV�ERRN�LV�EDVHG��2Q�
the one hand, it provides some sense of  what has happened since the end 

of  the civil war itself. But its theme – of  a growing culture of  insecurity 

and perceived moral danger – is shared by all religious and ethnic groups 

DOLNH��LQ�D�SDUDGR[LFDO�UHDIÀUPDWLRQ�RI �RXU�RSHQLQJ�DUJXPHQW�IRU�WKH�QHHG�
WR�WKLQN�RI �WKH�UHJLRQ�DV�D�VLQJOH�SROLWLFDO�DQG�UHOLJLRXV�ÀHOG�

As a point of  departure, we should emphasise the striking resilience 

RI �UHOLJLRXV�LQVWLWXWLRQV�LQ�WKH�IDFH�RI �VXVWDLQHG�YLROHQW�FRQÁLFW��DQG�WKHLU�
possible importance as overlooked resources for peace. In this part of  
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6UL�/DQND��¶UHOLJLRQ·�QRW�RQO\�SURYLGHG�D�SODFH�RI �UHWUHDW�DQG�FRQVRODWLRQ�
(outside the dirty world of  the political), but also provided institutions and 

leaders which have played an important role in local attempts to mediate 

between warring parties. Religion has also played a role in providing an 

alternative space for public action in the midst of  political disorder and 

violent contestation. And yet we will also show that the very same leaders 

DQG� LQVWLWXWLRQV� FDQ�� LQ� FHUWDLQ� VLWXDWLRQV�� EH� D� VRXUFH� RI � QHZ� FRQÁLFW��
(YHQ� WKH� DELOLW\� WR� DFW� EH\RQG� WKHLU� RZQ� FRPPXQDO� ERXQGDULHV� ²� WR�
communicate across contested borders, to mediate or negotiate during 

delicate political events – may often be grounded in much more hardline 

gestures in other circumstances.

7ZR� LPSRUWDQW� TXHVWLRQV� WKHUHIRUH� UXQ� WKURXJK� WKLV� ERRN�� 2QH�
FRQFHUQV� WKH�H[WHQW� WR�ZKLFK�GLIIHUHQW� UHOLJLRXV� WUDGLWLRQV�FRQWDLQ� WKHLU�
own distinctive sets of  constraint and opportunity within them, often 

shaped by the particular institutional structures within which they are 

embedded at particular historical moments. And, of  course, in a world of  

glib generalisations about these matters, we must always stress historical 

VSHFLÀFLW\��7KH�VHFRQG�FRQFHUQV�WKH�VRXUFH�RI �SDUWLFXODU�G\QDPLFV�LQ�WKH�
UHOLJLRXV�ÀHOG��LV�D�SDUWLFXODU�FKDQJH�RU�GHYHORSPHQW�WKH�SURGXFW�RI �IRUFHV�
within a particular religious tradition, is it a reaction to changes in other 

neighbouring religions, or is it a local manifestation of  some much wider, 

global trend within the particular religion?

This in turn raises the question of  the source of  change itself, and 

WKXV�RI �WKH�UHODWLRQVKLS�EHWZHHQ�¶UHOLJLRQ·�DQG�¶FRQÁLFW·��,I �UHOLJLRQ�LV�DV�
embedded in all areas of  life, as we argue it is for most people in this 

area, then abstracting it and giving it a discrete causal force vis-à-vis other 

areas of  life, begs too many questions, for this to be an entirely useful 

approach. Religions can respond to political and social changes, but they 

can also remake the social worlds within which ideas of  the political are 

FRQÀJXUHG��DQG�UHVKDSH�SHRSOH·V�LGHDV�RI �ZKDW�LV�SROLWLFDOO\�DQG�VRFLDOO\�
SRVVLEOH� RU� GHVLUDEOH�� 'HVSLWH� WKHLU� RZQ� VWUHQXRXV� HIIRUWV� WR� SRUWUD\�
themselves as sources of  order and harmony, religious traditions contain 

WKHLU� RZQ�� RIWHQ� ELWWHU�� FRQÁLFWV�� PDNLQJ� LW� GLIÀFXOW� WR� GHFLGH� ZKHWKHU�
conscious efforts to build a stronger sense of  religious community are 

UHVSRQVHV�WR�LQWHUQDO�RU�H[WHUQDO�VRXUFHV�RI �FRQÁLFW�DQG�WKUHDW��([DPSOHV�
of  all these processes can be found in the pages that follow.
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2

7KH�(DVW�DV�D�&RPSOH[�5HOLJLRXV�
Field

The East

6UL�/DQND·V�(DVWHUQ�3URYLQFH�LV�WKH�PRVW�HWKQLFDOO\�DQG�UHOLJLRXVO\�GLYHUVH�
SDUW�RI �WKH�LVODQG��,Q�������EHIRUH�WKH�FLYLO�ZDU�EHWZHHQ�WKH�JRYHUQPHQW�
DQG�WKH�/77(��LWV�SRSXODWLRQ�RI �MXVW�XQGHU���PLOOLRQ�SHRSOH�ZDV�GLYLGHG�
EHWZHHQ�+LQGXV�����SHU�FHQW���0XVOLPV�����SHU�FHQW���%XGGKLVWV�����SHU�
FHQW��DQG�&KULVWLDQV� ���SHU�FHQW��� ,Q�6UL�/DQND·V�FDWHJRULHV�RI �HWKQLFLW\��
7DPLOV�PDGH�XS����SHU�FHQW�RI �WKH�SRSXODWLRQ��¶0RRUV·�²�DV�0XVOLPV�DUH�
RIÀFLDOO\�NQRZQ�²����SHU�FHQW��DQG�6LQKDOD����SHU�FHQW��0DQ\�SHRSOH�KDYH�
FRPH�DQG�JRQH�VLQFH�WKH�ZDU�UHDFKHG�WKH�HDVW�LQ�WKH�HDUO\�����V��EXW�WKH�
region remains as religiously diverse as ever.

'XULQJ�WKH�SHULRG�RI �RXU�ÀHOGZRUN��WKHUH�ZHUH�WZR�URXWHV�ZH�URXWLQHO\�
took into Batticaloa and Ampara. From the north-west, the road passes 

Figure 2.1 Kovil��.RNNDGLFKFKRODL��������SKRWR�E\�-RQDWKDQ�6SHQFHU��
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the old capital of  Polonnaruwa, with its gleaming stupas, irrigation tanks, 

sprawling archaeological sites – and huge army bases. Then, after miles of  

bleak, thinly inhabited landscape, broken up by army posts which drivers 

had to skirt on badly maintained dirt roads, we would reach a very different 

kind of  settlement, one in which mosques, churches and kovils� �+LQGX�
temples) replace the Buddhist monuments of  Polonnaruwa. Approaching 

from further south, the contrast in religious landscape is even more stark. 

The road runs through Ampara town, a planned settlement established 

DV�WKH�KXE�RI �WKH�*DO�2\D�LUULJDWLRQ�VFKHPH�LQ�WKH�����V��EXW�QRZ�KRPH�
to the Special Task Force and other military units. Signs of  an assertive 

Buddhist presence are everywhere in the town itself. Then there is nothing 

IRU� D� IHZ�PLOHV� EXW� DSSDUHQWO\� HQGOHVV� SDGG\�ÀHOGV� VWUHWFKLQJ� RQ� ERWK�
VLGHV�RI �WKH�URDG��7KH�QH[W�VHWWOHPHQW��6DPPDQWKXUDL��LV�DOPRVW�HQWLUHO\�
Muslim. A few miles further, at Karaitivu junction (by and large a Tamil 

village), we would join the coast road which runs from Batticaloa in 

the north to Akkaraipattu and Pottuvil to the south. Along this densely 

SRSXODWHG�SHUL�XUEDQ�VWULS��ZLWK�WKH�,QGLDQ�2FHDQ�RQ�RQH�VLGH�DQG�D�VHD�
of  paddy on the other, signs of  religious diversity are everywhere. In town 

FHQWUHV�� QHZ� ¶,UDQLDQ·�VW\OH� PRVTXHV� UXE� VKRXOGHUV� ZLWK� +LQGX� kovils, 

HVWDEOLVKHG�&DWKROLF� FKXUFKHV� ORRN� DFURVV� DW� VPDOO� 3HQWHFRVWDO� FKDSHOV��
but, if  there is one generalisation shared by insiders and outsiders alike, it 

is this: the signs of  religious activity are undiminished by the years of  war. 

Temples have been built and rebuilt, new churches set up, and surprisingly, 

many of  them look to be freshly painted, whatever the condition of  the 

surrounding houses and shops.

In conceiving of  a collaborative ethnography, one of  our ideas was 

to combine viewpoints and perspectives in such a way as to avoid the 

OLPLWDWLRQV�RI �PRUH�FRQYHQWLRQDO�ÀHOG�UHVHDUFK��,Q�WKLV�SDUWLFXODU�FRQWH[W��
collaboration allowed us to move beyond a set of  studies of  particular 

UHOLJLRXV�WUDGLWLRQV��DQG�WR�VWDUW�WR�H[SORUH�WKH�VLPLODULWLHV�DQG�GLIIHUHQFHV�
EHWZHHQ�WKRVH�WUDGLWLRQV�DV�WKH\�KDYH�HPHUJHG�LQ�WKH����\HDUV�RI �ZDU�LQ�
the east. From the start, then, we have attempted as far as possible to try 

WR�PDNH�VHQVH�RI �WKH�HDVW�DV�FRQVWLWXWLQJ�D�VLQJOH��FRPSOH[�UHOLJLRXV�ÀHOG��
DOEHLW� D�ÀHOG� LQWHUQDOO\�GLYLGHG�EHWZHHQ�D�QXPEHU�RI �GLIIHUHQW� UHOLJLRXV�
traditions, each with its own cluster of  institutions and practices, and to 

VRPH�H[WHQW��ZLWK�LWV�RZQ�KLVWRU\��2I �FRXUVH��WKH�YHU\�LGHD�RI �D�FRPSOH[�
UHOLJLRXV�ÀHOG�SUHVXPHV�WKHUH�LV�VRPHWKLQJ�ZH�FDQ�LGHQWLI\�DV�¶UHOLJLRXV·��
something which can provide a coherent ground for interpretation and 

comparison. In light of  current academic fashion, in which the colonial 

DQG�RU�&KULVWLDQ�SURYHQDQFH�RI �WKH�FRQFHSW�RI �¶UHOLJLRQ·�KDV�EHFRPH�SDUW�
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RI �WKH�UHFHLYHG�ZLVGRP��WKLV�LV�VRPHWKLQJ�RI �D�JDPEOH��6PLWK�������$VDG�
������ 6FRWW� ������ ������� ,W� LV� WKRXJK�� D� KHXULVWLF� JDPEOH�ZKRVH�ZRUWK�
will only be apparent in what it enables us to bring to light by the end of  

this study. 

The reasons for taking this analytic risk are compelling and, broadly 

speaking, both sociological and political. In the study of  nationalism and 

ethnicity, a powerful critique has emerged of  what has come to be known as 

¶PHWKRGRORJLFDO�QDWLRQDOLVP·��:LPPHU�DQG�*OLFN�6FKLOOHU�������%UXEDNHU�
�������:KDW�FRQFHUQV�WKH�FULWLFV�RI �PHWKRGRORJLFDO�QDWLRQDOLVP�LV�QRW�VR�
PXFK�WKH�UHDOLW\�RU�XQUHDOLW\�RI �QDWLRQV��QDWLRQ�VWDWHV�RU�HWKQLF�JURXSV��
it is instead the way in which the nation, the nation-state or the ethnic 

JURXS�FDQ�EH�JLYHQ�DQ�XQUHÁHFWLYH�VWDWXV� LQ� WKH�DQDO\VLV�RI �QDWLRQDOLVP�
DQG�HWKQLFLW\��5DWKHU�WKDQ�SUHÀJXUH�WKH�DQDO\VLV�LQ�DGYDQFH��E\�PDNLQJ�WKH�
nation-state the unquestioned object of  sociological analysis, we should 

instead investigate the processes by which the nation-state acquires that 

taken-for-granted veneer of  naturalness as a political-sociological entity. 

That is the force of  the sociological critique. The political correlate of  

the sociological critique is the argument that critical analysis necessarily 

KDV�WR�FKDOOHQJH�WKH�DVVXPHG�QDWXUDOQHVV�RI �D�SHUVRQ·V�LGHQWLÀFDWLRQ�ZLWK�
his or her ethnicity or national group. Treating such groups as natural 

and self-evident closes off  that critical option before the analysis has 

even started.

So, as a point of  departure we start with the premise that the religious 

ÀHOG� LQ�HDVWHUQ�6UL�/DQND� LV�QRW� ¶QDWXUDOO\·�GLYLGHG� LQWR�VHSDUDWH� LQFRP-

mensurable religious traditions. There are obviously profound divisions, 

but if  these were simply given in the order of  things, why would so many 

people invest so much in efforts to make the different traditions bounded 

DQG� VHSDUDWH"�:H�ZLOO� JLYH�PRUH� H[DPSOHV� RI � WKLV� ERXQGDU\�PDNLQJ� LQ�
later chapters. At the same time, we acknowledge the potential absurdity 

RI �VLPSO\�GHQ\LQJ�WKH�VSHFLÀFLW\�DQG�KLVWRULFDO�ZHLJKW�RI �WKRVH�WUDGLWLRQV�
we do encounter. People in the east of  Sri Lanka do not swim in a genial 

soup of  blurred or hybrid religiosity, disturbed only by the rude arrival of  

modernist reformers eager to pit religion against religion. That particular 

fantasy has remarkable staying power in other polemics about religion and 

LGHQWLW\�LQ�6RXWK�$VLD��H�J��1DQG\��������EXW�LW�LV�SUREOHPDWLF�DW�EHVW��:H�
DOVR�DGG�D�VHFRQG�SUHPLVH��WKDW�WKH�VKDUHG�H[SHULHQFHV�RI �ZDU�DQG�SROLWLFDO�
crisis, not to mention rapid economic and demographic change, should 

in theory create certain shared religious predicaments. In some cases, the 

result of  these predicaments may be new areas of  shared practice that cut 

across the boundaries of  the different traditions. In other cases, shared 
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predicaments generate divergent responses as people draw creatively on 

the rather different resources available within their own particular tradition. 

In yet other cases, the traditions themselves are differently located in the 

WHUUDLQ�RI �WKH�FRQÁLFW� LWVHOI��HLWKHU�EHFDXVH�RQH�IDFWLRQ�SXUVXHV�WKH�ZDU�
LQ�WKH�QDPH�RI �WKHLU�UHOLJLRXV�FRPPXQLW\��RU�EHFDXVH�DQRWKHU�ÀQGV�LWVHOI �
WDUJHWHG�DQG�YLFWLPLVHG�EHFDXVH�RI �LWV�UHOLJLRXV�DIÀOLDWLRQ��,Q�WKHVH�FDVHV��
WKH�G\QDPLF�RI �WKH�FRQÁLFW�LWVHOI �EORFNV�RII �VRPH�RI �WKH�RSSRUWXQLWLHV�
for common religious responses.

The Problem of  the Plural

,Q� ������ (GPXQG� /HDFK� GHPROLVKHG� WKH� LPSRVVLEO\� SDUWLFXODU� WULEHV�
and-cultures approach of  colonial ethnologists in his brilliant analysis of  

highland Burma. Leach showed how certain structural features of  social 

RUJDQLVDWLRQ� FRXOG� H[SODLQ� DQ� DSSDUHQWO\� EDIÁLQJO\� GLYHUVH� VHWWLQJ�� 7KH�
SRLQW�ZKLFK� LQ�SDUW� LQVSLUHV� WKLV�VHFWLRQ�RI �RXU�VWXG\� LV�/HDFK·V� WUXLVWLF�
observation that ostensibly different people living in more or less the same 

SODFH�¶DUH�OLNHO\�WR�KDYH�UHODWLRQV�ZLWK�HDFK�RWKHU·��/HDFK������������2XU�
different religious traditions are not sealed off  from each other once and 

for all: their adherents live in the same world as each other, sometimes 

go to the same schools, vote when they can in the same elections, often 

VWUXJJOH�WR�PDNH�D�OLYLQJ�LQ�WKH�VDPH�ÀHOGV�DQG�ZRUNSODFHV��FI��'DV�������
/HDFK·V� ODUJHU� DUJXPHQW� LV� EDVHG� RQ� WKH� SUHPLVH� WKDW� ¶VWUXFWXUH·�

DQG� ¶FXOWXUH·� DUH� PRUH� RU� OHVV� FRPSOHWHO\� LQGHSHQGHQW� RI � HDFK� RWKHU��
an argument which may be just about defensible as part of  a polemic 

DLPHG�DW�ODWH�FRORQLDO�HWKQLF�WD[RQRPLHV�LQ�%XUPD��,W�LV�OHVV�KHOSIXO�ZKHQ�
confronted with the Catholic Church or the Buddhist sangha in Sri Lanka, 

or even a relatively recent phenomenon like the Muslim reform movement 

7DEOLJKL�-DPDDW��$OO�RI �WKHVH�HQWLWLHV�FRPELQH�UHOLJLRXV�LGHRORJ\��KLVWRULHV�
of  debate and contestation, structures of  leadership, and quite particular 

LQVWLWXWLRQDO� IRUPV�� ,Q� WKHVH� H[DPSOHV�� VHHNLQJ� VRPH� IRXQGDWLRQDO�
¶VWUXFWXUH·�WKDW�LV�LVRODEOH�IURP�WKH�PHVV\�VWXII �RI �FXOWXUDO�FRQWHQW�LV�QR�
HDV\�PDWWHU��$�VRPHZKDW�EHWWHU�PRGHO�LV�RIIHUHG�E\�*HUG�%DXPDQQ·V��������
DQDO\VLV� RI � WKH�ZD\V� LQ�ZKLFK� GLIIHUHQW� LPPLJUDQW� JURXSV� LQ� /RQGRQ·V�
6RXWKDOO� VHOI�FRQVFLRXVO\�XVH� WKH�FRQFHSWV�RI � ¶FXOWXUH·� DQG� ¶FRPPXQLW\·�
as a means to negotiate their way across a contested political landscape. 

%DXPDQQ·V�DQDO\VLV�GLIIHUHQWLDWHV�WKH�VHQVH�RI �FXOWXUH�DV�DQ�HVVHQWLDOLVHG�
property of  a bounded group of  people – a concept found in what he calls 

WKH�¶GRPLQDQW�GLVFRXUVH·�RI �RIÀFLDO�PXOWLFXOWXUDOLVP�DQG�DOVR��VRPH�RI �WKH�
WLPH��LQ�SHRSOH·V�RZQ�¶GHPRWLF�GLVFRXUVH·�²�IURP�D�PRUH�DQWKURSRORJLFDO�
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VHQVH�RI �FXOWXUH�DV�D�ÀHOG�RI �VKDUHG�XQGHUVWDQGLQJV��7KLV�NLQG�RI �FXOWXUH�²�
LQ�ZKLFK�SHRSOH�IURP�GLIIHUHQW�RIÀFLDO�¶FRPPXQLWLHV·�FRQYHUJH�RQ�VLPLODU�
SROLWLFDO� SURMHFWV� RU� VKDUH� VLPLODU� DQ[LHWLHV� DERXW� WKH� LPSOLFDWLRQV� RI �
FKDQJH�²�FDQ�HPHUJH�IURP�WKH�YHU\�SURFHVVHV�WKDW�H[SOLFLWO\�VHHN�WR�GLYLGH�
SHRSOH�LQWR�GLVFUHWH�¶FRPPXQLWLHV·��HDFK�ZLWK�LWV�RZQ�XQLTXH�¶FXOWXUH·�
,Q�WKLV�FRQWH[W��WKRXJK��UHFHQW�WUHQGV�LQ�WKH�DQWKURSRORJ\�RI �UHOLJLRQ��

which emphasise particularity and difference, are not as helpful as 

ZH� PLJKW� H[SHFW�� (YHQ� QHZ� HIIRUWV� DW� FRPSDULVRQ�� VHHP� WR� SUHPLVH�
WKHPVHOYHV� RQ� GLIIHUHQFH�� )RU� H[DPSOH�� LQ� WKH� SDVW� GHFDGH� PXFK� RI �
the intellectual running in this area has been made by writers eager to 

HVWDEOLVK� WKH�DQWKURSRORJ\�RI �&KULVWLDQLW\�DV�D�VSHFLDO� VXE�ÀHOG�ZLWK� LWV�
GLVWLQFWLYH�SUREOHPV�DQG�LVVXHV��5REELQV�������&DQQHOO��������([FHSWLRQV�
to this trend are few and far between. Brian Larkin and Birgit Meyer have 

LQLWLDWHG�D�GHEDWH�RQ�UHOLJLRXV�FKDQJH�LQ�:HVW�$IULFD��DQG�VSHFLÀFDOO\�RQ�
the similarities that may be thought to underlie the apparently opposed 

and hostile projects of  Pentecostal Christians and Muslim reformers. 

Their point of  departure is important:

[Instead] of  taking for granted the oppositions between reformist Islam 

DQG�3HQWHFRVWDOLVP�� >ZH@� H[SORUH� WKHLU� FRPPRQDOLWLHV�� VHHLQJ�ERWK�DV�
H[DPSOHV� RI � VWUXFWXUDO� VKLIWV� LQ� WKH�ZD\� UHOLJLRQ� DUWLFXODWHV� UHODWLRQV�
between society, the individual and modernity. Both religions copy from 

one another, thus crossing boundaries and blurring sharp distinctions, 

while at the same time stereotyping and objectifying the other in order 

WR�JHQHUDWH� WKH�HQHUJ\�IRU� ¶FUXVDGHV·�RU� ¶MLKDGV·�� ,Q� WKLV�ZD\�ERWK�DUH�
doppelgangers, enemies whose actions mirror those of  the other, and 

ZKRVH�IDWHV�DUH�LQWHUWZLQHG���/DUNLQ�DQG�0H\HU�����������

-RKQ�3HHO� �LQ�SUHVV��� LQ� D�PDJLVWHULDO� UHÁHFWLRQ�RQ� WKH� DQWKURSRORJ\�RI �
ZRUOG� UHOLJLRQV�� EXLOGV� RQ� /DUNLQ� DQG� 0H\HU·V� DUJXPHQW� DV� SDUW� RI � D�
broader critique of  calls for a distinctive and separate ‘anthropology of  

,VODP·��$VDG�������RU�¶DQWKURSRORJ\�RI �&KULVWLDQLW\·��

It is surely not only a student of  the Yoruba or Nigeria or Africa, where 

,VODP�DQG�&KULVWLDQLW\�FRH[LVW�DQG�LQWHUDFW�ZLWK�HDFK�RWKHU��ZKR�PXVW�
believe that a sociology (or anthropology) of  the world religions is what 

we need, not a series of  discrete sub-specialisms for each religion. (Peel, 

in press)
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:KHUH� /DUNLQ� DQG�0H\HU� ORRN� IRU� VWUXFWXUDO� VLPLODULWLHV�� DQG�PRPHQWV�
of  overt engagement across religious boundaries, Peel is also concerned 

to bring out the distinctive resources different religions bring to any 

particular historical moment. Understanding the linked but distinctive 

KLVWRULHV�RI �,VODP�DQG�&KULVWLDQLW\�LQ�:HVW�$IULFD��3HHO�DUJXHV��LV�QHFHVVDULO\�
a comparative� H[HUFLVH�� LQ�ZKLFK� WKH�ZRUN�RI �FRPSDULVRQ� LV� WHPSHUHG�E\�
DWWHQWLRQ� WR� VKDUHG� KLVWRU\� DQG� VKDUHG� FRQWH[W�� 7KHUHIRUH�� 3HHO·V� IXOOHU�
analysis of  the recent history of  the two religions in Nigeria devotes as 

much attention to the differences between them, as it does to moments 

RI � V\PPHWU\� RU� FRQÁXHQFH�� DV� KH� WUDFHV� WKH� LQWHUVHFWLRQ�RI � GLVWLQFWLYH�
WUDGLWLRQV�ZLWK�QHZ�FRQWH[WV��
,Q� WDONLQJ� RI � &KULVWLDQLW\� DQG� ,VODP� DV� ¶WUDGLWLRQV·�� 3HHO� LV� VHOI�FRQ-

VFLRXVO\�EXLOGLQJ�RQ�7DODO�$VDG·V�DUJXPHQW�LQ�KLV�LQÁXHQWLDO������OHFWXUH�
RQ�DQ�DQWKURSRORJ\�RI �,VODP��$VDG��������$VDG�KLPVHOI �WDNHV�WKH�WHUP�
¶WUDGLWLRQ·�IURP�WKH�SKLORVRSKHU�$ODVGDLU�0DF,QW\UH�ZKR�� LQ�After Virtue 

��������SUHVHQWHG�D�YHUVLRQ�RI �¶WUDGLWLRQ·�ZKLFK�HPSKDVLVHG�FRQWLQXLW\�RI �
DUJXPHQW�UDWKHU�WKDQ�À[HG�FRQWHQW��VRPHWKLQJ�WKDW�DOORZHG�$VDG�WR�GHIWO\�
evade the problem of  essentialism in identifying the subject matter of  

KLV�SXWDWLYH�DQWKURSRORJ\�RI �,VODP��%XW�$VDG·V�VHQVH�RI �¶WUDGLWLRQ·�LV��LQ�
KLV�RZQ�WHUPV��WKDW�RI �D�¶GLVFXUVLYH·�UDWKHU�WKDQ�DQ�LQVWLWXWLRQDO�WUDGLWLRQ��
relatively indifferent to the distinctive vehicles of  Islamic history, which, 

Peel argues, surely have some bearing on the ways in which that tradition 

DGDSWV�WR�RU�VKDSHV�QHZ�FRQWH[WV��¶WKH�.RUDQ��DQFLOODU\�PHGLD�VXFK�DV�hadith, 

tafsir��OHJDO�WH[WV�DQG�VR�IRUWK��WR�VD\�QRWKLQJ�RI �WKH�ULWXDO�SUDFWLFHV��VXFK�
as those involved in the Hajj) which evoke the past to shape behaviour 

LQ�WKH�SUHVHQW·��3HHO��LQ�SUHVV���3HHO�LQ�FRQWUDVW�LV�DV�FRQFHUQHG�ZLWK�WKH�
institutional features of  particular religious traditions as with the more 

SXUHO\�GLVFXUVLYH�FRQWHQW�RI �WKH�WUDGLWLRQ��¶:K\�LV�LW�LPSRVVLEOH�WR�LPDJLQH�
,VODP�DV�KDYLQJ�PRQDVWHULHV��RU�&KULVWLDQLW\�6XÀ�EURWKHUKRRGV"·��3HHO��LQ�
SUHVV���3HHO·V�TXHVWLRQ�LV�VWULNLQJO\�JHUPDQH�WR�WKH�SUREOHPV�WKDW�FRQFHUQ�
us in this chapter, and throughout our book. Institutional structures like 

the Buddhist sangha, with its property, its authority structures, and its 

HOHJDQWO\�FKRUHRJUDSKHG�UHODWLRQV�ZLWK�WKH�ODLW\��WR�VRPH�H[WHQW�FRQVWLWXWH�
WKHLU� RZQ� VWUXFWXUHV� RI � SRVVLELOLW\� ZKHQ� FRQIURQWHG� ZLWK� H[RJHQRXV�
FKDQJH��$Q�RUJDQLVDWLRQ�OLNH�WKH�6RFLHW\�RI �-HVXV��WR�WDNH�DQRWKHU�H[DPSOH��
provides transnational support networks and a repertoire for leadership 

that is not obviously replicated in, say the administrative order of  a large 

7DPLO�+LQGX�WHPSOH��FI��0RVVH�����������
,Q�WKH�FKDSWHUV�WKDW�IROORZ��ZH�ZLOO�XVH�WKLV�PRGLÀHG�VHQVH�RI �¶WUDGLWLRQ·�

to characterise the different religious strands that ravel and unravel 
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through the recent history of  eastern Sri Lanka. Three decades of  war 

SURYLGH� D� SRZHUIXO� VKDUHG� FRQWH[WXDO� IDFWRU� ZKLFK� VKRXOG� EH� DEOH� WR�
KROG�WRJHWKHU�ZKDW�PLJKW�RWKHUZLVH�EH�DQ�XQUXO\�DQG�XQERXQGHG�VWRU\��
but as the case study of  reform and dispute in two Muslim towns in 

&KDSWHU� �� GHPRQVWUDWHV�� HYHQ� WKH� LGHD� RI � ¶FRQÁLFW·� LV� LWVHOI � SRWHQWLDOO\�
SOXUDO��ZLWK�VHULRXV�FRQÁLFW�KDSSHQLQJ�within particular religious traditions 

DORQJVLGH� WKH� RYHUDUFKLQJ� G\QDPLF� SURYLGHG� E\� ¶WKH·� FRQÁLFW� EHWZHHQ�
WKH�JRYHUQPHQW�RI �6UL�/DQND�DQG�WKH�/77(��ZKLFK�ZH�H[DPLQH�LQ�PRUH�
GHWDLO�LQ�WKH�QH[W�FKDSWHU��%HIRUH�ZH�WXUQ�WR�WKLV��KRZHYHU��ZH�PXVW�ÀUVW�
take stock of  what we already know about the religious traditions we 

encountered in the east, and especially about the ways in which they may 

RU�PD\�QRW�KDYH�EHHQ�FDXJKW�XS�LQ�WKH�GHFDGHV�RI �FRQÁLFW��,Q�WKLV�FKDSWHU��
ZH�GUDZ�RQ�SUHYLRXV�ZULWLQJ�DERXW�UHOLJLRXV�FKDQJH�DQG�UHOLJLRXV�FRQÁLFW�
LQ�6UL�/DQND�LQ�RUGHU�WR�SURYLGH�D�VKDUSHU�IUDPH�IRU�RXU�RZQ�ÀHOG�PDWHULDO��
That previous writing is almost all presented in terms of  the view from 

RQH�SDUWLFXODU�UHOLJLRXV�WUDGLWLRQ�²�%XGGKLVP�DQG�FRQÁLFW��&DWKROLFV�DQG�
FRQÁLFW��DQG�VR�RQ��7KH�WDVN�LV�WR�ÀQG�D�ZD\�WR�NQLW�WKRVH�SHUVSHFWLYHV�LQWR�
a single coherent narrative, without overly distorting the real differences 

between the trajectories of  our different traditions in the years of  war in 

the east.

The east is not the normal point of  departure for analyses of  Sri Lankan 

politics and religion, but this in itself  might give its ethnographers certain 

advantages. As the religious life of  the east is relatively undocumented, 

we have a degree of  freedom in choosing to adopt or ignore conventional 

DFFRXQWV� RI � UHOLJLRQ� LQ� 6UL� /DQND�� EXW�� EHFDXVH� WKRVH� DFFRXQWV� DUH�
in many cases so rich and insightful, we can begin to see more clearly 

what is distinctive about the particular setting in which we worked. The 

religious tradition that is best documented in Sri Lanka is, not surprisingly, 

%XGGKLVP�� DQG� WKHUH� DUH� HQRXJK� ERRNV� RQ� %XGGKLVP� DQG� FRQÁLFW� RU�
%XGGKLVP�DQG�ZDU��WR�ÀOO�D�VPDOO�VKHOI �RI �WKHLU�RZQ��+RZHYHU��EHFDXVH�
Buddhists are a numerical minority in the districts in which we worked, we 

DUH�DOORZHG�WR�VWDUW�RXU�DUJXPHQW�HOVHZKHUH��LQ�HDVW�FRDVW�+LQGXLVP��DQG�
only turn to Buddhism last of  all in our survey of  what we know already 

DERXW�UHOLJLRQ�DQG�FRQÁLFW�LQ�WKH�HDVW��7KLV�VPDOO�JHVWXUH�RI �GLVSODFHPHQW�
DOUHDG\�DOORZV�XV�WR�HVFDSH�WKH�¶REYLRXV·�VWRU\�RI �WKH�FRQÁLFW��ZKLFK�WUHDWV�
6LQKDOD�%XGGKLVW�QDWLRQDOLVP�DV�D�SULPH�FDXVDO�IRUFH�LQ�WKH�LVODQG·V�KLVWRU\��
with other communities and their histories relegated to a zone of  effect 

DQG� UHDFWLRQ��(PSLULFDOO\�� WKH� HDVW� GHÀHV� WKDW� WRR�HDV\� WDNH� RQ� UHOLJLRQ�
DQG�FRQÁLFW�
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A Place ‘Outside’ the Conflict

In 1991, an American graduate student called Patricia Lawrence arrived 

LQ�%DWWLFDORD�ZLWK� D�SODQ� WR� FDUU\�RXW�ÀHOGZRUN� LQ�7DPLO� YLOODJHV��2YHU�
the years that followed, she managed to complete a remarkable study of  

HYHU\GD\�OLIH�XQGHU�FRQGLWLRQV�RI �H[WUHPH�YLROHQFH��7KH�HDUO\�����V�ZHUH�
GHVSHUDWH�\HDUV�LQ�WKH�DUHD�LPPHGLDWHO\�DURXQG�%DWWLFDORD��,Q�������DV�WKH�
,3.)�ZLWKGUHZ�IURP� WKH�FRXQWU\�� WKH�/77(�VOLSSHG� LQ� WR� WDNH�FRQWURO�
of  the villages on the land side of  the Batticaloa lagoon. Batticaloa town, 

and areas on the sea side of  the lagoon, were in the hands of  government 

forces, including groups like the police paramilitaries, the Special Task 

Force, who arrived fresh from a brutal but ultimately successful counter-

LQVXUJHQF\�RSHUDWLRQ�DJDLQVW�WKH�6LQKDOD�UHEHOV�RI �WKH�-93�LQ�WKH�VRXWK�RI �
WKH�LVODQG��)URP�-XQH�������WKH�VLGHV�H[FKDQJHG�PDVVDFUHV�DQG�DWURFLWLHV��
IURP�$XJXVW��0XVOLPV�ZHUH�GUDZQ�LQWR�WKH�YLROHQFH��7KH�ÀJXUHV�DORQH�DUH�
WHUULI\LQJ������6LQKDOD�SROLFH�RIÀFHUV�GHWDLQHG�DQG�GLVDSSHDUHG� LQ� -XQH��
RYHU�����0XVOLPV�NLOOHG�LQ�.DWWDQNXG\�LQ�$XJXVW������7DPLO�YLOODJHUV�LQ�
Sathurukondan in September. And so on and so on.

/DZUHQFH·V������3K'�WKHVLV�WHOOV�WZR�NLQGV�RI �VWRU\��2QH�FRQFHUQV�WKH�
way in which local people, especially women, took to village temples – 

especially temples devoted to the mother goddess Amman – as a source 

of  solace and healing amidst the turmoil of  the war. The other documents 

WKH�LQFLGHQWV�DQG�DWURFLWLHV�WKDW�SXQFWXDWHG�KHU�ORQJ�VWD\�LQ�WKH�ÀHOG��WU\LQJ�
DV�IDU�DV�SRVVLEOH�WR�HVWDEOLVK�H[DFWO\�ZKR�ZDV�UHVSRQVLEOH��ZKDW�H[DFWO\�
happened, and what kinds of  follow-up occurred. The combination 

remains one of  the most vivid and compelling ethnographic accounts of  

SHRSOH�JHWWLQJ�E\�LQ�RIWHQ�TXLWH�H[WUHPH�VLWXDWLRQV�RI �IHDU�DQG�XQFHUWDLQW\��
Families seeking news of  the lost and disappeared come to see women like 

Saktirani who, through possession and the agency of  the goddess, are able 

WR�EULQJ�D�VRUW�RI �D�VRODFH�WR�WKRVH�DIÁLFWHG�E\�WKH�ZDU��

The creative collages through which Saktirani begs, borrows and steals 

what she can from traditional narratives and popular cultural practices 

create a place in which to speak of  abductions, arrests by the state, 

and conscription by militant organizations. She often attempts to 

create moments which interrupt political silencing. Sometimes, moral 

dilemmas that arise from political fragmentation may be resolved in 

WKHVH�PRPHQWV�� 6KH� FUHDWHV� FRQÀGHQFH� DERXW� UHODWLRQVKLSV� DW� D� WLPH�
ZKHQ�UHODWLRQVKLSV�DUH�EHLQJ�VKDWWHUHG��,Q�WKH�FRQWH[W�RI �GDLO\�UHSRUWV�
of  killing in the war, she insists on an alternative moral vision in which 
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IDPLO\�UHODWLRQVKLSV�DUH�QRW�VDFULÀFHG��6DNWLUDQL�DOVR�DWWHPSWV�WR�FUHDWH�
FRQÀGHQFH�DERXW�PDLQWDLQLQJ�FRQQHFWLRQV�ZLWK�IDPLO\�PHPEHUV�LQ�WKH�
GLDVSRUD��KRZHYHU�IDU�DZD\�WKH\�PD\�EH�«�6KH�KHOSV�SHRSOH�RYHUFRPH�
trauma and loss, and in this work she does not differentiate herself  

IURP�WKH�VXIIHULQJ�RI �RWKHUV���/DZUHQFH����������²��

6DNWLUDQL��D�ZRPDQ�LQ�KHU�PLG���V�DW�WKH�WLPH�RI �/DZUHQFH·V�ÀHOGZRUN��
FXWV�D�ÀJXUH� IDPLOLDU� WR� VWXGHQWV�RI �SRSXODU� UHOLJLRQ� LQ�6UL�/DQND��/LNH�
WKH�IHPDOH�HFVWDWLFV�LQ�2EH\HVHNHUH·V�H[WUDRUGLQDU\�Medusa’s Hair���������
she is someone who has transformed her own life, and the lives of  the 

people who come to her, through her intense relationship with her 

chosen goddess. She found her goddess at a small temple on the edge of  

Batticaloa town. In those days it was little more than a hut in the middle 

RI �D�VHWWOHPHQW�RI �ZDVKHUPHQ�FDVWH�IDPLOLHV��PDQ\�RI �WKHP�&KULVWLDQ���
ZKHQ� ZH� YLVLWHG� LW� LQ� ������ LW� KDG� JURZQ� LQWR� VRPHWKLQJ� PXFK� PRUH�
imposing with new buildings, lights, not to mention hints of  Sanskrit in 

the well-attended Friday evening puja. The marginal space where marginal 

ÀJXUHV� OLNH�6DNWLUDQL�SURYLGHG� VRODFH� LQ� WKH�ZRUVW�GD\V�RI � WKH�ZDU��KDG�
in the intervening years grown into an established religious institution 

YLVLWHG�E\�+LQGX�SLOJULPV� IURP�HOVHZKHUH� LQ� WKH�HDVW�� YLVLWRUV� IURP� WKH�
diaspora, not to mention members of  the security forces and (so it was 

whispered) even incognito businessmen from the nearby Muslim town of  

.DWWDQNXG\��:H�ZHUH�WROG�WKDW�������GHYRWHHV�KDG�ZDONHG�WKH�ÀUH�ZDON�LQ�
KRQRXU�RI �WKH�JRGGHVV�DW�WKDW�\HDU·V�UHFHQWO\�FRPSOHWHG�WHPSOH�IHVWLYDO��,Q�
WKH�HDUO\�����V��WKHUH�KDG�EHHQ�D�PHUH�KDQGIXO�

The rumoured attendance of  police and army at the temple was 

QRWKLQJ�QHZ��,Q�WKH�����V��6DNWLUDQL�ZDV�RFFDVLRQDOO\�DVNHG�WR�KHOS�\RXQJ�
Sinhalese men from the armed sources with their troubles. Another oracle 

was summoned by senior army commanders and government ministers 

WR�RIIHU�KHU�YLVLRQ�RI �WKH�IXWXUH�RI �WKH�UHJLRQ��/DZUHQFH�������������,Q�
the many cases that Lawrence documents in the closing chapters of  her 

WKHVLV��0XVOLPV�DV�ZHOO�DV�7DPLOV�EULQJ�WKHLU�WURXEOHV�WR�KHU���'XULQJ�KHU�
UHJXODU�VHVVLRQV��6DNWLUDQL� WULHV� WR�GHDO�ZLWK�0XVOLP�VXSSOLFDQWV�ÀUVW�� VR�
they can leave before anyone needs to unburden themselves on issues to 

GR�ZLWK�WKH�/77(���(PSRZHUHG�E\�WKH�JRGGHVV��6DNWLUDQL�KHUVHOI �LV�IUHH�
to transgress the normal disciplines of  dress, gender and comportment. 

The space she creates around her is one in which other people can cross 

boundaries of  their own: between communities and between speech and 

VLOHQFH��,Q�RQH�H[WUDRUGLQDU\�PRPHQW��DQRWKHU�RUDFOH�WXUQHG�RQ�WKH�DUP\�
in a moment of  high drama:
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At the Kallady Kali temple in 1992, several thousand local people had 

JDWKHUHG�WR�ZLWQHVV�ÀUHZDONLQJ�RQ�WKH�VHYHQWK�HYHQLQJ�RI �WKH�DQQXDO�
propitiation. It was dark, and the crowds were kept clear of  the wide 

VDFUHG� DUHD� DURXQG� WKH� ÀUHSLW� E\� FRQVWDQW� SDWUROOLQJ� RI � WKH� WHPSOH�
vannakar��WUXVWHHV���7KH�ÀUHSLW�ZDV�SUHSDUHG�IRU�KXQGUHGV�RI �GHYRWHHV�
WR�ZDON�RYHU�WKH�ÀUH�LQ�D�IHZ�PLQXWHV��7KH�RUDFOH�ZKR�ZRXOG�OHDG�WKH�
ÀUHZDON�ZDV�ZHDULQJ�D�UHG�VDUL�ZLWK�ZKLWH�SOXPHV�RI �kamukampu (areca 

SDOP�ÁRZHU��DW�KLV�ZDLVW��$W�WKLV�KHLJKWHQHG�PRPHQW�RI �ULWXDO��WKUHH�WDOO�
$UP\�RIÀFHUV�IURP�WKH�QHDUE\�6UL�/DQNDQ�$UP\�FDPS�VWURGH�EROGO\�
into the cleared circular space surrounding the hot bed of  coals as if  

to position themselves there for the event. There were rumours that 

arrests were imminent. Suddenly, the oracle rushed from the shrine, 

tore furiously across the space and, growling angrily at them in the 

XQEHDUDEOH�UDJH�RI �.DOL��FKDVHG�WKHP�RXW��$QG�WKH�RIÀFHUV�GLG�TXLFNO\�
PRYH�RXW���/DZUHQFH����������²��

7KHUH� LV� D� SDUWLFXODU� FRQÀJXUDWLRQ� RI � VSDFH� DW� ZRUN� KHUH�� RQH� WKDW�
allows people at times to step outside the deadly constraints of  everyday 

life. In this particular case, it is a space of  demotic religion, where ordinary 

SHRSOH�EULQJ�WKHLU�SUREOHPV��LJQRULQJ��KRZHYHU�EULHÁ\��WKH�SROLWLFDO�IRUFHV�
WKDW�RWKHUZLVH�GLYLGH�WKHP��$W�SRLQWV�LQ�KHU�WH[W��/DZUHQFH�WULHV�WR�ORFDWH�
this new space in terms of  the familiar division between the public and 

WKH� GRPHVWLF�� ,Q� %DWWLFDORD� LQ� WKH� HDUO\� ����V�� VKH� VD\V�� FLUFXPVWDQFHV�
‘were so repressive that temple rituals were one of  the very few active 

DQG�YLDEOH�VRFLDO�VSDFHV�RXWVLGH�WKH�KRXVHKROG·��/DZUHQFH������������/DWHU�
she elaborates:

3XEOLF� URDGV� DQG� VWUHHWV� DUH�GDQJHURXV� VSDFHV� LQVLGH�6UL�/DQND·V�ZDU�
zone. [Saktirani] counters the landscape of  danger by reconstituting 

her domestic space at home as a public space for treating survivors of  

torture and a wide range of  desperate problems in the local population, 

most of  which are related to broken family connections and the 

GLVUXSWLRQ�FDXVHG�E\�ZDU���/DZUHQFH�����������

Temples can become safe – like domestic spaces, but unlike other 

public spaces – under the protection of  the goddess. But a domestic space 

can itself  become like a temple – and therefore a safe but public place – in 

WKH�KDQGV�RI �D�VNLOOHG�RUDFOH��:KDW�/DZUHQFH�LV�GHVFULELQJ�LV�D�IRUP�RI �
OLIH�OLYHG�¶XQGHU�WKH�UDGDU·��DV�RWKHU�REVHUYHUV�LQ�WKH�HDVW�KDYH�GHVFULEHG�
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LW��*DDVEHHN�������:DONHU��������VRPHZKHUH�ZKHUH�SHRSOH�FDQ�IRUJHW�WKH�
skein of  fear and surveillance that otherwise dominates the everyday.

7KHUH� DUH� WZR� W\SHV� RI � +LQGX� WHPSOH� LQ� WKH� HDVW�� VPDOO�� YLOODJH�
temples, many of  them dedicated to the Amman goddess, and much 

bigger, more hierarchical temples, which bind together villages and castes 

across a territory. These are known as tecam kovils, temples that serve 

�DQG� FRQVWLWXWH�� D� ¶PLQRU�SROLW\·� RU� ¶SULQFLSDOLW\·� �7KH\YDQD\DJDP�������
������/DZUHQFH·V�ZRUN�FRQFHQWUDWHV�RQ�GHYHORSPHQWV�ZLWKLQ�WKH�VPDOOHU�
Amman temples. Mandur, a village on the land side of  the Batticaloa 

ODJRRQ��ZKHUH�WKH�DQWKURSRORJLVW�0DUN�:KLWDNHU�OLYHG�LQ�WKH�HDUO\�����V��
is home to an altogether grander tecam kovil, the Sri Kantasvami Kovil. 

:KHQ�:KLWDNHU�UHWXUQHG�RQ�D�EULHI �YLVLW� LQ�������KH�WRR�ZDV�VWUXFN�E\�
the contrast between the ravaged landscape of  war and many signs of  

SURVSHULW\� DQG� UHEXLOGLQJ� DURXQG� WKH� UHJLRQ·V� WHPSOHV�� ,I � WKH� ODQGVFDSH�
LV�WKH�SURGXFW�RI �ZKDW�KH�FDOOV�D�FHUWDLQ�NLQG�RI �¶PRGHUQLVW·�SROLWLFV��WKH�
politics of  Sinhala nationalism and Tamil counter-nationalism with all the 

violence and suffering that this confrontation has brought about, then 

what is happening at the temple, where old arguments about status and 

position are still being fought out in the register of  honour, represents an 

¶DOWHUQDWLYH·�RU� ¶QRQ�PRGHUQ·�SROLWLFV� �:KLWDNHU��������5HSRUWLQJ�RQ�KLV�
ÀUVW�UHWXUQ�WR�WKH�UHJLRQ�DIWHU�D�JDS�RI ����\HDUV�LQ�������LQ�D�SLHFH�SDUDOOHO�
WR� :KLWDNHU·V�� 'HQQLV� 0F*LOYUD\� FRPPHQWV� RQ� WKH� FRQWUDVW� EHWZHHQ�
the war-ravaged landscape and the shining paintwork of  renovated and 

rebuilt mosques and kovils��+H� GHVFULEHV� D� 3LOODL\DU� �*DQHVD�� WHPSOH� LQ�
$NNDUDLSDWWX�LQ�GLUH�VWUDLWV�LQ�WKH�����V�EXW�QRZ�WKH�VXEMHFW�RI �H[SHQVLYH�
rebuilding. Alongside it is a new orphanage for Tamil boys, built by the 

Ramakrishna Mission under the aegis of  the temple trustees, which 

¶H[HPSOLÀHV�DQ�REYLRXV�FRQQHFWLRQ�EHWZHHQ�WKH�XQVSHDNDEOH�WUDXPD�RI �
WKH�ZDU�DQG�WKH�UHLQYLJRUDWLRQ�RI �+LQGX�UHOLJLRXV�LQVWLWXWLRQV·��0F*LOYUD\�
������ ������ -XVW� DV� WKH� WHPSOHV�ZHUH� DEOH� DW� WLPHV� WR� VWDQG�RXWVLGH� WKH�
logic of  colonial rule, so too they provided a place outside the logic of  

friend-and-enemy that fuelled the war. This seems to have been a view 

VKDUHG�� DW� OHDVW� PRVW� RI � WKH� WLPH�� E\� WKH� /77(�� $OWKRXJK� WKH� /77(�
sought to establish as total a control as possible over Tamil society, when 

it came to the temples of  the east, it held back: ‘Religion is not part of  the 

FRQVFLRXVQHVV�RI �WKH�VWUXJJOH·�DV�RQH�/77(�ÀJXUH�WROG�/DZUHQFH��������
�����,Q�/RQGRQ��DQG�HOVHZKHUH�LQ�WKH�7DPLO�GLDVSRUD��WKH�/77(�FRQWUROOHG�
WKH�WHPSOHV�DQG�XVHG�WKHP�DV�YHKLFOHV�IRU�IXQGUDLVLQJ�DQG�SROLWLFDO�ZRUN��
EDFN� LQ� HDVWHUQ� 6UL� /DQND�� WKH�/77(� NHSW� WKHVH� FHQWUDO� LQVWLWXWLRQV� RI �
7DPLO�OLIH�DV�IDU�DV�SRVVLEOH�DW�DUP·V�OHQJWK��0DXQDJXUX�DQG�6SHQFHU�������
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7KLV� HDUOLHU� ZRUN� E\� /DZUHQFH�� :KLWDNHU� DQG� 0F*LOYUD\�� ZDV� DQ�
important inspiration for our own project. In particular, it illuminates a 

number of  different modes of  religious response to the war. At the level 

of  demotic religion, the war creates suffering and new forms of  popular 

religiosity address that suffering. They do that, moreover, in ways that to 

VRPH�H[WHQW�LJQRUH�WKH�ERXQGDULHV�WKDW�GLYLGH�GLIIHUHQW�UHOLJLRXV�DQG�HWKQLF�
communities. The bigger, more established kovils, like the Mandur temple, 

share one aspect of  this – the apparent capacity to isolate themselves from 

WKH�WR[LF�SROLWLFV�RI �WKH�ZDU� LWVHOI��2OG�VW\OH�WHPSOH�SROLWLFV�� MRVWOLQJ�IRU�
SRVLWLRQV�DQG�¶KRQRXU·�ZLWKLQ�WKH�WHPSOH�VWUXFWXUH��FDUU\�RQ�WKURXJK�WKH�
\HDUV�RI �ZDU��EXW�WKHVH�VWDQG�LQ�ZKDW�:KLWDNHU�������������GHVFULEHV�DV�
DQ� ¶RUWKRJRQDO·� UHODWLRQ� WR� WKH� GLYLVLRQV� RI � WKH�ZDU� LWVHOI�� 3HUKDSV� QRW�
surprisingly, the people most engaged in the intense scrabble of  temple 

politics did not appear in our own ethnographic encounters with public 

UHOLJLRXV� OHDGHUV� DQG� RUJDQLVDWLRQV� VXFK� DV� %DWWLFDORD·V� ,QWHU�5HOLJLRXV�
2UJDQL]DWLRQ�IRU�3HDFH��,523��GLVFXVVHG�LQ�&KDSWHU�����7KH�ELJ�TXHVWLRQ�
RI �WKH�¶UHOLJLRXV�UHVSRQVH·�WR�WKH�ZDU�VSOLQWHUV�LQWR�VPDOOHU�TXHVWLRQV�WR�GR�
with modes of  religiosity, organisational structures, and the making and 

crossing of  boundaries – between religion and politics, and between the 

public or visible, which is always inherently a space of  danger, and that 

which is relatively hidden and therefore relatively safe.

Religion as Identity

,Q�'HFHPEHU� ������ DW� WKH� VWDUW� RI � RXU�ÀHOGZRUN��ZH� VSHQW� D� IHZ�GD\V�
in the small town of  Sammanthurai, a predominantly Muslim settlement 

positioned halfway between the Tamil-Muslim-dominated coast and the 

WRZQ�RI �$PSDUD��FHQWUH�RI �WKH�6LQKDOD�GRPLQDWHG�*DO�2\D�VFKHPH�DQG��
not uncoincidentally, home to several large bases for different wings of  

WKH�VWDWH�VHFXULW\�IRUFHV��:H�VWD\HG�LQ�6DPPDQWKXUDL�EHFDXVH�LW�LV�KRPH�WR�
WKH�RIÀFLDO�JXHVW�KRXVH�RI �6RXWKHDVWHUQ�8QLYHUVLW\��D�VPDOO��DOPRVW�HQWLUHO\�
0XVOLP��LQVWLWXWLRQ�ZLWK�LWV�PDLQ�FDPSXV�DERXW����PLOHV�DZD\�RQ�WKH�FRDVW��
where two of  the team were helping revise the sociology curriculum.

7KH�ÀUVW�VLJQ�WKDW�VRPHWKLQJ�ZDV�DPLVV�FDPH�RQ�WKH�VHFRQG�GD\�RI �RXU�
stay when we noticed that our dinner was being served later than usual, 

and what we eventually received was modest to say the least. The guest 

KRXVHNHHSHU�H[SODLQHG�WKDW� LW�ZDV�KDUG�WR�JHW�IUHVK� LQJUHGLHQWV�EHFDXVH�
WKH�VKRSV�ZHUH�FORVHG��:K\"�%HFDXVH�D�hartal had been declared in the 

town. This was in response to an incident that had occurred while we 

ZHUH�RQ�FDPSXV�RQ�RXU�ÀUVW�GD\��$�WUXFN�GULYHQ�E\�D�6LQKDOD�PDQ�IURP�
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Ampara had hit and killed a pedestrian in the town. The driver, realising 

his predicament, tried to drive off  to escape the angry crowd that had 

VZLIWO\�DVVHPEOHG��7ZR�\RXQJ�PHQ�RQ�D�PRWRUF\FOH�FKDVHG�KLP��:KHQ�
they overtook the truck, the bike was knocked over, killing one of  the 

riders but also jamming itself  under the truck. The driver climbed out of  

the now immobile vehicle and ran for it, but his companion, also Sinhala, 

was less lucky as he was trapped in the cab as the crowd torched the 

YHKLFOH��2U� WKLV� LV� WKH� YHUVLRQ�RI � HYHQWV�ZH� HYHQWXDOO\�SLHFHG� WRJHWKHU��
having entirely missed the original drama. By the time we learned of  the 

hartal the air was thick with rumours. Busloads of  Sinhala thugs were on 

WKHLU�ZD\�IURP�$PSDUD�ZH�ZHUH�WROG��D�PDMRU�HVFDODWLRQ�RI �WKH�YLROHQFH�
seemed both inevitable and imminent.

$W�WKLV�SRLQW��WKH�ÀUVW�VHW�RI �UXPRXUV�VWDUWHG�WR�SOD\�RII �DQRWKHU��UDWKHU�
more reassuring story. The members of  the local mosque federation, 

we heard, were trying to contain the situation. They had assembled in 

town, and were attempting to broker a meeting with their counterparts 

²�%XGGKLVW�PRQNV��&KULVWLDQ� SULHVWV�� DV�ZHOO� DV� VHQLRU� SROLFH� RIÀFHUV� ²�
from Ampara. And over the days that followed, that was what happened: 

meetings were indeed held, the situation was contained, peace of  a sort 

returned to Sammanthurai. 

Two days later, we learned some more about the mosque federations 

DQG� WKHLU� FDSDFLWLHV��2QH�RI �RXU� FROOHDJXHV� DW�6RXWKHDVWHUQ� WHOOV�XV� WKH�
VWRU\�RI �DQ�LQFLGHQW�WKDW�KDG�KDSSHQHG�D�\HDU�HDUOLHU�LQ�D�QHDUE\�WRZQ��2Q�
the day after the presidential elections, someone had thrown a grenade 

into the Grand Mosque at Akkaraipattu, killing four and injuring many 

more during Friday prayers. Although it was unclear whether this was 

WKH�ZRUN� RI � WKH�/77(�� RU� RI � WKHLU� ULYDOV� WKH�7DPLO�0DNNDO�9LGXWKDODL�
3XOLNDO��7093��RU�.DUXQD�JURXS�DV�WKH\�ZHUH�VWLOO�NQRZQ�DW�WKLV�WLPH���QR�
one doubted that it was the work of  Tamil paramilitaries of  one sort or 

another, their presumed motive the desire to provoke retaliation which in 

turn would enable them to present themselves as defenders of  their own 

FRPPXQLW\��2XU�FROOHDJXH�H[SODLQHG�KRZ�KH�DQG�RWKHU�VHQLRU�PHPEHUV�
of  the Akkaraipattu Mosque Federation had acted swiftly to forestall 

escalation: groups of  men were posted on roads leading to Tamil parts 

of  town to block any attempt to administer immediate revenge, while 

appeals for calm and restraint were broadcast from the loudspeakers at 

the mosque. There was no retaliation. The situation gradually calmed. 

,Q�KLV�UHFHQW�HWKQRJUDSK\�RI �0XVOLPV�DQG�7DPLOV�LQ�6UL�/DQND·V�HDVW��
'HQQLV�0F*LOYUD\�GLVFXVVHV�WKH�GHPLVH�LQ�DXWKRULW\�RI �PRVTXH�WUXVWHHV�
DW� WKH� WLPH�RI � KLV� RULJLQDO� ÀHOGZRUN� LQ� WKH� ODWH� ����V� DQG� HDUO\� ����V��
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At the time, mosques were usually administered by hereditary matriclans 

of  trustees, known as maraikkars. In the past, he was told, these trustees 

KDG�ZLHOGHG�FRQVLGHUDEOH� LQÁXHQFH�LQ� ORFDO�FRPPXQLW\�DIIDLUV��EXW�WKHLU�
authority had been eroded from two principal directions: alternative 

sources of  knowledge and authority in Islamic matters had appeared from 

one direction, while party politics had intruded in its own divisive way from 

DQRWKHU��0F*LOYUD\����������²����$�GHFDGH�RQ�IURP�0F*LOYUD\·V�HDUOLHU�
ÀHOGZRUN��DV� WKH�0XVOLPV�EHJDQ� WR�VHH� WKHPVHOYHV�VTXHH]HG�EHWZHHQ�D�
state in the hands of  Sinhala Buddhist nationalists, and emerging militant 

groups of  young Tamils eager to break away, so new forms of  Muslim 

organisation began to take shape. 

%HIRUH�WKH�����V��0XVOLP�SROLWLFDO�OHDGHUVKLS�LQ�6UL�/DQND�WHQGHG�WR�EH�
based in Colombo, even though it tried at times to speak on behalf  of  the 

big concentrations of  Muslim population in the east of  the country. As ‘the 

FRQÁLFW·�LQ�JHQHUDO�SXW�PRVW�SUHVVXUH�RQ�0XVOLPV�OLYLQJ�LQ�WKH�HDVW��DQG�
north), so the east became the source of  new leaders and new parties. The 

PRVW�LPSRUWDQW�ÀJXUH�LQ�WKLV�WUDQVLWLRQ�ZDV�0�+�0��$VKUDII��D�FKDULVPDWLF�
lawyer and politician from the east, who founded the Sri Lanka Muslim 

&RQJUHVV��6/0&��LQ�WKH�HDUO\�����V��DQG�HQWHUHG�3DUOLDPHQW�ODWHU�LQ�WKDW�
decade. Ashraff  served as a minister in the coalition led by Chandrika 

.XPDUDWXQJD� LQ� WKH�����V�EHIRUH�G\LQJ� LQ�P\VWHULRXV�FLUFXPVWDQFHV� LQ�
D� KHOLFRSWHU� FUDVK� LQ� ������$IWHU� KLV� GHDWK�� KLV� SDUW\� VSOLW� LQWR� YDULRXV�
IDFWLRQV��HDFK�OHG�E\�GLIIHUHQW�SROLWLFDO�¶ELJ�PHQ·��DW�OHDVW�RQH�RI �ZKRP�ZDV�
D�ZRPDQ�²�$VKUDII ·V�ZLGRZ���
7KH�VWRU\��ZKLFK�ZH�UHWXUQ�WR�LQ�WKH�QH[W�FKDSWHU��LV�FRPSOH[�DQG�KLJKO\�

FRQWHVWHG�VR�WKLV�LV�QRW�LQWHQGHG�WR�EH�DW�DOO�GHÀQLWLYH��,Q�LWV�HDUO\�VWDJHV��
Ashraff  himself  appears as a kind of  chameleon, making a name for 

KLPVHOI �DV�D�VWXGHQW� LQ�WKH�,VODPLVW�-DPDDW�L�,VODPL��WKHQ�DSSHDULQJ�DV�D�
GHOHJDWH�DW�WKH������9DGGXNRGGDL�FRQIHUHQFH�ZKLFK�EURXJKW�WRJHWKHU�D�
number of  Tamil opposition parties under the call to establish a separate 

VWDWH�RI �7DPLO�(HODP��WKHQ�ZRUNLQJ�IRU� WKH�ÁHGJOLQJ�0XVOLP�&RQJUHVV��
+HUH�DUH�SDUWV�RI �D�YHUVLRQ�RI �LW�ZH�ZHUH�WROG�E\�D�ORQJ�WLPH�DFWLYLVW�IURP�
Akkaraipattu, who had been involved with the Muslim Congress from the 

YHU\�VWDUW��+H�WHOOV�WKH�WDOH�RI �$VKUDII ·V�6/0&�DQG�WKH�ULVH�RI �WKH�PRVTXH�
IHGHUDWLRQV�DV�D�VLQJOH�QDUUDWLYH��7KH�NH\�GDWHV�LQ�WKH�QDUUDWLYH�DUH�������
�����������DQG�������7KH�6/0&�LQ�LWV�HDUOLHVW�GD\V�ZDV�SULPDULO\�D�\RXWK�
organisation, organised as he put it, for both security and social reasons. 

,Q�������DIWHU�WKH�JRYHUQPHQW�EDFNHG�DWWDFNV�RQ�7DPLOV�LQ�&RORPER�DQG�
HOVHZKHUH� LQ�WKH�VRXWK��7DPLO�VHSDUDWLVW�JURXSV��QRWDEO\�(HODP�3HRSOH·V�
5HYROXWLRQDU\� /LEHUDWLRQ� )URQW� �(35/)��� VWDUWHG� WR�PRELOLVH� \RXWK� LQ�
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WKLV�SDUW�RI �WKH�HDVW��DQG�DW�ÀUVW�D�QXPEHU�RI �\RXQJ�0XVOLP�PHQ�MRLQHG�
them. Muslims had no separate representation as Muslims in the all-party 

FRQIHUHQFH� VXPPRQHG�E\� WKH�JRYHUQPHQW�DIWHU� WKH������YLROHQFH�� DQG�
as the SLMC took up the political challenge in the name of  eastern 

Muslims, so the new mosque federations started to organise at village 

OHYHO��2QH�RI �WKH�FRQFHUQV�IRU�WKH�IHGHUDWLRQ·V�IRXQGHUV�ZDV�WKH�QHHG�WR�
NHHS�¶WKHLU·�\RXWK�RXW�RI �WKH�KDQGV�RI �WKH�PLOLWDQWV��$�VHULHV�RI �FODVKHV�
EHWZHHQ�7DPLO�PLOLWDQWV�DQG�0XVOLPV� LQ�������ZKLFK�VHW� LQ�PRWLRQ� WKH�
SRODULVDWLRQ�RI �WKH�WZR�JURXSV�IRU�WKH�QH[W�WZR�GHFDGHV��WRRN�FDUH�RI �WKDW�
problem. The forced eviction of  the entire Muslim population from Sri 

/DQND·V�1RUWKHUQ�3URYLQFH�E\�WKH�/77(��DQG�D�VHTXHQFH�RI �DWWDFNV�RQ�
HDVWHUQ�PRVTXHV�DORQJ�ZLWK�RWKHU�EUXWDOLWLHV� LQ�������ÀUPO\�HQWUHQFKHG�
the Muslim–Tamil divide, despite a long history of  intertwinement, close 

cultural and linguistic ties and continued economic interdependence. 

,Q� WKH� SROLWLFDO� GHYHORSPHQWV� WKDW� IROORZHG� WKH� PRPHQW� RI � GHÀQLWLYH�
separation, something of  a division of  labour emerged in which Muslim 

politicians aligned with the SLMC looked after Muslim interests in the 

realm of  national politics, while the mosque organisations dealt with 

UHOLJLRXV�DQG�¶VRFLDO·�LVVXHV��:LWK�HDFK�WZLVW�DQG�WXUQ�RI �WKH�FRQÁLFW��WKH�
PRVTXH� IHGHUDWLRQV�JUHZ� LQ� VWUHQJWK�� ,Q�������ZLWK�D�ELODWHUDO� FHDVHÀUH�
EHWZHHQ�WKH�JRYHUQPHQW�DQG�WKH�/77(��DQG�QR�SODFH�DW�WKH�WDEOH�IRU�WKH�
0XVOLPV���WKH�/77(�WRRN�RQ�LQFUHDVLQJO\�YLVLEOH�SROLFLQJ�IXQFWLRQV�LQ�WKH�
areas under their control. The mosque federations responded by urging 

¶WKHLU·�SHRSOH� WR�EULQJ� LVVXHV� WR� WKHP��QRW� WR� WKH�/77(��DQG�E\�XQLWLQJ�
different town-based federations at district level. 

:KDW� LV� LPSRUWDQW� DERXW� WKLV� YHUVLRQ� RI � ORFDO� KLVWRU\� LV� WKH� ZD\� LQ�
which the activist at once stresses the coevality of  the Muslim Congress 

DQG�WKH�PRVTXH�IHGHUDWLRQV��ERWK�ERUQ�RI �WKH�WURXEOHV�RI �WKH�����V��and 

their striking divergence over subsequent decades. In the political realm, 

$VKUDII ·V�DWWHQGDQFH�DW�9DGGXNRGGDL�VXJJHVWV�VRPH�GHJUHH�RI �LPLWDWLRQ�
of  the Tamil United Liberation Front, the pan-Tamil party, which was 

ERUQ� WKHUH�DQG�ZKLFK�ZDV�EULHÁ\� WKH�PDLQ�RSSRVLWLRQ�SDUW\� LQ� WKH� ODWH�
����V� DQG� HDUO\� ����V��%XW� WKH�PRVTXH� IHGHUDWLRQV� SUHVHQW� WKHPVHOYHV�
DV�RSHUDWLQJ�¶RXWVLGH·�SROLWLFV�DQG�LQ�WKH�LQWHUHVWV�RI �WKH�FRPPXQLW\�DV�D�
ZKROH��WKH�SROLWLFLDQV�DUH�VHHQ�DV�LQHVFDSDEO\�LQGLYLGXDOLVWLF�DQG�GLYLVLYH�LQ�
their activity, the moment of  unity represented by the founding of  SLMC 

now little more than a fading memory.

:KLOH� WKH� ZRUVHQLQJ� HWKQLF� FRQÁLFW� LPSHOOHG� HDVW� FRDVW�0XVOLPV� WR�
create strong modes of  collective organisation and representation, other 

forces, many emanating far from Sri Lanka, swept through the Muslim 
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towns and villages of  the east, dividing that same community in often 

ÀHUFH� DUJXPHQWV� DERXW� UHIRUP� DQG� WUDGLWLRQ�� 0XFK� RI � WKDW� VWRU\� LV�
H[SORUHG�LQ�&KDSWHU����EXW�WKHUH�LV�DQRWKHU�FRQWUDVW�WR�QRWH�KHUH��:KHQ�
we spoke to representatives of  the Kattankudy Mosque Federation in 

������WKH\�H[SODLQHG�WKHLU�UROHV�LQ�WKHVH�WHUPV��LI �WKHUH�LV�DQ�LQFLGHQW�RU�
a problem here with another community people will be selected from 

the mosque federation to go to their area and talk to their leaders and 

intellectuals. But this activity has a structural problem, because in Tamil 

areas there are no equivalent organisations, and leaders of  the same sort 

ZHUH�KDUGHU�WR�ÀQG��:H�FRXOG�SXW�WKLV�DQRWKHU�ZD\�� WKH�VSDFH� LQ�ZKLFK�
WKH� PRVTXH� IHGHUDWLRQV� WULHG� WR� RSHUDWH� ZDV� WR� VRPH� H[WHQW� SUHFLVHO\�
the space that Tamil people tried to avoid in taking their troubles to the 

oracles in the temples. Religious institutions provided strong and enduring 

RUJDQLVDWLRQDO�VWUXFWXUHV�LQ�WKH�FRQÁLFW��EXW�ZKLOH�0XVOLP�JURXSV�FRXOG�
use this as a platform for public interventions, the situation was altogether 

PRUH�SUREOHPDWLF�IRU�+LQGXV��IRU�ZKRP�VLJQLÀFDQW�SXEOLF�UROHV�DWWUDFWHG�
HTXDOO\�VLJQLÀFDQW�ULVNV�RI �DWWDFN�IURP�RQH�RU�RWKHU�RI �WKH�ZDUULQJ�SDUWLHV�
in the area.

The Social Life of  the Priesthood

¶%HIRUH�,�FDQ�DQVZHU�\RXU�TXHVWLRQ��,� WKLQN�ZH�KDYH�ÀUVW� WR�GLVFXVV�WKH�
FKDQJH� LQ� WKH� VRFLDO� PLVVLRQ� RI � WKH� SULHVWKRRG� DIWHU� 9DWLFDQ� ,,�·� 7KH�
FRQYHUVDWLRQ�ZDV�QRW�JRLQJ�HQWLUHO\�DV�SODQQHG��:H�ZHUH�WU\LQJ�WR�GLVFXVV�
RXU�LGHDV�IRU�VRPH�FROODERUDWLYH�UHVHDUFK�ZLWK�WKH�&DWKROLF�1*2�(DVWHUQ�
+XPDQ�(FRQRPLF�'HYHORSPHQW��(+('��LQ�DQG�DURXQG�%DWWLFDORD��2XU�
interlocutor, a senior priest from the east, had a different agenda for the 

conversation: before we even started to talk about ideas about research 

DQG�FROODERUDWLRQ��ZH�QHHGHG�ÀUVW�WR�JHW�D�SURSHU�XQGHUVWDQGLQJ�RI �WKH�
changing role of  the Catholic priesthood, and for this we had to start 

with events and circumstances seemingly far away from the civil war in 

6UL�/DQND�DQG� LWV�FDXVHV��:H�ZHUH�D� OLWWOH�EDIÁHG�E\�ZKDW�VHHPHG�WR�EH�
a surprising digression. In retrospect though, it is clear that our friend 

the priest was right to insist on his agenda for the conversation. To some 

H[WHQW��&DWKROLF�SULHVWV�SURYLGHG�WKH�OHDGHUVKLS�IRU�WKH�7DPLO�FRPPXQLW\�
WKDW�IDLOHG�WR�PDWHULDOLVH�IURP�+LQGX�LQVWLWXWLRQV�DQG�+LQGX�RUJDQLVDWLRQV��
7KHLU�OLQNV�WR�DUJXPHQWV�DQG�LGHDV�IURP�5RPH�LQ�WKH�����V�PD\�KDYH�EHHQ�
DQ�HPEDUUDVVPHQW�LQ�6LQKDOD�PDMRULW\�DUHDV�LQ�D�WLPH�RI �ULVLQJ�QDWLRQDOLVP��
in Tamil areas, it would seem to have been an important source of  strength. 

Spencer T02267 01 text   35 02/09/2014   07:55



��� � Checkpoint, Temple, Church and Mosque

2XU�FRQVLGHUDWLRQ�RI �WKH�SRVLWLRQ�RI �&DWKROLFV�LQ�WKH�DUHD�RI �RXU�VWXG\�
is then founded on a striking contrast with earlier writing on Catholicism 

LQ�6UL�/DQND��6WLUUDW·V�SXEOLFDWLRQV�RQ�6LQKDOD�&DWKROLFV�FRQVWLWXWH�RQH�RI �
the subtlest and most incisive analyses of  religious change in postcolonial 

6UL�/DQND��+LV������PRQRJUDSK��Power and religiosity in a post-colonial setting 

WHOOV�D�UDWKHU�GRZQEHDW�WDOH�RI �JUDGXDO�GHFOLQH��LQ�&DWKROLF�LQÁXHQFH�DQG�
FRQÀGHQFH�� LQ� SRVW�LQGHSHQGHQFH� 6UL� /DQND�� &KDQJHV� LQ� WKH� OLWXUJ\��
LQFOXGLQJ�LQFUHDVLQJ�XVH�RI �WKH�YHUQDFXODU��DQG�FKDQJHV�LQ�WKH�RIÀFLDO�UROH�
of  the priesthood, have left both clergy and laity disconsolate and more 

WKDQ�VRPHZKDW�GLVRULHQWHG��HVSHFLDOO\�LQ�WKH�FRQWH[W�RI �D�UHVXUJHQW�DQG�
increasingly vocal Sinhala Buddhist nationalism. New kinds of  popular 

religiosity address the uncertainties of  life in a postcolonial setting, but 

in doing so they seem to draw on modes of  popular Buddhist religiosity, 

UDLVLQJ�WKH�SURVSHFW�RI �D�VORZ�¶HQWURSLF·�GLVVROXWLRQ�RI �&DWKROLF�ERXQGDULHV�
�6WLUUDW�������������6WLUUDW·V�DQDO\VLV�LV�LPSUHVVLYH�LQ�VHYHUDO�GLIIHUHQW�ZD\V��
It is grounded in an unusually careful account of  the longer history of  

WKH�&DWKROLF�FKXUFK�LQ�6UL�/DQND��LW�SURYLGHV�D�QXDQFHG�VHQVH�QRW�PHUHO\�
of  changing modes of  religiosity but also of  systematic differences in 

GRPLQDQW�VW\OHV�RI �UHOLJLRVLW\�LQ�GLIIHUHQW�VHWWLQJV��DQG�LW�LV�SUREDEO\�WKH�
best ethnography we have of  the everyday entanglements of  religion and 

politics in Sinhala Sri Lanka.

$V�WKDW�ÀQDO�SRLQW�LQGLFDWHV��6WLUUDW·V�VWXG\�DQG�6WLUUDW·V�FRQFOXVLRQV�DUH�
H[SOLFLWO\�OLPLWHG�WR�6LQKDOD�&DWKROLFV��$W�YDULRXV�SRLQWV��KH�PDNHV�LW�FOHDU�
that things may be quite different for Tamil Catholics, but this is not a 

WRSLF�RQ�ZKLFK�KH�FODLPV�DQ\�DXWKRULW\�� -XVW�KRZ�GLIIHUHQW� WKLQJV�DUH� LV�
FOHDU�LQ�D�PRUH�UHFHQW�DUWLFOH�E\�'HERUDK�-RKQVRQ��������RQ�WKH�&KXUFK�
LQ�WKH�FRQWH[W�RI �6UL�/DQND·V�ZDU�WR�SHDFH�WUDQVLWLRQ��-RKQVRQ�IRFXVHV�RQ�
&DWKROLF�SULHVWV·�FDSDFLW\�WR�DFW�DV�¶EURNHUV·�ZLWKLQ�D�KLJKO\�FRQWHVWHG�VSDFH�
– crossing checkpoints, mediating between armed factions and the local 

populace, sometimes able to gain access to spaces (like the controversial 

GHWHQWLRQ�FDPSV�HVWDEOLVKHG�DW�WKH�HQG�RI �WKH�ZDU� LQ�������ZKLFK�ZHUH�
closed to other outsiders:

'LIIHUHQW�SULHVWV�EURNHULQJ�GLIIHUHQW�VLWXDWLRQV�GUHZ�RQ�YDULRXV�NLQGV�
of  capital, including institutional, aesthetic and moral. The institutional 

EDVLV� RI � WKH� FKXUFK� �LWV� QHWZRUN�� LQWHUQDWLRQDO� OLQNV� DQG� ÀQDQFLDO�
resources) facilitates much brokerage. The Church has been able to 

¶GHOLYHU·� DQG�� WKURXJK� &$5,7$6� >WKH� LQWHUQDWLRQDO� &DWKROLF� 1*2@�
served needy Sri Lankans of  all faiths and ethnicities. Aesthetically, the 

garments of  priests make them immediately visible, and interviewees 
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spoke of  the sacred authority this dress conveys, and the protection it 

affords. Morally, the commitments of  priests and the vows they take 

in a community of  support and brotherhood, the sacred and ritualistic 

HOHPHQW�RI �WKHLU�H[LVWHQFH��DUH�WKH�SRZHUIXO�FDSLWDO�IRU�VHOI�PRWLYDWLRQ�
DQG�ZLGHU�UHFRJQLWLRQ�DQG�UHVSHFW���-RKQVRQ����������

In a neat inversion of  the situation described by Stirrat, it is precisely 

the aspects of  Catholicism that make it an object of  suspicion for Sinhala 

nationalists – especially its foreign origins and enduring transnational 

structure – that make it a source of  potential strength for those living in 

WKH�VKDGRZ�RI �/77(�GRPLQDWHG�7DPLO�QDWLRQDOLVP��7KH�QHZ�HPSKDVLV�
on the social engagement of  the priesthood could produce as much 

puzzlement for the laity in the east as in the Sinhala areas described by 

Stirrat – indeed similar issues were reported by socially engaged Methodist 

PLQLVWHUV�GXULQJ�RXU�ÀHOGZRUN�²�EXW�PRUH�LPSRUWDQWO\�LW�SURYLGHG�SULHVWV�
ZLWK�D�VSDFH�DQG�D�UROH�WR�LQKDELW�LQ�WKH�FRQÁLFW��,QGHHG��LQ�WKH�DEVHQFH�RI �
other visible alternatives, in many cases Christian priests were able to speak 

for a much wider Tamil community than the relatively small congregation 

RI � 7DPLO� &KULVWLDQV� LQ� WKH� HDVW��2XU� LQWHUORFXWRU� ZDV� LQGHHG� ULJKW�� ZH�
needed to understand internal processes of  change in the global Catholic 

Church if  we were to understand the place that Church occupied in the 

war in eastern Sri Lanka.

Buddhism Entangled

1RYHPEHU�������WZR�\HDUV�RQ�IURP�WKH�6DPPDQWKXUDL�LQFLGHQW��DQG�WZR�
RI � XV� DUH� H[SHULHQFLQJ� WKH� SUHGLFWDEOH� GRZQVLGH� RI � DQ\� FROODERUDWLYH�
HQWHUSULVH�� :H� KDG� EHHQ� GURSSHG� VHYHUDO� KRXUV� HDUOLHU� DW� D� %XGGKLVW�
WHPSOH�LQ�D�ERUGHU�YLOODJH��RULJLQDOO\�HVWDEOLVKHG�DV�SDUW�RI �WKH�*DO�2\D�
VFKHPH�QHDU�$PSDUD�WRZQ��5DLQ�IDOOV�LQ�VKHHWV�DV�WKH\�ZDLW�LQ�WKH�PRQN·V�
ORGJLQJ��2XU� YHKLFOH� OHIW� KRXUV� DJR� WR� FROOHFW� DQRWKHU�PHPEHU� RI � WKH�
UHVHDUFK� WHDP� IURP�2OXYLO� DQG� KDV� QRW� UHWXUQHG�� 6RPHZKHUH� FORVH� E\��
WKH�86�$PEDVVDGRU� LV�RSHQLQJ�D�QHZ�86$,'�SURMHFW��PD\EH�WKH�GHOD\�
KDV� EHHQ� FDXVHG� E\� WKH� VHFXULW\� FRQVHTXHQFHV� RI � KDYLQJ� IRUHLJQ�9,3V�
LQ�WKH�DUHD��:KDWHYHU�WKH�UHDVRQ��DOO�WKDW�KDV�KDSSHQHG�VLQFH�LV�WKH�UDLQ��
which has been sheeting down for hours, turning the temple compound 

into a temporary pond. But the delay is not entirely bad, for it turns a 

useful interview into a much longer, more free-ranging discussion with the 

WHPSOH·V�LQFXPEHQW�PRQN�
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+H�LV�DQ�LQFRPHU�WR�WKLV�DUHD��ERUQ�LQ�*DOOH�LQ�WKH�VRXWK�RI �WKH�FRXQWU\�
and ordained at Kegalla, but has worked in and around this village for 

PDQ\�\HDUV��+H�LV�H[WUHPHO\�RSHQ�DERXW�KLV�SROLWLFDO�FRQQHFWLRQV�²�KH�ZDV�
YHU\� FORVH� WR� IRUPHU�3UHVLGHQW�3UHPDGDVD� DQG� DOVR� WR� -�5�� -D\HZDUGHQH�
(in whose honour he once edited a book in Sinhala), but he was also 

DQ� DGPLUHU� DQG� DVVRFLDWH� RI � WKH� FKDULVPDWLF�0XVOLP� SROLWLFLDQ�0�+�0��
$VKUDII��+H�GHVFULEHV�WKH�YLOODJH�DQG�LWV�GLIÀFXOWLHV��LQFOXGLQJ�WKH�\HDUV�RI �
LQWHUPLWWHQW�DWWDFN�IURP�WKH�/77(�ZKR�FRQWUROOHG�WKH�7DPLO�DUHDV�RQ�WKH�
RWKHU�VLGH�RI �WKH�YLOODJH�SDGG\�ÀHOGV��7KH�YLOODJH�LV�SRRU�DQG�LQ�GLUH�QHHG�RI �
development initiatives, with most households depending on employment 

of  some sort with the government security services – the civil guard, the 

SROLFH�DQG�WKH�DUP\�²�WR�NHHS�WKHP�DÁRDW��7KH�PRQN�VHHV�KLPVHOI �DV�D�
FHQWUDO�ÀJXUH�LQ�YLOODJH�GHYHORSPHQW�HIIRUWV��HVSHFLDOO\�EURNHULQJ�DFFHVV�WR�
UHVRXUFHV�IURP�WKH�VWDWH�DQG�IURP�H[WHUQDO�GRQRUV�WRR�

The conversation ranges widely and sometimes loops back to go over 

WRSLFV�IRU�D�VHFRQG�RU�WKLUG�WLPH��7KH�UDLQ�FRQWLQXHV�WR�IDOO��+H�WHOOV�XV�
about the work the temple organised after the tsunami, which devastated 

the Tamil and Muslim settlements along the coastline a few miles to the 

east. About a thousand Tamil villagers came and stayed in the village 

LPPHGLDWHO\� DIWHU� WKH� WVXQDPL�� +H� JRW� YHU\� IULHQGO\� ZLWK� WKHP� DQG�
is now often invited back to their villages for weddings and other big 

HYHQWV��+H�GRHV�QRW�VSHDN�7DPLO�EXW�HQRXJK�7DPLO�SHRSOH�FDQ�PDQDJH�
D�ELW�RI �6LQKDOD�IRU�EDVLF�FRPPXQLFDWLRQ��+H�WKHQ�GHFULHV�WKH�DFWLYLWLHV�
RI �KDUGOLQH�6LQKDOD�QDWLRQDOLVW�SDUWLHV�OLNH�-93�DQG�-DWKLND�+HOD�8UXPD\D�
�-+8���%XGGKLVP��KH�VD\V��GRHV�QRW�GLVFULPLQDWH�EHWZHHQ�UDFHV�DQG�HWKQLF�
JURXSV��7KH�%XGGKD�ULGLFXOHG�FDVWH�VR�\RX�VLPSO\�FDQQRW�GLVFULPLQDWH��:H�
are all human beings. That is the true principle. The problem comes from 

people in Colombo who never interact with Tamil people. If  you interact 

ZLWK�WKHP��\RX�UHDOLVH�VRPH�DUH�JRRG�SHRSOH��HYHQ�LI �VRPH�DUH�H[WUHPLVWV��
But these people who do not meet them are the ones deciding how to treat 

them. It should be us living in the border villages who live with them who 

should be consulted.

7KHUH� LV�D� ORW�RI �FRQWH[WXDOLVDWLRQ�DQG�XQSDFNLQJ�WR�GR�KHUH��EXW�ZH�
VKRXOG�ÀUVW�PDNH� FOHDU� WKDW� WKLV�PRQN��ZKRVH� OLEHUDOLVP�RQ� WKH� HWKQLF�
question seems strikingly at odds with our received idea of  Sri Lankan 

bhikkhus as staunch nationalists, is by no means atypical. In an interview 

QHDU�9DYXQL\D�LQ�������D�PRQN�LQ�WKH�QRUWKHUQ�ERUGHU�DUHD�FRPSODLQHG�WR�
Iselin Frydenlund: 
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7KH�-+8�DQG�WKH�-93�DUH�LQ�&RORPER��7KH\�FDOO�IRU�ZDU�WR�HQG�WKLV�
SUREOHP��7KH\�GRQ·W�NQRZ�WKH�VLWXDWLRQ�DW�WKH�ERUGHU��+HUH��WKH�SHRSOH�
GRQ·W�ZDQW�WKH�ZDU�«�7KH�ULFK�PRQNV�LQ�.DQG\�DUH�QRW�LQWHUHVWHG�LQ�
KHOSLQJ�RXW�LQ�WKH�ERUGHU�DUHDV���)U\GHQOXQG����������

2U�DV�D�%XGGKLVW�OD\�DFWLYLVW�LQ�$PSDUD�SXW�LW��¶,W�LV�WKH�RXWVLGHUV�ZKR�PDNH�
WKH�SUREOHPV��/RFDO�SHRSOH�KHUH�DUH�YHU\�FORVH·��)U\GHQOXQG�������������

There are also strong historical antecedents. In The work of  kings��+�/��
Seneviratne draws on a vivid description of  this very area, provided by an 

DFWLYLVW�PRQN�ZKR�KDG�YLVLWHG�LW�WR�SUHDFK�DW�WKH�YLOODJHUV·�UHTXHVW�LQ�WKH�
ODWH�����V��7KH�YLOODJH� LQ�TXHVWLRQ��ZKLFK� LV�H[WUHPHO\�FORVH� WR� WKH�RQH�
ZKHUH�ZH�KHOG�RXU�FRQYHUVDWLRQ����\HDUV�ODWHU��LV�GHVFULEHG�HYHQ�WKHQ�DV�
D�ERUGHU�YLOODJH��7DPLO²6LQKDOD�LQWHUPDUULDJH�LV�FRPPRQ�DQG�SHRSOH�PL[�
vocabulary from the two languages in their speech. In his preaching, the 

monk is at pains to reassure the villagers that, despite appearances to the 

FRQWUDU\��¶7KLV�FRXQWU\�LV�6LQKDOHVH��DQG�LV�UXOHG�E\�WKHP·��EXW�WR�VRIWHQ�
the apparent chauvinism of  this statement, Seneviratne then points to 

WKH�PRQN·V�ORQJ�DQG�RSHQ�HQJDJHPHQW�ZLWK�7DPLO� ODQJXDJH�DQG�FXOWXUH�
�6HQHYLUDWQH� ������ ���²���� 7KH� PRQN� KLPVHOI � SHWLWLRQV� WKH� %DWWLFDORD�
Government Agent for support and is able to help the villagers establish 

a cooperative that removes them from the snares of  outside merchants. 

$OWKRXJK�VL[�GHFDGHV�VHSDUDWH�WKH�WZR��KLV�UROH�LV�QRW�VR�GLIIHUHQW�IURP�
that of  the development-oriented monk we interviewed.

In The work of  kings, Seneviratne presents a broad picture of  the 

FKDQJLQJ� SRVLWLRQ� RI � %XGGKLVW� PRQNV� RYHU� D� SHULRG� RI � URXJKO\� ����
\HDUV��+H�URRWV�KLV�DFFRXQW�LQ�WKH�ÀJXUH�RI �$QDJDULND�'KDUPDSDOD��WKH�
turn-of-the-century lay activist often cited – accurately or not – as the 

founder of  so-called Protestant Buddhism. Seneviratne discerns two 

distinct agendas for the sangha� ZLWKLQ�'KDUPDSDOD·V� SURMHFW�� RQH� LV� WKH�
narrowly nationalistic and intolerant political engagement that has shaped 

VR�PXFK�RI �WKH�SRVW�,QGHSHQGHQFH�KLVWRU\�RI �WKH� LVODQG��WKH�RWKHU� LV�D�
more socially engaged, cosmopolitan and development-oriented vision of  

the role of  the bhikkhu. The two are instantiated in two rival Buddhist 

WUDLQLQJ� LQVWLWXWLRQV�� 9LG\RG\D� DQG� 9LGD\ODQNDUD�� 7KH� PRQN� SUHDFKLQJ�
WR� WKH�ERUGHU�YLOODJHUV� LQ������ LV�DQ�H[DPSOH�RI � WKH�9LG\RGD\D�RSWLRQ��
6RPHRQH� OLNH�:DOSROD�5DKXOD��KLVWRULDQ�RI �HDUO\�6UL�/DQNDQ�%XGGKLVP��
and in his last years advocate of  a military solution to the Tamil problem, 

LV�DQ�H[DPSOH�RI �WKH�9LG\DODQNDUD�RSWLRQ��7KH�WUDJHG\��IRU�6HQHYLUDWQH��LV�
WKH�ORQJ�WHUP�HFOLSVH�RI �WKH�9LG\RGD\D�SRVLWLRQ�E\�WKH�9LG\DODQNDUD�RQH�
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The history of  the Buddhist sangha�LQ�WKH�HDVW�GRHV�QRW�HDVLO\�ÀW�LQWR�WKHVH�
QHDW�FDWHJRULHV��5DWKHU� LW� LV�D�VWRU\�RI � LQLWLDO�H[SDQVLRQ�DQG�FRQVHTXHQW�
entanglement, in which social service, community development, politics 

DQG� QDWLRQDOLVP�� DUH� DOO�PL[HG� WRJHWKHU� LQ� GLIIHUHQW� FRQÀJXUDWLRQV� DQG�
to different degrees. The main division is not between two competing 

visions of  the monkhood, but between centre and periphery, Colombo (or 

.DQG\��DQG�WKH�HDVW��7KH�H[SDQVLRQ�RI �WKH�sangha in the east has come in 

three distinct but overlapping modes. Most obviously, temples have been 

IRXQGHG�LQ�DUHDV�RI �QHZ�6LQKDOD�VHWWOHPHQW�DV�SDUW�RI �RIÀFLDO�JRYHUQPHQW�
colonisation projects. Second, particular branches of  the sangha have at 

different times established themselves in areas with few Sinhala settlers, 

RIWHQ�DURXQG�VLWHV�RI �DUFKDHRORJLFDO�VLJQLÀFDQFH��DQG�FODLPHG�OLQNV�WR�WKH�
sacred geography of  the Buddhist chronicles: Seruwila near Trincomalee, 

'LJKDYDSL� �ZKLFK�ZH�GLVFXVV� LQ�&KDSWHU�����%XGGKDQJDOD�QHDU�$PSDUD��
6RPDZDWKLH�� %XW� DV� ZHOO� DV� WKHVH�� VLQFH� WKH� ����V� WKHUH� KDYH� EHHQ�
concerted efforts by some sections of  the sangha to bring temples (and 

VFKRROV��WR�LVRODWHG�DUHDV�RI �WKH�FRXQWU\��2IWHQ��LW�LV�GLIÀFXOW�WR�VHSDUDWH�
one of  these modes from another: the same branch of  Amarapura 

Nikaya that re-established a temple at Seruwila, also founded a string of  

temples in Tamil–Muslim areas on the coast – in Batticaloa, Kalmunai 

and Akkaraipattu – and then went on to establish a major monastery 

in Ampara, a town built as the heart of  a new government settlement 

project. But in all these cases, the same thing seems to have happened: in 

/HDFK·V�WHUPV��WKRVH�ZKR�PRYHG�LQWR�WKH�DUHD�DQG�WKRVH�ZKR�DOUHDG\�OLYHG�
there were forced, as much by necessity as initial choice, to ‘have relations 

ZLWK�HDFK�RWKHU·�DQG��RXW�RI �WKHVH�HQWDQJOHPHQWV�ZLWK�RWKHU�FRPPXQLWLHV��
a grudging tolerance was born. 

Meanwhile, Buddhist monks of  all persuasions have had closer links to 

the state and to government politicians, and, despite frequent complaints 

DERXW� WKH� SHULOV� RI �PL[LQJ� SROLWLFV� DQG� UHOLJLRQ�� KDYH� WDNHQ� RQ� YDULRXV�
kinds of  activist, development-focused roles in the areas they settled. 

)URP�WKH�YHU\�VWDUW�RI �PRGHUQ�PDVV�SROLWLFV� LQ�6UL�/DQND� LQ�WKH�����V��
the issue of  the propriety of  monks engaging in public politics has been 

D�VRXUFH�RI �GHEDWH�DQG�DQ[LHW\� �$EH\VHNDUD���������²������4XLWH�DSDUW�
IURP�WKH�SUREOHP�RI �WKH�ZDU�DJDLQVW�WKH�/77(��WKH�H[XEHUDQW�EXW�RIWHQ�
unseemly mode of  party politics in Sri Lanka renders too much visible 

engagement by monks somehow inappropriate from the point of  view 

RI �ERWK� OD\�%XGGKLVWV�DQG�RWKHU�PRQNV��%XW� WKH�FORVH� LGHQWLÀFDWLRQ�RI �
the sangha with the project of  Sinhala nationalism means that monks have 

often intervened politically while claiming to speak from a position that 
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WUDQVFHQGV�WKH�DJRQLVP�RI �HYHU\GD\�SROLWLFV��7KH�RSSRVLWLRQ�WR�6�:�5�'��
%DQGDUDQDLNH·V�DWWHPSW�WR�UHVROYH�WKH�7DPLO�TXHVWLRQ�LQ�WKH�ODWH�����V�²�
in which protesting monks camped outside his private residence (Manor 

�����������²�LV�D�JRRG�H[DPSOH��DV� LV�WKH�EXLOG�XS�WR�WKH�HPHUJHQFH�RI �
WKH�-+8�LQ�ODWH������DQG�HDUO\�������,Q�WKH�HDUO\�����V��WKH�FKDULVPDWLF�
monk the Reverend Gangadovila Soma built up a huge following, 

especially among the new middle classes of  the Colombo area, preaching 

a radical reform of  religious practice, and highlighting what he saw as the 

FRUUXSWLRQV�YLVLWHG�XSRQ�WKH�QDWLRQ�E\�IRUHLJQ�LQÁXHQFHV�RI �DOO�VRUWV��,Q�
WKH�SHULRG�EHIRUH�KLV�VXGGHQ�GHDWK�LQ�ODWH�������KH�WXUQHG�KLV�DWWHQWLRQ�RQ�
the moral failings of  politicians and started to talk about entering politics 

KLPVHOI ��%HUNZLW]������������+LV�EDWRQ�ZDV�LPPHGLDWHO\�SLFNHG�XS�E\�WKH�
bhikkhu�DFWLYLVWV�RI �WKH�-+8��ZKR�PDQDJHG�WR�JDLQ�QLQH�VHDWV�LQ�WKH������
SDUOLDPHQWDU\� HOHFWLRQV� �'HHJDOOH� ������� 7KH� VXEVHTXHQW� LQYROYHPHQW�
RI �WKHVH�PRQNV�LQ�D�ÀJKW�LQ�WKH�SDUOLDPHQWDU\�FKDPEHU�LWVHOI �UHLQIRUFHG�
PDQ\� %XGGKLVWV·� VXVSLFLRQV� RI � WKH� GDQJHUV� RI � PL[LQJ� %XGGKLVP� DQG�
politics too closely.

The East as a Field of  Possibilities

:KDW� WKHQ� KDYH�ZH� OHDUQHG� IURP� WKLV� EULHI � DQG� LQFRPSOHWH� VXUYH\� RI �
public religion in eastern Sri Lanka? First and most obviously, we were right 

WR�EH�ZDU\�RI �HVVHQWLDOLVP��7KHUH�LV�QR�VLQJXODU�¶0XVOLP·�RU�¶&KULVWLDQ·�RU�
¶&DWKROLF·�RU�¶%XGGKLVW·�SDWWHUQ�LQ�UHFHQW�UHOLJLRXV�FKDQJHV��,Q�&KDSWHU����
we look more closely at two apparently different cases of  religious change 

LQ�0XVOLP�WRZQV����NP�DSDUW�IURP�HDFK�RWKHU��LQ�DQ�HIIRUW�WR�WHDVH�RXW�WKH�
intersection of  local political economy, transnational reform movements, 

DQG�WKH�SHFXOLDU�G\QDPLFV�RI �PLQRULW\�LGHQWLW\�LQ�D�WLPH�RI �ZDU��+RZHYHU��
DV� WKDW� FDVH� DOVR� LOOXVWUDWHV�� WKHUH� LV� QR� XQLIRUP� ORJLF� WR� ¶WKH� FRQÁLFW·�
HLWKHU��WKHUH�DUH�RWKHU�FRQÁLFWV�DW�SOD\�DV�ZHOO�DV�WKH�FRQÁLFW�EHWZHHQ�WKH�
government and the rebels. This is not a story that can be told in terms 

RI �WKH�GHWHUPLQLQJ�LQÁXHQFH�RI �VLQJOH�IDFWRUV��ZKHWKHU�WKHVH�EH�UHOLJLRXV��
political, or even institutional. Instead, the religious traditions of  the east, 

in conjunction with the wider histories of  which they are a part, provide 

D�ÀHOG�RI �SRVVLELOLWLHV��ZLWKLQ�ZKLFK�VRPH�RSWLRQV�KDYH�RSHQHG�XS�DQG�
ÁRXULVKHG�²�WKH�PRVTXH�IHGHUDWLRQV�� WKH�VRFLDO�PLVVLRQ�RI � WKH�&DWKROLF�
clergy – while others have been more muted or undeveloped.

2QH� SUHGLFDPHQW� WKDW� FXWV� DFURVV� DOO� WKH� FDVHV� VR� IDU� LV� WKH� IUDXJKW�
UHODWLRQVKLS� EHWZHHQ� UHOLJLRQ� DQG� SROLWLFV�� ,Q� :KLWDNHU·V� DFFRXQW� RI �
Mandur temple politics, religious institutions offer a different mode of  
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SROLWLFV��RQH�WKDW�FDQ�VHUYH�DV�D�¶NLQG�RI �UHIXJH·�IURP�WKH�SROLWLFV�RI �WKH�ZDU�
DQG�LWV�FRQVHTXHQFHV��:KLWDNHU�������������,Q�WKH�FDVH�RI �WKH�0XVOLPV��
UHOLJLRXV�IRUPV�RI �VHOI�RUJDQLVDWLRQ��VXFK�DV�WKH�PRVTXH�IHGHUDWLRQV��H[LVW�
in parallel with the more agonistic claims of  local party politics. Buddhist 

monks may engage in a great deal of  political activity, but this does not 

prevent many of  them complaining about those monks who have entered 

the realm of  party politics tout court. These different responses are not 

stable and settled, either in time or across space: the monks around 

Ampara complain about the activities of  Colombo-based activists, what 

PD\�KDYH�EHHQ�D�VLQJXODU�SURMHFW�IRU�0XVOLP�DFWLYLVWV�LQ�WKH�����V�KDV�VSOLW�
LQWR�GLIIHUHQW�PRGHV�E\�WKH�����V��,Q�WKDW�UHVSHFW��LW�GRHV�QRW�PDNH�VHQVH�
to talk about a singular Muslim or Buddhist relationship between religion 

and politics. But nor does it make sense to say, as Stirrat does, that the very 

FDWHJRULHV�¶UHOLJLRQ·�DQG�¶SROLWLFV·�DUH�¶XQVXLWDEOH·�IRU�XVH�LQ�D�VHWWLQJ�OLNH�6UL�
/DQND��DQG�DQ\�GLVWLQFWLRQ�EHWZHHQ�WKHP�LV�¶OLWWOH�PRUH�WKDQ�IRUPDOLVWLF·�
�6WLUUDW�������������7KH�FDWHJRULHV�DUH�DV�UHFRJQLVDEOH�WR�RXU�LQIRUPDQWV�
as they are to outside analysts, and the rather unstable boundary between 

them is, as we shall show, at once a source of  constraint and a source of  

potential strength. The point is to recognise their rhetorical, or tactical, 

importance in local life, without any accompanying analytical assumption 

DERXW�WKHLU�UHDOLW\��RU�QRW��DV�VRFLDO�¶WKLQJV·�
:KDW� ZH� KDYH� SUHVHQWHG� VR� IDU� LV� QHFHVVDULO\� VHOHFWLYH�� LQWHQGHG� WR�

LQWURGXFH�D�VHW�RI �LVVXHV�WKDW�ZLOO�EH�H[SORUHG�PRUH�IXOO\�LQ�WKH�FKDSWHUV�
that follow. These issues can be organised in terms of  a few, rather 

DSSUR[LPDWH�� W\SRORJLFDO� GLVWLQFWLRQV� ²� EHWZHHQ� WKH� GHPRWLF� DQG� ZKDW�
ZH�PLJKW�FDOO�WKH�RIÀFLDO��EHWZHHQ�WKH�XQERXQGHG�DQG�WKH�ERXQGHG��DQG�
between the public, or visible, and the domestic, or invisible. As well as 

these distinctions, the shaky and shifting boundary between religion and 

politics is an issue that occupies the minds of  all the people we met and 

talked to in our research. 

6R�� IRU� H[DPSOH�� /DZUHQFH·V� ZRUN� RQ� SRSXODU� +LQGXLVP� GXULQJ� WKH�
ZRUVW�GD\V�RI � WKH�ZDU� LV� ORFDWHG�YHU\�ÀUPO\�DW� WKH�GHPRWLF�HQG�RI � WKH�
continuum. People seek out oracles for help in dealing with disappearances 

DQG� ORVV�� 7KH� RUDFOHV� DUH� WKHPVHOYHV� FODVVLFDOO\� PDUJLQDO� ÀJXUHV�� WKH�
temples at which they work are small, often low caste. Their followers 

come from all religious and ethnic communities. But this zone of  popular 

religiosity does not produce public leaders, capable of  mediation and able 

WR�VWDQG�XS� LQ� WKH� IDFH�RI �H[WHUQDO� WKUHDWV�� LQ� WKH�ZD\� WKDW� WKH�PRVTXH�
federations or the Catholic churches have produced public leaders. 

$V� WKHVH� H[DPSOHV� VXJJHVW��ZKDW� VHHPV� WR�KDYH�EHHQ�PRVW� HIIHFWLYH� DW�
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moments of  crisis is a kind of  leadership which, in other circumstances, is 

more often focused on the reproduction and policing of  the boundaries 

between religious traditions. The kind of  religiosity that most obviously 

DGGUHVVHV�WKH�WUDYDLOV�RI �WKH�FRQÁLFW�LV�RIWHQ�WKH�OHDVW�ERXQGHG��EXW�DOVR�
the least effective as a ground for public action. 

7KDW�SRLQW�LV�UHLQIRUFHG�E\�RQH�IXUWKHU�H[DPSOH��WKH�QHZ�3HQWHFRVWDO�
Christian churches that have grown across Sri Lanka in recent years. Their 

modes of  operation have been the source of  huge public controversy at 

national level, especially from Buddhist nationalists who accuse them of  

SUDFWLVLQJ�¶XQHWKLFDO·�FRQYHUVLRQ��,Q�WKH�HDVW��WKH\�VHHP�WR�KDYH�UHFUXLWHG�
PRVW�VWURQJO\��QRW�IURP�%XGGKLVWV�RU�0XVOLPV��EXW�IURP�ORZ�FDVWH�+LQGXV�
and the more established Christian denominations. The classic Pentecostal 

conversion story hinges on healing, either of  physical ailments or of  the 

PRUH�LQFKRDWH�VXIIHULQJV�RI �ZDU�DQG�SRYHUW\��7KH�DIÁLFWHG�WDNH�UHIXJH�LQ�
their new community of  fellow believers, but that community does not 

seem (as yet?) to provide a platform for any form of  sustained public 

engagement. The new churches are notable for their absence from the 

FLWL]HQV·�FRPPLWWHHV�DQG�SHDFH�FRPPLWWHHV�WKDW�KDYH�GRQH�VR�PXFK�ZRUN�
GXULQJ� WKH�ZDU��(YHQ�PRUH� WKDQ� WKH�RUDFOHV� VWXGLHG�E\�/DZUHQFH�� WKH\�
UHSUHVHQW�WKDW�SURPLVHG�VSDFH�¶RXWVLGH·�WKH�FRQÁLFW��$QG��DV�ZH�VKDOO�VHH�
LQ�&KDSWHU����WKH\�PD\�SURYH�WR�EH�WKH�ELJJHVW�UHOLJLRXV�EHQHÀFLDULHV�RI �
WKH�HQG�RI �WKH�ZDU�LQ������

The capacity for publicly engaged leadership is clearly a product of  

SDUWLFXODU�LQVWLWXWLRQDO�DUUDQJHPHQWV��0HPEHUV�RI �WKH�6RFLHW\�RI �-HVXV��IRU�
H[DPSOH��FDQ�GUDZ�RQ�FHUWDLQ�LQVWLWXWLRQDO�FDSDFLWLHV�WKDW�DUH�VLPSO\�QRW�
DYDLODEOH�WR�SHRSOH�ZLWK�RWKHU�UHOLJLRXV�DIÀOLDWLRQV��%XW�HYHQ�LQVWLWXWLRQDO�
structures are mutable at times of  crisis. The mosque federations and the 

6/0&�GLG�QRW�H[LVW�EHIRUH�WKH�ZDU��DQG�LW�LV�DQ�RSHQ�TXHVWLRQ�KRZ�ORQJ�
they will endure now the threat posed to the Muslim community by the 

/77(�LV�QR�PRUH��7KH�VDPH�TXHVWLRQ�LV�SRVHG�IRU�&DWKROLF�SULHVWV��FDQ�
they retain their prominence in local affairs – and do they want to – as the 

WHQVLRQV�RI �ZDU�UHFHGH"�(DUO\�LQ�WKH�ÀHOGZRUN��ZKHQ�ZH�VWDUWHG�WR�QRWLFH�
WKH� OLPLWHG� UROH�RI �+LQGX� OHDGHUV� LQ�SXEOLF� HQJDJHPHQWV��ZH�ZRQGHUHG�
how much this was a product of  the organisational structure of  the big 

kovils, where the trustees wield power and priests are merely their servants, 

DQG� WKH� FRPPXQLW\� LV� H[SOLFLWO\� GLYLGHG� RQ� FDVWH� RU� YLOODJH� OLQHV�� %XW�
there is some evidence that new kovils in the Tamil diaspora have created 

platforms for community leadership comparable to those found in the 

other religious traditions in the east. So, the question remains why they did 

not perform those political functions in the east.
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7ZR�WKUHDGV�UXQ�WKURXJK�WKH�VWRU\�VR�IDU��2QH�FRQFHUQV�WKH�SROLWLFDO�
PRELOLVDWLRQ�RI �UHOLJLRXV�FRPPXQLWLHV��,Q�WKH�����V��%XGGKLVP�SURYLGHG�
much of  the symbolic language in the rise of  Sinhala nationalist political 

IRUFHV��2WKHU�UHOLJLRXV�FRPPXQLWLHV�GLG�QRW��RQ�WKH�ZKROH��PRELOLVH�RQ�
religious grounds in response. Tamil opposition to the Sinhala nationalist 

project was based in language and territory, rather than in the claims of  

SDUWLFXODU�UHOLJLRXV�JURXSV��&DWKROLF�RSSRVLWLRQ�WR�VSHFLÀF�RXWFRPHV�RI �
the rise of  Sinhala nationalism – the nationalisation of  church schools for 

H[DPSOH��6WLUUDW�������²�ZDV�VKRUW�OLYHG�DQG�À]]OHG�RXW�LQ�WKH�IDFH�RI �D�
demographic reality, in which Catholics were massively out-numbered by 

Buddhists. Muslims participated in electoral politics mostly through one 

or other of  the Sinhala-dominated national parties, the United National 

Party (UNP) and the Sri Lanka Freedom Party (SLFP). But the coming 

RI �WKH�ZDU��DQG�WKH�WKUHDW�SRVHG�E\�WKH�/77(�LQ�SDUWLFXODU��JDYH�LPSHWXV�
to the rise of  the SLMC, a party founded above all on the claims to a 

common Muslim identity. The new Christian churches, possibly mindful 

of  the same demographic constraints as the Catholics, have shown no 

sign at all of  any national-level political ambitions. Their only role so far 

has been as the target of  attacks by Buddhist activists. Yet uniting this 

apparent diversity, we would argue, there is a degree of  convergence on a 

shared understanding of  the relationship between politics and religion, a 

relationship that is unstable and potentially dangerous. Normatively, there 

should be a clear boundary between politics and religion. Practically, that 

boundary often dissolves, but the consequences for religious actors are 

UDUHO\�JRRG��5HOLJLRXV�ÀHOGV�DUH�QHYHU�VLPSOH��1HLWKHU�DUH�SROLWLFDO�ÀHOGV��
DV�ZH�VKDOO�VHH�LQ�WKH�QH[W�FKDSWHU�
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/DQG�DQG�:DWHU��:DU�DQG�1RW�:DU

:KHQ�WKH�ZDU�UHVWDUWHG�LQ�-XO\������� LW�VWDUWHG�LQ�WKH�HDVW�DQG�WKH�LVVXH�
ZDV�ODQG�DQG�ZDWHU��2U�WKDW�LV�KRZ�LW�ZDV�SUHVHQWHG�DW�WKH�WLPH��$W�D�SODFH�
FDOOHG�0DYLO�$UX�� VRXWK�RI �7ULQFRPDOHH�� WKH�/77(�FORVHG�D� VOXLFH�JDWH�
IHHGLQJ� ODQGV�ZRUNHG�E\�6LQKDOD�IDUPHUV� LQ�DQ�HWKQLFDOO\�PL[HG�DUHD�RI �
LUULJDWHG� ULFH� ODQG��7KH�RVWHQVLEOH�PRWLYH� IRU� WKH�/77(�DFWLRQ�ZDV� WKH�
H[FOXVLRQ�RI �FHUWDLQ�7DPLO�YLOODJHV�IURP�D�SURSRVHG�QHZ�GULQNLQJ�ZDWHU�
project, and the closing of  the sluice gate seems to have been intended 

as a relatively trivial way to put pressure on the government to resolve 

WKH�LVVXH��*DDVEHHN�����D������Q�������%XW�WKH�JHVWXUH�PLVÀUHG�KRUULEO\��
7KH�JRYHUQPHQW�XVHG�WKH�FORVLQJ�RI �WKH�VOXLFH�JDWH�DV�WKH�SUHWH[W�IRU�D�
FDUHIXOO\�SODQQHG��DQG�UHPDUNDEO\�VXFFHVVIXO��RIIHQVLYH�DJDLQVW�WKH�/77(�
SUHVHQFH�LQ�WKH�HQWLUH�(DVWHUQ�3URYLQFH��
)URP� WKH� VWDUW�� WKH� RIIHQVLYH� ZDV� SUHVHQWHG� DV� D� ¶KXPDQLWDULDQ·�

intervention, initially on behalf  of  the farmers deprived of  water, and 

VXEVHTXHQWO\�RQ�EHKDOI �RI �WKH�FLYLOLDQV��¶KRVWDJHV·�LQ�WKH�RIÀFLDO�UKHWRULF��
WUDSSHG�ZLWK� WKH� UHWUHDWLQJ�/77(� IRUFHV��$W�ÀUVW� WKH�/77(� UHVSRQGHG�
by taking over the predominantly Muslim town of  Mutur on the edge of  

Figure 3.1� 3DGG\�ÀHOGV�QHDU�$NNDUDLSDWWX��������SKRWR�E\�-RQDWKDQ�6SHQFHU��

Spencer T02267 01 text   45 02/09/2014   07:55



��� � Checkpoint, Temple, Church and Mosque

7ULQFRPDOHH�+DUERXU��EXW�WKH�DUP\�UHVSRQGHG�TXLFNO\��SXVKLQJ�WKHP�RXW�
of  Mutur, and also their stronghold in the neighbouring town of  Sampur 

VRRQ�DIWHUZDUGV��$IWHU�WKH�DUP\�KDG�UHWDNHQ�0XWXU��WKH�H[HFXWHG�ERGLHV�
RI � ��� ORFDO�ZRUNHUV� IRU� WKH�)UHQFK�1*2�$FWLRQ�&RQWUH� OD�)DLP�ZHUH�
IRXQG�LQ�WKH�RUJDQLVDWLRQ·V�FRPSRXQG��2IÀFLDO�FHDVHÀUH�PRQLWRUV�EODPHG�
government forces for the murders. Government forces using heavy 

DUWLOOHU\� IRUFHG� WKH� /77(� WR� UHWUHDW� GRZQ� WKH� FRDVW� WRZDUGV� WKH� WRZQ�
RI �9DNDUDL��%\� -DQXDU\������%DWWLFDORD� WRZQ�ZDV�EHJLQQLQJ� WR�ÀOO�ZLWK�
LQWHUQDOO\�GLVSODFHG�SHUVRQV��,'3V��ÁHHLQJ�WKH�ÀJKWLQJ�WR�WKH�QRUWK��%\�
-XO\�������WKH�/77(�KDG�UHWUHDWHG�IURP�LWV�IRUPHU�WHUULWRU\�LQODQG�RI �WKH�
coastline, and the government was able to declare victory in the east. In 

OHVV�WKDQ�D�\HDU��WKH�/77(�KDG�HQWLUHO\�ZLWKGUDZQ�IURP�WKH�UHJLRQ��IDOOLQJ�
EDFN�EHKLQG�WKHLU�GHIHQFH�OLQHV�LQ�WKH�QRUWKHUQ�9DQQL��$OWKRXJK�IDU�IURP�
obvious at the time, the incident at Mavil Aru was the beginning of  the 

HQG��OHVV�WKDQ�WKUHH�\HDUV�ODWHU��LQ�0D\�������WKH�/77(�ZRXOG�EH�ÀQDOO\�
and comprehensively defeated in their chaotic last stand on a narrow strip 

of  beach north of  Mullaitivu. 

The main plan for our research in the east was framed in a period of  

RIÀFLDO�FHDVHÀUH��EXW�WKHQ�KDG�WR�EH�FDUULHG�RXW�WKURXJK�D�WLPH�RI �UDSLG�
WUDQVLWLRQ�� ,Q� WKH� ÀQDO� GHFDGH� RI � WKH� ROG�PLOOHQQLXP�� WKH� JRYHUQPHQW�
RI � 6UL� /DQND� DQG� WKH� /77(� VHHPHG� WR� KDYH� IRXJKW� WKHPVHOYHV� LQWR� D�
ZHDU\�VWDOHPDWH��7KLV�ZDV� WKH�FRQWH[W� LQ�ZKLFK�WKH�JRYHUQPHQW�VWDUWHG�
to actively seek the help of  a third-party mediator, eventually settling on 

1RUZD\�LQ�������1RUZHJLDQ�GLSORPDWV�IDFLOLWDWHG�WKH�VLJQLQJ�RI �D�&HDVHÀUH�
$JUHHPHQW�LQ�HDUO\�������$OWKRXJK�WKLV�ZDV�IROORZHG�E\�VHYHUDO�URXQGV�
RI �WDONV�EHWZHHQ�WKH�JRYHUQPHQW�DQG�WKH�/77(��QHJRWLDWLRQV�PDGH�OLWWOH�
progress and would have been quickly abandoned if  not for pressure from 

major aid donors, but they started to unravel when core political issues 

FDPH�LQ�VLJKW��:KHQ�ZH�ZURWH�RXU�RULJLQDO�UHVHDUFK�SURSRVDO��LQ�HDUO\�������
the signs were not good: a new President had been elected, seemingly 

committed to a much more belligerent approach to the problem, while the 

/77(�ZDV�RSHQO\�SUHSDULQJ�IRU�ZKDW�LW�SURPLVHG�ZRXOG�EH�WKH�¶ÀQDO�ZDU·�
�+XPDQ�5LJKWV�:DWFK��������
%\�WKH�WLPH�ZH�VWDUWHG�WKH�ÀHOG�UHVHDUFK�LQ�ODWH�������ZDU�KDG�EURNHQ�

out in the region, but by the time we completed it, the war itself  was a 

UHFHGLQJ�PHPRU\��DQG�DQ�XQHDV\�YLFWRU·V�SHDFH�SUHYDLOHG��,I �WKH�LPPHGLDWH�
FLUFXPVWDQFHV�RI �WKH������HYHQWV�DW�0DYLO�$UX�ZHUH�QRW�SUHGLFWDEOH��WKH�
EURDGHU�SDWWHUQ�ZDV��,Q�WKH�VHFRQG�KDOI �RI �������ERWK�WKH�JRYHUQPHQW�DQG�
WKH�/77(�H[FKDQJHG�LQFUHDVLQJO\�EHOOLJHUHQW�JHVWXUHV��,Q�1RYHPEHU�������
Mahinda Rajapakse was elected President, with the support of  smaller 
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KDUGOLQH�SDUWLHV� OLNH� WKH� -93�DQG� WKH� -+8��ZKLOH� WKH�/77(��ZKLFK�KDG�
organised a boycott of  the vote in Tamil areas, started a major fundraising 

drive from their supporters in the diaspora, promising the imminent start 

RI � WKH� ¶ÀQDO�ZDU·�� D�ZDU�� WKH\� FODLPHG��ZKLFK�ZRXOG� GULYH� JRYHUQPHQW�
IRUFHV�RXW�RI �WKH�QRUWK�DQG�HDVW�ZLWKLQ�WZR�PRQWKV�RI �LWV�VWDUW��+XPDQ�
5LJKWV�:DWFK��������1RUZHJLDQ�GLSORPDWV��VXSSRVHGO\�VWLOO�PHGLDWLQJ�DQ�
RIÀFLDO�SHDFH�SURFHVV��VWRRG�E\�DQG�ZDWFKHG�LQ�GLVPD\��*RRGKDQG��.OHP�
DQG�6¡UER��������%\�HDUO\�������LW�ZDV�DOUHDG\�FOHDU�WKDW�WKH�QRUWKHUQ�SDUW�
RI �(DVWHUQ�3URYLQFH��HVSHFLDOO\�7ULQFRPDOHH�'LVWULFW��ZDV�WRR�YRODWLOH�WR�
EH�LQFOXGHG�LQ�RXU�SODQQHG�UHVHDUFK��:H�ZDWFKHG�DQ[LRXVO\�ODWHU�LQ�������
DV�%DWWLFDORD�WRZQ�ÀOOHG�ZLWK�GLVSODFHG�YLOODJHUV�ÁHHLQJ�WKH�ÀJKWLQJ�WR�WKH�
QRUWK��WKHQ�UHOD[HG�D�OLWWOH�DV�WKH�/77(�V\VWHPDWLFDOO\�ZLWKGUHZ�DQG�WKH�
JRYHUQPHQW�GHFODUHG�YLFWRU\��7KH�UHVW�RI �RXU�ÀHOGZRUN�FRLQFLGHG�ZLWK�WKH�
ODXQFK�RI �WKH�JRYHUQPHQW·V�SURJUDPPH�IRU�UHFRQVWUXFWLRQ�LQ�WKH�UHJLRQ�
�1DJHQDKLUD�1DYRGD\D�²�WKH�¶DZDNHQLQJ�RI �WKH�HDVW·���DQG�WKH�WUDQVLWLRQ�
WR�¶QRUPDO·�ORFDO�SROLWLFV��DOEHLW�D�ORFDO�SROLWLFV�GRPLQDWHG�E\�WKH�IRUPHU�
SDUDPLOLWDULHV�RI �WKH�7093�

Land and Water

7KH�(DVWHUQ�3URYLQFH�RI �6UL�/DQND�LV�D�ORQJ�VWULS�RI �ODQG�WKDW�KXJV�WKH�
LVODQG·V�HDVWHUQ�VHDERDUG��IURP�WKH�ERXQGDULHV�RI �<DOD�1DWLRQDO�3DUN�LQ�
the south-east, to the beaches and lagoons north of  Trincomalee some 

����NP�WR�WKH�QRUWK��,W�LV�GLYLGHG�LQWR�WKUHH�DGPLQLVWUDWLYH�XQLWV�²�IURP�
north to south, Trincomalee, Batticaloa and Ampara districts. This book 

is primarily based on research in two of  these, Batticaloa and Ampara. 

Although the Mavil Aru stand-off  was probably chosen as the moment 

for the launching of  the military campaign for propaganda reasons (it 

allowed the government to claim the humanitarian high ground), it does 

remind us of  the importance of  natural resources, and access to natural 

UHVRXUFHV��DV�D�FRPSRQHQW�LQ�ZLGHU�SDWWHUQV�RI �FRQÁLFW��,Q�SDUWLFXODU��LW�
directs our attention to land and water – but land and water not only 

in its material sense. Land and water have also been important symbolic 

PDUNHUV�RI �VSLULWXDO�DQG�SROLWLFDO�VLJQLÀFDQFH�²�ZLWK�WKH�LUULJDWLRQ�WDQN�DQG�
SDGG\�ÀHOG�DV�WKH�FUDGOH�RI �6LQKDOD�%XGGKLVW�FLYLOLVDWLRQ��EDWWOHV�RYHU�WKH�
VDFUHGQHVV�RI �VSDFH�DV� ¶DUFKDHRORJLFDO�VLWHV·�RI �%XGGKLVW�VLJQLÀFDQFH�RU�
WKH�FODLP�RI �D�VSHFLÀF�WHUULWRU\�DV�¶7DPLO�(HODP·��%XW�ZKLOH�WKHVH�V\PEROLF�
VLJQLÀFDWLRQV�DUH�SRZHUIXO��WKH�SK\VLFDO�JHRJUDSK\�RI �WKH�HDVW�DOVR�VKDSHV�
and channels the landscape within which the military contestation was 

fought out.
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7KH� ODQGVFDSH�RI �(DVWHUQ�3URYLQFH� LV� IRU� WKH�PRVW� SDUW� ÁDW� DQG�� LQ�
its uncultivated condition, relatively arid, with the central mountains of  

WKH�LVODQG�RQ�LWV�ZHVWHUQ�ERUGHU��DQG�WKH�,QGLDQ�2FHDQ�WR�WKH�HDVW��7KH�
population is densest along the seaboard, especially between Batticaloa 

and Thirukkovil to the south, where towns sprawl into each other in a 

QHDU�FRQWLQXRXV�EHOW� RI � KXPDQ�KDELWDWLRQ��:HVW�RI � WKH�XUEDQ�EHOW� LV� D�
string of  shallow lagoons, and then a broad swathe of  quite intensive 

paddy cultivation. Beyond the paddy, in the foothills of  the mountains, is 

an area of  wilder country known as the Bintenna. The whole area lies within 

ZKDW�LV�NQRZQ�DV�WKH�'U\�=RQH��WKDW�SDUW�RI �WKH�LVODQG�VROHO\�GHSHQGHQW�
RQ�WKH�QRUWK�HDVW�PRQVRRQ�IRU�LWV�UDLQIDOO��7KLV�LV�D�ODQGVFDSH�GHÀQHG�E\�
the presence or absence of  water, and it is a landscape shaped by recurrent 

human efforts to channel the water. 

6RPHWLPHV�ZDWHU�GHÀHV�DOO�KXPDQ�DWWHPSWV�DW�FRQWURO��,Q�������EHIRUH�
WKH�ZDU��PRUH�WKDQ�����SHRSOH�ZHUH�NLOOHG�LQ�D�ÀHUFH�F\FORQH�WKDW�KLW�WKH�HDVW�
FRDVW��,Q�������WKH�,QGLDQ�2FHDQ�WVXQDPL�FDXVHG�PRUH�WKDQ��������GHDWKV�
LQ� $PSDUD�'LVWULFW� DQG� DOPRVW� ������ LQ� %DWWLFDORD�'LVWULFW�� $OWRJHWKHU�
�������KRPHV�ZHUH�GHVWUR\HG�DORQJ� WKLV� VWUHWFK�RI � WKH�FRDVW��%XW�DZD\�
IURP�WKH�JOREDO�KHDGOLQHV��ÁRRGV��DQG�GURXJKWV��DUH�UHFXUULQJ�IHDWXUHV�RI �
the landscape. This is a place of  too little water and too much water.

Batticaloa is an anglicisation of  the local mattakalapuwa, meaning ‘muddy 

ODJRRQ·��$�3RUWXJXHVH�REVHUYHU�LQ�WKH�VL[WHHQWK�FHQWXU\�FDPH�XS�ZLWK�D�
different – almost certainly spurious – etymology, in which Batticaloa was 

VDLG�WR�PHDQ�¶NLQJGRP�RI �ULFH·��$Q�HDUO\�WZHQWLHWK�FHQWXU\�*RYHUQPHQW�
Agent elaborates:

Most people in Ceylon have heard of  the great irrigation works of  the 

%DWWLFDORD�'LVWULFW��DQG�RI � WKH�YDVW�H[WHQW�RI �SDGG\� ODQG� LUULJDWHG�E\�
WKHVH�ZRUNV��EXW� LW� UHTXLUHG�D�SHUVRQDO�YLVLW� WR� WKH�'LVWULFW� WR�HQDEOH�
PH�WR�UHDOLVH�ZKDW�ÀJXUHV�IDLO�WR�FRQYH\�WR�WKH�PLQG��$�GULYH�DORQJ�WKH�
South Coast road from Kalmunai to Karunkoddittivu is Akkarari pattu 

[Akkaraipattu], a distance of  fourteen miles, and thence along the road 

WR�6DNDPDQ�WDQN��FRPHV�WR�RQH�DV�¶UHYHODWLRQ·��2Q�WKH�HDVW�VLGH�RI �WKH�
road are densely populated villages situated in coconut gardens, with 

KHUH�DQG�WKHUH�D�ODUJH�HVWDWH��2Q�WKH�ZHVW�VLGH�RI �WKH�URDG��DOPRVW�DV�IDU�
DV�WKH�H\H�FDQ�UHDFK��LV�D�YDVW�VWUHWFK�RI �SDGG\�ODQG�H[WHQGLQJ�ZLWKRXW�
a break, not merely for the fourteen miles mentioned, but north and 

VRXWK�RI �WKDW�GLVWDQFH��������Administration Report��TXRWHG�LQ�'HQKDP�
1912: 91)
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The scene that so impressed the Government Agent was in part the 

IUXLW�RI �HDUO\�FRORQLDO�DWWHPSWV�DW�¶LPSURYHPHQW·�EDVHG�RQ�WKH�UHVWRUDWLRQ�
DQG� UHYLYDO� RI � LUULJDWLRQ� ZRUNV�� )URP� WKH� ����V� RQZDUG�� LUULJDWLRQ�
tanks were restored and land opened up for relatively intensive paddy 

FXOWLYDWLRQ��PDNLQJ�%DWWLFDORD�'LVWULFW�D� VXEVWDQWLDO�QHW�H[SRUWHU�RI � ULFH�
by the start of  the twentieth century. This was especially remarkable given 

the poor quality of  transport links: rice was either shipped up the coast 

IRU�VDOH�LQ�-DIIQD�WR�WKH�QRUWK��RU�HOVH�WUDQVSRUWHG�E\�EXOORFN�FDUDYDQ�WR�
WKH�WHD�HVWDWHV�LQ�WKH�PRXQWDLQV�DURXQG�%DGXOOD��%\�WKH�����V��%DWWLFDORD�
'LVWULFW�ZDV�WKH�VLWH�RI �D�TXLWH�GLVWLQFW�DJULFXOWXUDO�HFRQRP\��GRPLQDWHG�
by large landowners (so-called podiyars� RU� ¶ELJ� PHQ·��� ODUJH� RSHUDWLRQDO�
units and wage labour (rather than the share-cropping found elsewhere 

in the island). The towns along the coast provided a labour force for the 

SDGG\�ÀHOGV��DV�ZHOO�DV�IDFLOLWLHV�OLNH�ULFH�PLOOV�WR�SURFHVV�WKH�JUDLQ��,Q�VRPH�
DUHDV��0XVOLP�RZQHUV�HPSOR\HG�7DPLO�ODERXUHUV��HOVHZKHUH�7DPLO�RZQHUV�
sometimes employed Muslim labourers. 

Away from the sites of  improvement, the story seems to have been 

UDWKHU�GLIIHUHQW�� ,Q������� WKH�*RYHUQPHQW�$JHQW�GHVFULEHG� WKH�'LVWULFW�
DV�¶SUREDEO\�WKH�OHDVW�SURJUHVVLYH�«�LQ�&H\ORQ·��ZLWK�¶OLWWOH�WR�DWWUDFW�WKH�
FDSLWDOLVW� RU� VHWWOHU·� �)HVWLQJ�� LQ� &DQDJDUDWQDP� ������ YL��� 7ZR� GHFDGHV�
HDUOLHU��D�FRORQLDO�RIÀFLDO�KDG�FKDUDFWHULVHG�WKH�LQODQG�DUHD�WR�WKH�HDVW�RI �
WKH�SDGG\�ÀHOGV�DV�D�¶WDQJOHG�WULQLW\·�RI �¶FKHQDV�>VZLGGHQ@��OHSHUV��DQG�UHOLHI �
ZRUNV�IRU�WKH�XQHPSOR\HG·��ZLWK�D�SRSXODWLRQ�¶PLVHUDEOH�LQ�DSSHDUDQFH·�
DQG�¶QHDUO\�DOO·�VLFN��)UHHPDQ��LQ�'HQKDP������������7KH�PHODQFKRO\�WRQH�
RI �WKLV�RIÀFLDO�LV�D�VWDUN�FRQWUDVW�WR�WKH�FDQ�GR�RSWLPLVP�RI �DQ�$PHULFDQ�
geographer reporting on the same area immediately after independence:

The seemingly fanciful dreams of  a mere half-dozen years ago of  

EULQJLQJ� UHKDELOLWDWLRQ� DQG� DEXQGDQW� OLIH� WR�&H\ORQ·V�*DO�2\D�9DOOH\�
jungles are today beginning to materialize in amazing and heartening 

IDVKLRQ��+HUH��LQ�D�VPDOO�VHJPHQW�RI �&H\ORQ·V�YDVW�'U\�=RQH��WKRXVDQGV�
of  acres of  long-idled lands are now being methodically cleared and 

watered, to bring them once again into agricultural production to help 

IHHG�D�VDGO\�IRRG�GHÀFLHQW�SRSXODWLRQ���0F)DGGHQ�����������

7KH� *DO� 2\D� VFKHPH�� ZKLFK� WUDQVIRUPHG� WKH� UHJLRQ� LQ� WKH� HDUO\�
����V�� UHSUHVHQWV� D� FRPELQDWLRQ� RI � WKUHH� VRPHZKDW� GLIIHUHQW� VRXUFHV�
of  inspiration. It was in part a continuation of  earlier colonial work to 

UHVWRUH�DQG�LPSURYH�'U\�=RQH�LUULJDWLRQ�ZRUNV��ZRUN�ZKLFK�KDG�DOUHDG\�
transformed agriculture in the region. For the Prime Minister of  newly 
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LQGHSHQGHQW�&H\ORQ��'�6��6HQDQD\DNH��LW�DOVR�UHSUHVHQWHG�D�VHOI�FRQVFLRXV�
attempt to emulate the supposed glories of  the pre-colonial kings. And, 

DQG�DW�WKH�VDPH�WLPH��LW�ZDV�FRQFHLYHG�DV�D�ÁDJVKLS�SURMHFW�IRU�WKH�QHZ�
developmental state, organisationally and ideologically modelled on the 

7HQQHVVHH�9DOOH\�$XWKRULW\� �79$�� DQG� WKH�1HZ�'HDO� LQ� WKH�86$�� DQG�
SDUDOOHOLQJ� HIIRUWV� HOVHZKHUH� LQ� $VLD� OLNH� WKH� 'DPRGDU� 'DP� LQ� ,QGLD�
�.OLQJHQVPLWK��������
7KH�*DO�2\D�SURMHFW�FKDQJHG�WKH�GHPRJUDSK\�DQG�SROLWLFV�RI �WKH�UHJLRQ�

LUUHYHUVLEO\�� $OWKRXJK� WKH� ÀUVW� DOORFDWLRQV� RI � QHZ� LUULJDWHG� ODQG� ZHUH�
pretty evenly divided between Sinhala and Tamil cultivators, the Sinhala 

FXOWLYDWRUV�ZHUH�DOPRVW�DOO�LPPLJUDQWV�IURP�:HW�=RQH�DUHDV�IDU�WR�WKH�ZHVW�
and south, whereas the Tamil cultivators were mostly from villages closer 

WR�WKH�FRDVW�DW�WKH�IXUWKHU�HQG�RI �WKH�LUULJDWLRQ�FDQDOV��)DUPHU�������������
The incoming settlers moreover brought others with them – as many as 

QLQH�LQ�D�VLQJOH�IDPLO\��0F)DGGHQ�������������7KH�6LQKDOD�SRSXODWLRQ�LQ�
WKH�DUHD�WUHEOHG�EHWZHHQ������DQG�������DQG�WUHEOHG�DJDLQ�EHWZHHQ������
DQG�������7DEOH�����7KH�LPDJH�RI �WKH�*DO�2\D�SURMHFW�DV�D�SROLWLFDOO\�¶FOHDQ·�
WHFKQRFUDWLF�VROXWLRQ�WR�WKH�LVODQG·V�GHSHQGHQFH�RQ�IRRG�LPSRUWV�WRRN�D�
EORZ�LQ�������ZKHQ�VKRUWO\�DIWHU�WKH�HOHFWLRQ�RI �6�:�5�'��%DQGDUDQDLNH·V�
JRYHUQPHQW��ZLWK�LWV�FRPPLWPHQW�WR�¶6LQKDOD�RQO\·�ODQJXDJH�SROLFLHV��WKH�
*DO�2\D�YDOOH\�EXUVW�LQWR�ÁDPHV�ZLWK�WKH�ÀUVW�6LQKDOD²7DPLO�ULRWV�LQ�WKH�
modern era: ‘Sinhalese toughs – inspired as always by fantastic rumours – 

VHL]HG�JRYHUQPHQW�FDUV��EXOOGR]HUV�DQG�KLJK�H[SORVLYHV�DQG�IRU�D�IHZ�GD\V�
WHUURULVHG�WKH�7DPLO�PLQRULW\�LQ�WKH�FRORQ\·��0DQRU�������������2YHU�����
people were killed.

Table 1 %DWWLFDORD�DQG�$PSDUD�SRSXODWLRQ�E\�HWKQLFLW\�����²����

 1946 % 1953 % 1971 % 1981 % 2012 % increase 

           1946–2012 

           (%)

Tamil �������� ��� �������� ��� �������� ��� �������� ��� �������� ��� ���
Sinhala ������� �� ������� ��� ������� ��� �������� ��� �������� ��� �����
Muslim ������� ��� �������� ��� �������� ��� �������� ��� �������� ��� ���
Others ������ �� ������ �� ������ �� ������ �� ������ !�� ��
Total ��������  ��������  ��������  ��������  ����������  ���

Source��'HSDUWPHQW�RI �&HQVXV�DQG�6WDWLVWLFV�������������������������DQG������&HQVXV�

(FRQRPLFDOO\�� WKH�*DO�2\D�SURMHFW�ZDV�D�GLVDSSRLQWPHQW� LQ� WKH� ORQJ�
WHUP��$������)$2�UHSRUW�GHVFULEHV�D�GLVPDO�VFHQH�
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0DQ\�FDQDOV�KDYH�VFRXUHG�RXW�DQG�PDQ\�RWKHUV�KDYH�VLOWHG�LQ��RWKHUV��
some in the primary system, are in almost immediate danger of  washing 

RXW�FRPSOHWHO\�«�'UDLQDJH�IDFLOLWLHV�HDUOLHU�LQVWDOOHG�KDYH�EHFRPH�VR�
clogged and closed, some purposefully by cultivators and encroachers, 

WKDW�WKH\�KDYH�ODUJHO\�FHDVHG�WR�IXQFWLRQ�«�>1@HDUO\�DOO�JDWHV�OHDN����
h[ours] a day. Padlocks have disappeared, gates have been damaged 

DQG�GHVWUR\HG��H[WUD�SLSHV�DQG�VLSKRQV�KDYH�EHHQ�LQVWDOOHG��DQG�FDQDO�
EDQNV�KDYH�EHHQ�FXW�E\�WKH�FXOWLYDWRUV��WKHUH�LV�YHU\�OLWWOH�GLVFLSOLQH�RU�
HQIRUFHPHQW���)$2�LQ�8SKRII �����������Q����

$OWKRXJK�WKH�VFKHPH�EHQHÀWHG�ERWK�6LQKDOD�DQG�7DPLO�IDUPHUV��DW�OHDVW�
in theory, it did little to bring them together. Tamil farmers at the lowest 

ends of  the water distribution often complained they received less water 

than they needed. More seriously perhaps, the Sinhala settlements that 

grew up as a result of  the scheme oriented themselves to the new town of  

$PSDUD�����PLOHV�LQODQG��DQG�IURP�WKHUH�RQ�WR�RWKHU�6LQKDOD�GRPLQDWHG�
areas further inland. Tamil villagers at the other end of  the scheme looked 

to Batticaloa and the densely populated Tamil–Muslim towns along the 

FRDVW��3ROLWLFDOO\��*DO�2\D·V� IDLOLQJV�ZHUH� LJQRUHG�� DQG� WKH� JRYHUQPHQWV�
RI �WKH�����V�DQG�����V�WKUHZ�WKHPVHOYHV�EHKLQG�HYHQ�ELJJHU��DQG�PRUH�
grandiose, irrigation projects, notably the Accelerated Mahaveli Scheme 

IXUWKHU�WR�WKH�QRUWK��'XQKDP��������0XVOLPV�DQG�7DPLOV�REVHUYLQJ�WKH�
consequences of  the earlier project took all this as a direct attack on their 

LQWHUHVWV��3HHEOHV�������
7KH� GHPRJUDSKLF� FRQVHTXHQFHV� RI � WKH� *DO� 2\D� SURMHFW� ZHUH�

considerable. In the quarter century following independence, the Sinhala 

SRSXODWLRQ� LQ� WKH� DUHD� JUHZ� IURP� �� SHU� FHQW� WR� QHDUO\� ��� SHU� FHQW� RI �
WKH�WRWDO��7DEOH�����,Q�WKH�ODWH�����V��ORFDO�DGPLQLVWUDWLYH�VWUXFWXUHV�ZHUH�
UHRUJDQLVHG� WR� UHÁHFW� WKLV� FKDQJH��%DWWLFDORD�'LVWULFW�ZDV� VSOLW� LQWR� WZR�
DGPLQLVWUDWLYH� XQLWV�� ZLWK� WKH� FUHDWLRQ� RI � $PSDUD�'LVWULFW��:LWK� VRPH�
notorious gerrymandering, the new district covered the area of  both the 

*DO�2\D�SURMHFW��DQG�WKH�VRXWKHUQ�VWUHWFK�RI �WKH�0XVOLP²7DPLO�FRDVWDO�
VWULS��'HPRJUDSKLFDOO\��WKH�QHZ�GLVWULFW�ZDV�VSOLW�EHWZHHQ�7DPLOV�����SHU�
FHQW�LQ��������0XVOLPV�����SHU�FHQW���DQG�6LQKDOD�����SHU�FHQW��
7KH� HDVW� FRDVW� VRFLHW\� RI � WKH� HDUO\� ����V��ZKLFK�ZDV� DERXW� WR� HQWHU�

a quarter century of  civil war, was characterised by striking inequalities. 

Post-independence development projects had brought a substantial bloc 

of  Sinhala migrants to the inland areas, with the new town of  Ampara 

HPHUJLQJ� DV� D� KXE� IRU� WUDGH� DQG� DGPLQLVWUDWLRQ�� :KLOH� WKH� *DO� 2\D�
scheme failed to generate the prosperity its planners had anticipated, 
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earlier colonial land policies had created a distinctive political economy, 

with much greater concentration of  ownership, and much higher levels 

RI � ODQGOHVVQHVV�� WKDQ� LQ� DQ\� RWKHU� SDUW� RI � WKH� LVODQG� �+HUULQJ� �������
The big landowners formed a thin elite stratum, their agrarian income 

often supplemented by government or professional employment. Their 

FKLOGUHQ� DWWHQGHG� WKH� VSULQNOLQJ� RI � WRS� VFKRROV�� VXFK� DV� 6W� 0LFKDHO·V�
in Batticaloa. The landless, in contrast, were usually wage labourers 

rather than sharecroppers (the most common pattern elsewhere), often 

travelling out of  the district altogether for seasonal employment (Farmer 

�����������$ZD\�IURP�WKH�HOLWH�VFKRROV��HGXFDWLRQDO� OHYHOV�ZHUH�SRRU�� LQ�
������%DWWLFDORD�'LVWULFW�KDG�WKH�ORZHVW�OLWHUDF\�OHYHOV�LQ�WKH�LVODQG��,W�DOVR�
KDG�WKH�ORZHVW�DYHUDJH�FDVK�LQFRPH�SHU�KRXVHKROG��2·+DUH�DQG�%DUUHWW�
�����������

War

)RU�PDQ\�\HDUV��WKH������ULRWV�LQ�WKH�*DO�2\D�YDOOH\�VHHPHG�OLWWOH�PRUH�
than an aberration, a one-off  disturbance in the longer history of  grudging 

DFFRPPRGDWLRQV� DQG� HYHU\GD\� FRH[LVWHQFH� LQ� WKH� HDVW�� :KHQ� \RXQJ�
SHRSOH� LQ�-DIIQD�VWDUWHG�WR� ORVH�SDWLHQFH�ZLWK�WKH�IXWLOLW\�RI �PDLQVWUHDP�
SROLWLFDO�UHSUHVHQWDWLRQ�LQ�WKH�����V��HDVWHUQ�\RXWK�GLG�QRW�DW�ÀUVW�IROORZ�
WKHP��8S�WR�������WKH�\HDU�RI �WKH�IDWHIXO�DWWDFNV�RQ�7DPLO�KRPHV�DFURVV�
&RORPER�DQG�WKH�LVODQG·V�VRXWK��WKHUH�ZHUH�IHZ�VLJQV�RI �RYHUW�PLOLWDQF\�LQ�
WKH�HDVW��%XW�ZLWKLQ�D�\HDU�RI �WKH�-XO\������YLROHQFH��WKH�DUP\�DQG�SROLFH�
had started to impose themselves on the Tamil population, while young 

men, little by little, started to slip away to join one or the other of  the 

GLIIHUHQW�7DPLO�PLOLWDQW�JURXSV��:KLWDNHU��������$QG��IURP�������WKH�HDVW�
became the site of  some of  the most bitter events of  the war. 

7KH�HDUO\�KLVWRU\�RI �WKH�ZDU�²�IURP�WKH�HDUO\�����V�WR�WKH�PLG�����V�
– in the east of  Sri Lanka remains so far unwritten, and most of  the 

SXEOLVKHG� DFFRXQWV� RI � WKH� ZDU� FRQFHQWUDWH� IDU� PRUH� RQ� WKH� LVODQG·V�
QRUWK�ZKHUH� WKH�ZDU�EHJDQ�� DQG�HYHQWXDOO\� HQGHG� �:HLVV��������:H�GR�
however have some remarkable accounts of  particular episodes from the 

ZDU�LQ�WKH�HDVW��$�'XWFK�1*2�PLVVLRQDU\�FXP�DLG�ZRUNHU��%HQ�%DYLQFN��
GURYH�DURXQG�WKH�HDVW�RQ�D�UHJXODU�EDVLV�LQ�WKH�ODWH�����V�DQG�HDUO\�����V��
delivering supplies to Christian development projects and listening to 

VWRULHV�RI �URXQG�XSV�DQG�NLOOLQJV��+LV�GLDULHV�RI �WKRVH�\HDUV�JLYH�D�VWURQJ�
VHQVH� RI � WKH� FRQIXVLRQ� RI � WKH� HDUO\� \HDUV� RI � IXOO� ZDU� �%DYLQFN� �������
$QWKURSRORJLVWV�OLNH�'HQQLV�0F*LOYUD\��������DQG�0DUN�:KLWDNHU��������
have contributed snapshots of  the effect of  the war on the places they 
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NQHZ�EHVW�IURP�WKHLU�SUHYLRXV�UHVHDUFK��3DWULFLD�/DZUHQFH·V�XQSXEOLVKHG�
3K'�WKHVLV�SURYLGHV�XV�ZLWK�D�YLYLG�DFFRXQW�RI �HYHQWV�LQ�WKH�%DWWLFDORD�
DUHD�LQ�WKH�HDUO\�����V��$QG�WKURXJKRXW�WKH�ZDU��WKH�8QLYHUVLW\�7HDFKHUV�
IRU�+XPDQ�5LJKWV��-DIIQD���ZKR�ZHUH�TXLFN�WR�DFNQRZOHGJH�WKH�SROLWLFDO�
importance of  the multi-ethnic east for the struggle that was unfolding, 

published regular reports on particular events and developments there. 

A somewhat clearer picture emerges for the subsequent years, when in 

WKH� ODWWHU� SDUW� RI � WKH� ����V�� D� GHJUHH�RI � HTXLOLEULXP�HPHUJHG�EHWZHHQ�
WKH�/77(�DQG�WKH�6UL�/DQNDQ�PLOLWDU\�ZLWK�D� ORZ�LQWHQVLW\�W\SH�RI �ZDU��
The political economy of  war in this period has been studied in depth 

E\�D�QXPEHU�RI � DXWKRUV� �*RRGKDQG�DQG�/HZHU�������*RRGKDQG�HW� DO��
������ .RUI � ������ ������ .RUI � DQG� )�QIJHOG� ������� 6LPLODUO\�� WKH� WLPH�
DIWHU�WKH������&HDVHÀUH�$JUHHPHQW�ZKHQ��SDUDGR[LFDOO\��YLROHQFH�LQ�PDQ\�
place of  the east increased rather than decreased, are also relatively well 

GRFXPHQWHG� �%RKOH� ������ %RKOH� DQG� )�QIJHOG� ������ *DDVEHHN� ����D��
:DONHU�������
:H�FDQ��IRU�FRQYHQLHQFH�VDNH�� LGHQWLI\�WKUHH�SKDVHV� LQ�WKH�KLVWRU\�RI �

WKH�ZDU�LQ�WKH�HDVW��,Q�WKH�ÀUVW��EHWZHHQ������DQG�������D�FRPSOH[�VFHQH�
with multiple actors resolved into the more familiar bipolar logic of  the 

ZDU�EHWZHHQ�WKH�JRYHUQPHQW�DQG�WKH�/77(��,PPHGLDWHO\�DIWHU�WKH������
violence, different militant groups emerged in the east (Thangarajah 

�������HVSHFLDOO\�PRUH�FRQYHQWLRQDOO\�OHIWLVW�RQHV�OLNH�WKH�(HODP�3HRSOH·V�
5HYROXWLRQDU\� /LEHUDWLRQ� )URQW� �(35/)�� DQG� WKH� 3HRSOH·V� /LEHUDWLRQ�
2UJDQLVDWLRQ� RI � 7DPLO� (HODP� �3/27(��� ,QLWLDOO\�� WKH� PLOLWDQWV� ZHUH�
eager to recruit Muslim as well as Tamil youth, while the government was 

HTXDOO\�HDJHU�WR�IRPHQW�GLYLVLRQV�EHWZHHQ�WKH�WZR�FRPPXQLWLHV��,Q�������
violence broke out between Muslims and Tamils in a number of  towns up 

DQG�GRZQ�WKH�HDVW�FRDVW��,Q�������WKH�,QGLDQ�3HDFH�.HHSLQJ�)RUFH��,3.)��
arrived to police the implementation of  the Indo-Lankan Accord, signed 

EHWZHHQ�,QGLD�DQG�6UL�/DQND��DQG�LQWHQGHG�WR�SDFLI\�WKH�/77(��+DYLQJ�
imposed itself  on both parties, the Indian forces soon became embroiled in 

WKH�ZDU�ZKHQ�WKH�/77(�UHIXVHG�WR�GLVDUP�DQG�WKH�LQFXPEHQW�3UHPDGDVD�
government sought to sabotage the agreement. The IPKF quickly became 

HPEURLOHG�LQ�WKHLU�RZQ�ÀJKW�ZLWK�WKH�/77(��ZKLOH�WKH�JRYHUQPHQW�ZDV�
distracted and faced a brief  but highly violent insurrection by southern 

\RXWK�XQGHU�WKH�EDQQHU�RI �WKH�-93��,Q�WKH�VHFRQG�KDOI �RI �WKH�����V��WKH�
/77(�VHW�RXW�DERXW�WKH�HOLPLQDWLRQ�RI �DOO�ULYDO�7DPLO�SROLWLFDO�IRUPDWLRQV��
killing as many leaders as they could. The remnants of  groups like the 

(35/)�ZHUH�FR�RSWHG�DV�SUR[LHV�WR�ZRUN�RQ�EHKDOI �RI �WKH�,QGLDQ�IRUFHV�
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:KHQ�WKH�,3.)�ÀQDOO\�ZLWKGUHZ�LQ�WKH�FRXUVH�RI �������WKH�/77(�WRRN�
over the villages on the inland side of  the Batticaloa lagoon, initiating the 

VHFRQG� SKDVH� RI � WKH�ZDU�� )URP� ����� WR� ������ WKRVH� YLOODJHV� UHPDLQHG�
XQGHU�PRUH� RU� OHVV� XQEURNHQ� /77(� FRQWURO�� ,Q� WKH� ÀUVW� \HDUV� RI � WKLV�
phase, government forces transposed to the Tamil villages of  the east 

the same scorched-earth counter-insurgency policies that had eventually 

EURNHQ�WKH�-93�LQ�WKH�ODWH�����V��$W�WKH�VDPH�WLPH��WKH�/77(�ODXQFKHG�
a series of  attacks on Muslims, many of  which provoked counter-attacks 

against Tamil civilians by armed Muslim groups, some of  them operating 

in the shadow of  the government forces. The government strategy against 

WKH�/77(�ZDV�OHVV�VXFFHVVIXO�WKDQ�LW�KDG�EHHQ�DJDLQVW�WKH�-93��DQG�OLWWOH�
E\�OLWWOH�WKH�SDWFKZRUN�VRYHUHLJQW\�HVWDEOLVKHG�LQ������FDPH�WR�VHHP�OLNH�
D� ¶QRUPDO·�VWDWH�RI �DIIDLUV��:LWKLQ�WKDW�VWDWH�RI �DIIDLUV�� WKH�SRRU�YLOODJHV�
RI � WKH� HDVW� EHFDPH� WKH� SULPH� UHFUXLWLQJ� JURXQG� IRU� WKH�/77(��ZKRVH�
PDLQ� EDWWOHV� ZHUH� EHLQJ� IRXJKW� HOVHZKHUH� LQ� WKH� QRUWK� DQG� WKH�9DQQL��
Recruitment started as a predominantly voluntary process, but little by 

OLWWOH� WKH�GHJUHH�RI �FRHUFLRQ� LQFUHDVHG��7KH�VHHPLQJ� ¶QRUPDOLW\·�RI �ZDU�
also comprised a hardening of  faultlines. The east became a region 

fragmented by frontlines, checkpoints, curfews and entrenched ethno-

political boundaries. Security regimes, patronage politics and restrictions 

on livelihoods had distinct impacts on the Sinhala, Muslim and Tamil 

communities, and this drove deep wedges between them (Goodhand 

HW� DO�� ������.RUI � DQG�)�QIJHOG� ������%RKOH� ������%RKOH� DQG�)�QIJHOG�
�������7KH������&HDVHÀUH�$JUHHPHQW�ZLWK�WKH�JRYHUQPHQW�HQDEOHG�WKH�
insurgents to consolidate their rule in the areas they controlled, while also 

H[SDQGLQJ� WKHLU� SROLWLFDO�ZRUN� LQ� JRYHUQPHQW�FRQWUROOHG� WHUULWRU\�� 7KDW�
in turn became a growing source of  resentment, and this second phase 

HQGHG�ZKHQ�WKH�HDVWHUQ�OHDGHU�RI �WKH�/77(��.DUXQD��DQQRXQFHG�KLV�VSOLW�
ZLWK�WKH� OHDGHUVKLS� LQ�$SULO�������:KDW�VWDUWHG�DV�WKH� ¶.DUXQD�IDFWLRQ·��
morphed into a paramilitary group-turned-political party called the 

7093��DJDLQ�DFWLQJ�LQ�WKH�VKDGRZ�RI �WKH�JRYHUQPHQW�IRUFHV��:LWK�WKHLU�
VXSSRUW��WKH�JRYHUQPHQW�ZDV�DEOH�WR�UHFDSWXUH�/77(�WHUULWRU\�DQG�GHFODUH�
YLFWRU\�LQ�WKH�HDVW�LQ�������7KH�ÀQDO�SKDVH��ZKLFK�FRQWLQXHV�DV�ZH�ZULWH��
LQYROYHG�WKH�HOLPLQDWLRQ�RI �WKH�/77(�DV�DQ�DOWHUQDWLYH�VRXUFH�RI �SRZHU�
and authority in the region, and the reversion to a pattern of  ‘normal 

SROLWLFV·�ZKLFK�LV�QRW�DOZD\V�VR�YHU\�GLIIHUHQW�IURP�WKH�SROLWLFV�RI �ZDUWLPH�
Two vignettes from the long years of  war capture some of  the shifting 

FRQWRXUV�RI �ZDUVFDSH�LQ�WKH�HDVW��7KH�ÀUVW� LV�IURP�-XO\�������ZKHQ�WKH�
ÀUVW�SKDVH�ZDV�DW�WKH�PD[LPXP�SRLQW�RI �ÁX[�DQG�FRQIXVLRQ��7KH�VHFRQG�
LV�IURP�������ZKHQ�WKH�JRYHUQPHQW�DQG�WKH�/77(�KDG�VHWWOHG�LQWR�VRPH�
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kind of  long-term accommodation in the area around Batticaloa itself. In 

������D�WHPSRUDU\�DQG�XQOLNHO\�DOOLDQFH�EHWZHHQ�3UHVLGHQW�3UHPDGDVD�DQG�
WKH�/77(�IRUFHG�WKH�,QGLDQV�WR�VWDUW�WKH�SURFHVV�RI �ZLWKGUDZDO�IURP�WKH�
LVODQG��$V�WKH�,3.)�OHIW��WKH�/77(�GHWDLQHG�D�ODUJH�QXPEHU�RI �SROLFHPHQ�
LQ� WKH� %DWWLFDORD� DUHD�� KXQGUHGV�� 6LQKDOD� DQG� 0XVOLP�� ZHUH� PXUGHUHG��
7KH�/77(� DOVR� VWDUWHG� WKHLU� RZQ� DWWDFNV� RQ�0XVOLPV�� IRU�ZKLFK� WKHUH�
were further reprisals, while the government forces conducted round-ups 

and atrocities of  their own on Tamil villages. In his diary, Ben Bavinck 

records his impressions of  a trip to the east at the height of  the killing 

and confusion:

8th July 1990, Batticaloa��(DUO\� WKLV�PRUQLQJ�� ,� VHW�RXW� IRU�&KHQNDODGL��
$ODV��,Q�WKH�GLP�OLJKW�RI �GDZQ�,�SDVVHG�VL[�ERGLHV�O\LQJ�RQ�WKH�VWUHHWV��
EXUQLQJ�RQ�FDU�W\UHV��+HUH��LQ�%DWWLFDORD�WRR�
,Q�8UDQL�� ,�EULHÁ\�YLVLWHG� WKH�&6,� >&KXUFK�RI �6RXWK�,QGLD@�SDVWRU��

(DUO�6RORPRQ��DQG�KLV�ZLIH�DQG��DIWHU�SDVVLQJ�D�VWULFW�FKHFNSRLQW�DW�WKH�
Airport Road junction, I was back in Tiger-land. South of  Kiran, several 

big buildings had been blown up by the Tigers, allegedly to prevent the 

DUP\�IURP�HYHU�XVLQJ�WKHP��7KLV�LV�FRPPRQ�SUDFWLFH�ZLWK�WKHVH�¶ER\V·��
«�,Q�D�FRQYHUVDWLRQ�ZLWK�5HY��$OIUHG��KH�YHQWHG�KLV�IHHOLQJV�RI �GHVSDLU�
DERXW� WKH�7LJHUV��+H� IHOW� WKDW� WKH\� GLG� QRW� KDYH� DQ\� UHDOLVDWLRQ� WKDW�
a people slowly build up their material resources. If  one destroys all 

WKHVH��WKH\�KDYH�WR�VWDUW�DJDLQ�IURP�VFUDWFK��¶:H�KDYH�EHHQ�VHW�EDFN�D�
����\HDUV�·�KH�VDLG�
,�ZHQW�RQ�WR�9DODLFKFKHQDL��ZKHUH�,�KHDUG�WKDW�WKH�DUP\�KDG�NLOOHG�

����SHRSOH��PDQ\�ZLWK�NQLYHV�
,Q� &KHQNDODGL�� DOO� WKH� VKRSV� KDYH� EHHQ� UDQVDFNHG� E\� WKH� ¶ER\V·��

�%DYLQFN�����������

Bavinck then goes on to describe the worsening violence between 

Muslims and Tamils that had been sparked by the killings of  the policemen 

�¶IURP�RQH�0XVOLP�YLOODJH�DORQH��$GGDODLFKFKHQDL������SROLFH�FRQVWDEOHV�
KDYH�EHHQ�NLOOHG·�>���������@���+H�DOVR�GHVFULEHV�DWWHPSWV�E\�ORFDO�ZRUWKLHV�
in some places to mediate between the Tigers and the other forces, and 

minimise the violence – ‘the Assistant Government Agent, the bank 

PDQDJHU��WKH�5RPDQ�&DWKROLF�SULHVW·�������������
7KH� HQWU\� IURP� %DYLQFN·V� GLDU\� UHSUHVHQWV� RQH� RI � WKH�PRVW� YRODWLOH�

moments in this history of  the war. A few years later, the arrangements set 

LQ�SODFH�LQ�WKH�HDUO\�����V�KDG�EHJXQ�WR�DFTXLUH�DQ�DLU�RI �SHUPDQHQFH��,Q�
�����DQ�,QGLDQ�MRXUQDOLVW�UHSRUWHG�RQ�WKH�/77(·V�DWWHPSWV�DW�VWDWH�EXLOGLQJ�
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from its stronghold of  Kokkadichcholai, a village a few miles across the 

lagoon from Batticaloa town (the latter remaining in government hands):

$W� WKH� KHDUW� RI � WKH� ¶VWDWH� VWUXFWXUHV·� LQ� .RNNDGLFKRODL� >VLF@� LV� WKH�
/77(·V�SROLWLFDO�RIÀFH��ZKLFK� LV�NHSW� WLFNLQJ�E\� LWV� LQWHOOLJHQFH�ZLQJ��
+HUH��D�SROLWLFDO�UHSUHVHQWDWLYH�RI �WKH�/77(�EULHIV�WKLV�FRUUHVSRQGHQW�
RQ�WKH�LQWULFDFLHV�RI �¶(HODP�HWKRV·�DQG�JLYHV�PDWWHU�RI�IDFW�UHSOLHV�WR�
some questions and parries others. Keeping vigil all the while is Tulasi, 

HYLGHQWO\� DQ� LQWHOOLJHQFH� RIÀFLDO�� 7XODVL� VDZ� DFWLRQ� LQ� WKH� EDWWOH� IRU�
-DIIQD�� MXVW� EHIRUH� WKH� 6UL� /DQNDQ�PLOLWDU\� IRUFHV� RYHUUDQ� WKH� /77(�
VWURQJKROG�LQ�WKH�QRUWKHUQ�SHQLQVXOD�LQ�-DQXDU\�������+H�LV�SDUWLFXODU�
WKDW�QR�SKRWRJUDSKV�EH�WDNHQ�RI �/77(�ÀJKWHUV��DV�GLVWLQFW�IURP�JXDUGV�
or sentinels, in Kokkadicholai [sic].

2Q� WKH� VWUHHWV� RI � .RNNDGLFKRODL� >VLF@� RQH� VHHV� /77(� ÀJKWHUV��
LQFOXGLQJ� ZRPHQ�� $� ¶FRXUW� RI � MXVWLFH·� DQG� D� ¶SROLFH� VWDWLRQ·� UXQ� E\�
WKH�/77(�FRQVWLWXWH�WKH�FHQWUHSLHFH�RI �WKH�SRZHU�VWUXFWXUH��7KHUH�LV��
however, no chamber of  representatives of  the people. This is in line 

ZLWK�WKH�/77(·V�WKHRU\�RI �VWDWH��WKH�RUJDQLVDWLRQ�IDYRXUV�D�V\VWHP�RI �
FHQWUDOLVHG�SRZHU�LQ�WKH�KDQGV�RI �D�¶VXSUHPH�OHDGHU·��7KH�DEVHQFH�RI �D�
FKDPEHU�RI �SHRSOH·V�UHSUHVHQWDWLYHV�DOVR�SRLQWV�WR�WKH�IDFW�WKDW�DOWKRXJK�
for all practical purposes this terrain is in the administrative control of  

WKH�/77(��LW�KDV�QRW�EURNHQ�IUHH�RI �WKH�VRYHUHLJQ�6UL�/DQNDQ�VWDWH��7KH�
relative free movement of  people and goods across the dividing line 

between Kokkadicholai [sic] and the Batticaloa segment is a sure sign 

of  a continuing, perhaps sustainable, interaction between the two sides. 

�6XU\DQDUD\DQD������

$� YLOODJH� OLNH� .RNNDGLFKFKRODL� SOD\HG� D� WZR�IROG� UROH� LQ� WKH� /77(�
VWUDWHJ\�� DW�RQFH� DQ� H[HPSODU�RI � WKH�QHZ�ZRUOG�RI �7DPLO�(HODP� WR�EH�
shown off  to foreign journalists (and the occasional gullible anthropologist 

>7UDZLFN�����@��� DQG�D� VRXUFH�RI � IUHVK� UHFUXLWV� WR�EH� VHQW� WR� WKH�QRUWK�
ZKHUH�WKH�¶UHDO·�ZDU�ZDV�EHLQJ�SXUVXHG�UHPRUVHOHVVO\��,Q�D�IHZ�VKRUW�\HDUV��
WKH�YLROHQW�FKDRV�RI �WKH�HDUO\�����V�KDG�VHWWOHG�LQWR�D�VWDWH�RI �JUXGJLQJ�
mutual accommodation, war-as-usual rather than the unpredictable and 

unruly violence of  a few years earlier. 

7KH�VWDOHPDWH�RI � WKH� VHFRQG�KDOI �RI � WKH�����V�GLG� OLWWOH� WR�KHOS� WKH�
enfeebled economy of  the area. Much of  the richest paddy land was now 

HLWKHU�LQ�WKH�]RQH�FRQWUROOHG�E\�WKH�/77(��DQG�WKHUHIRUH�VXEMHFW�WR�WKHLU�
HIIRUWV�DW� WD[DWLRQ��RU�RQ� WKH�FRQWHVWHG�ERUGHUV�EHWZHHQ�6LQKDOD��7DPLO�
DQG�0XVOLP�DUHDV��6RPH�ÀHOGV�KDG�WR�EH�DEDQGRQHG��RWKHUV�VXIIHUHG�IURP�
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labour shortages as no one wanted to work in such potentially deadly 

ORFDWLRQV��/DJRRQ�ÀVKLQJ�ZDV�DOVR�KLW�E\�FXUIHZV�DQG�JRYHUQPHQW��DQG�
/77(�� KDUDVVPHQW� �*RRGKDQG� HW� DO�� ������ %RKOH� DQG� )�QIJHOG� �������
Transport links to the rest of  the island were disrupted by checkpoints 

and a general deterioration of  the roads, limiting the opportunities to 

access markets for local produce. The impact of  this regime was unequal 

in ethnic terms: while Muslims were largely denied access to their paddy 

ÀHOGV�LQ�/77(�FRQWUROOHG�DUHDV��PDQ\�7DPLO�IDUPHUV�FRXOG�VWLOO�FXOWLYDWH�
SDGG\��EXW�IDFHG�GLIÀFXOWLHV�WR�EULQJ�LW�LQWR�FOHDUHG�DUHDV�WR�WKH�PDUNHWV�
3ROLWLFDOO\�� D� VLJQLÀFDQW� GHYHORSPHQW� RI � WKH� ����V� ZDV� WKH� ULVH� WR�

importance of  the Sri Lanka Muslim Congress (SLMC) under the 

FKDULVPDWLF� OHDGHUVKLS�RI �0�+�0��$VKUDII��8QWLO� WKH� ODWH�����V��0XVOLP�
politicians across the island had tended to align themselves, more or less 

opportunistically, with one or other of  the two Sinhala-dominated national 

parties, the UNP and the SLFP. There was also a long-term trend in which 

Muslim politicians from the richer areas of  the south-west attempted to 

speak in the name of  the poorer Muslim communities of  the north and east 

�0F*LOYUD\�DQG�5DKHHP��������,Q�LWV�IRUPDWLRQ��$VKUDII ·V�6/0&�UHYHUVHG�
both these trends. It was a party that attempted to mobilise Muslims as 

a single bloc across the island, led by a man born and raised in the east. 

$VKUDII �KLPVHOI �ZDV�FOHDUO\�LQÁXHQFHG�E\�WKH�ULVH�RI �7DPLO�LGHQWLW\�SROLWLFV��
$V� D�SDUWLFLSDQW� DW� WKH�9DGGXNRGGDL�PHHWLQJ� LQ�������ZKHUH� WKH�7DPLO�
United Liberation Front (TULF) leadership set down the terms for their 

goal of  a separate Tamil nation, Ashraff  is said to have presented himself  

DV� WKH� ¶\RXQJHU� EURWKHU·� RI �78/)� OHDGHU�$PLUWKDOLQJDP�� SURPLVLQJ� WR�
GHOLYHU�(HODP�VKRXOG�$PLUWKDOLQJDP�IDOO�VKRUW� �,VPDLO�HW�DO��������������
/HDYLQJ�7DPLO�GUHDPV�RI �(HODP�EHKLQG��$VKUDII ·V�6/0&�SOD\HG�GRZQ�
DQ\�VSHFLÀFDOO\� ,VODPLVW� VWUDQG�ZLWKLQ� LWV�SROLWLFDO�SURMHFW�� FRQFHQWUDWLQJ�
instead on protecting the interests of  the Muslims conceived as a single 

SROLWLFDO� HQWLW\�� )RXQGHG� LQ� ������ WKH� SDUW\� URVH� VZLIWO\� DV� WKH� HDVWHUQ�
Muslims found themselves increasingly squeezed by the rise of  the Tamil 

militant movements. The SLMC won enough seats to become the biggest 

RSSRVLWLRQ�SDUW\�LQ�WKH�VKRUW�OLYHG�1RUWK�(DVW�3URYLQFLDO�&RXQFLO�LQ�������
DQG�JDLQHG�IRXU�03V�LQ�WKDW�\HDU·V�SDUOLDPHQWDU\�HOHFWLRQ��,Q�������LW�ZRQ�
VHYHQ�VHDWV�LQ�SDUOLDPHQW��DQG�ZDV�EURXJKW�LQWR�&KDQGULND�.XPDUDWXQJD·V�
ruling coalition, with Ashraff  using his position as Minister of  Ports and 

Shipping to promote the development of  harbour facilities in the east. But 

WKH�VR�FDOOHG�¶$VKUDII �IDFWRU·�ZHQW�IDU�EH\RQG�WKH�FRQÀQHV�RI �WKH�KDUERXU�
sector and was manifest in new public buildings in Muslim settlements 

across the east.
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:KHQ�$VKUDII � GLHG� LQ� D� KHOLFRSWHU� FUDVK� LQ� ������ WKH� SURVSHFWV� IRU�
0XVOLP�SROLWLFDO�XQLW\�VHHP�WR�KDYH�GLHG�ZLWK�KLP��7ZR�ÀJXUHV�IURP�WKH�
.DQG\�DUHD��5DXI �+DNHHP�DQG�$VKUDII ·V�ZLGRZ�)HULDO�$VKUDII��FODLPHG�
WKH�VXFFHVVLRQ��DQG�ZKHQ�+DNHHP�HPHUJHG�DV�OHDGHU��)HULDO�IRXQGHG�DQ�
alternative party. Since then, although the SLMC are still frequently treated 

as if  they are the pre-eminent representatives of  Muslims in general, 

Muslim political power has fragmented, with more or less autonomous 

0XVOLP�OHDGHUV�KROGLQJ�VZD\�LQ�SDUWLFXODU�DUHDV��:KDW�HQGXUHV��PRUH�WKDQ�
anything, is the importance of  patronage, the ability to be seen to deliver 

state resources to your supporters. The need to tap into state power severely 

impedes the scope of  these political entrepreneurs to advocate ‘the Muslim 

FDXVH·�²�WKH�FROOHFWLYH�ULJKWV�RI �WKH�0XVOLP�FRPPXQLW\�DV�D�VHOI�GHÀQHG�
ethnic group – as that would place them in opposition to the government 

from which they demand resources and in which their politicians hold 

ministerial portfolios. In this respect, both Sinhala and Muslims in the 

HDVW�LQ�WKH�����V�FRXOG�VHH�WKH�VWDWH�DV�D�SRWHQWLDOO\�EHQHYROHQW�VRXUFH�RI �
EHQHÀWV��(DVWHUQ�7DPLOV��ZLWK�OLWWOH�RU�QR�SROLWLFDO� OHYHUDJH�LQ�&RORPER��
were left out of  patronage networks, with only the repressive machinery 

RI � WKH� VHFXULW\� DSSDUDWXV� WR� UHPLQG� WKHP� RI � WKH� FHQWUDO� JRYHUQPHQW·V�
claims on them. This imbalance between the two minorities – the Muslims 

and the Tamils – in their relative political leverage and patronage power 

OHG�PDQ\�7DPLOV�WR�ODEHO�0XVOLPV�DV�¶ZDU�ZLQQHUV·�LQ�WKH�HDVW�²�DQRWKHU�
source of  resentment between the two ethnic communities.

The security apparatus itself  grew as the war proceeded, providing an 

increasingly important source of  income for people in the poorer areas 

of  the country. Recruitment to the growing military sector was not simply 

VNHZHG� WR�SRRU�SDUWV�RI � WKH�FRXQWU\� OLNH�(DVWHUQ�3URYLQFH�� LW�ZDV� DOVR�
KHDYLO\�VNHZHG�WR�\RXQJ�6LQKDOD�%XGGKLVW�PHQ��$�:RUOG�%DQN�VXUYH\�LQ�
����²�����UHYHDOHG�WKDW�LQ�(DVWHUQ�3URYLQFH��D�TXDUWHU�RI �6LQKDOD�PHQ�LQ�
WKH���²���DJH�JURXS�ZHUH�GLUHFWO\�HPSOR\HG� LQ� WKH�PLOLWDU\� �9HQXJRSDO�
������ ����� VHH� DOVR�.RUI � ������� $V� ZHOO� DV� MRLQLQJ� WKH� SROLFH� DQG� WKH�
DUP\��ERWK�6LQKDOD�DQG�0XVOLPV�ZHUH�GUDIWHG�DV�SDUW�WLPH�ÀJKWHUV�LQ�WKH�
+RPH�*XDUG� XQLWV� WKDW� ZHUH� VHW� XS� LQ� WKH� ODWH� ����V�� 7KLV� EURXJKW� D�
VLJQLÀFDQW�SURSRUWLRQ�RI �\RXQJ�PHQ�DQG�WKHLU��H[WHQGHG��IDPLOLHV�LQ�WKHVH�
VHWWOHPHQWV�WR�GHSHQG�RQ�WKLV�VRXUFH�RI �LQFRPH��FUHDWLQJ�DQ�LQÁDWHG�FDVK�
economy in these frontier villages.

Not War

:KHQ�H[DFWO\�VKRXOG�ZH�VD\�WKH�ZDU�HQGHG�LQ�WKH�HDVW"�7KH�TXHVWLRQ�LV�
PXFK�OHVV�VWUDLJKWIRUZDUG�WKDQ�LW�PD\�DSSHDU�DW�ÀUVW��7KUHH�SRVVLEOH�GDWHV�
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VXJJHVW� WKHPVHOYHV�� ,Q� ������ WKH� JRYHUQPHQW� DQG� WKH� /77(� VLJQHG� D�
&HDVHÀUH�$JUHHPHQW�EURNHUHG�E\�1RUZD\�DFWLQJ�DV�D�WKLUG�SDUW\�PHGLDWRU��
7KDW�DJUHHPHQW�ZDV�RQO\�IRUPDOO\�DEURJDWHG�E\�WKH�JRYHUQPHQW�LQ�������
EXW�E\�WKHQ�WKH�VDPH�JRYHUQPHQW�KDG�DOUHDG\�GHFODUHG�¶YLFWRU\·�LQ�WKH�HDVW��
,W�LV�FOHDU�WKDW�WKH�/77(�ZDV�FRPSUHKHQVLYHO\�GHIHDWHG�LQ�WKH�ÀQDO�EDWWOH�
LQ�0D\�������EXW�PDQ\�ZRXOG�DUJXH�WKDW�HYHQ�WKLV�GLG�QRW�UHSUHVHQW�D�FOHDU�
¶HQG·�WR�WKH�FRQÁLFW��,QGHHG��LQ������DQG������ZH�ZHUH�RIWHQ�H[SOLFLWO\�WROG�
by activists in the area not to take away the impression that anything had 

UHDOO\�FKDQJHG�RU�LPSURYHG�ZLWK�WKH�GHSDUWXUH�RI �WKH�/77(�IURP�WKH�ORFDO�
SROLWLFDO�VFHQH��9LROHQFH�FRQWLQXHG��SROLWLFDO�FODLPV�KDG�QRW�EHHQ�UHVROYHG�
7KH�VWRU\�RI �ZDU�LQ�6UL�/DQND·V�PRVW�GLYHUVH�UHJLRQ�LV�D�XQLTXHO\�HDVWHUQ�

narrative with many localised elements, rather than simply a derivative of  

WKH�QDWLRQDO�VHTXHQFH�RI �HYHQWV��+RZHYHU��JLYHQ�WKDW�ERWK�WKH�JRYHUQPHQW�
DQG� WKH� /77(� FHQWUHV� OLH� RXWVLGH� WKH� UHJLRQ��ZH� GR� QHHG� WR� SODFH� WKH�
HDVW�FRDVW·V�H[SHULHQFH�RI �ZDU�LQ�WKH�FRQWH[W�RI �6UL�/DQND·V�ZLGHU�SROLWLFDO�
DQG�PLOLWDU\�GHYHORSPHQWV��7KH�GHIHDW�RI � WKH�/77(�HQGHG� D� ORQJ� DQG�
WXUEXOHQW� SHULRG� RI � FHDVHÀUHV�� SHDFH� WDONV�� PLOLWDU\� UH�HVFDODWLRQV� DQG�
new stalemates. 

The story of  how and why the war ended in Sri Lanka remains bitterly 

FRQWHVWHG��%\� WKH� ODWH�����V�� WKHUH�ZDV�D�VWURQJ�VHQVH� WKDW� WKH�ZDU�KDG�
EHFRPH�XQZLQQDEOH�E\�HLWKHU�VLGH��&KDQGULND�.XPDUDWXQJD·V�JRYHUQPHQW�
KDG�EHHQ�HOHFWHG�LQ������ZLWK�KLJK�KRSHV�IRU�SHDFH��EXW�RSWLPLVWLF�HDUO\�
VLJQV� RI � GLDORJXH� ZLWK� WKH� /77(� ZLWKHUHG� DOPRVW� LPPHGLDWHO\�� :DU�
UHVWDUWHG��DQG�DIWHU�UHWDNLQJ�FRQWURO�RI �-DIIQD�IURP�WKH�/77(��JRYHUQPHQW�
forces became bogged down in an attritional struggle for territory in the 

/77(� VWURQJKROG� RI � WKH� 9DQQL�� 7KH� JRYHUQPHQW� SHUVHYHUHG� ZLWK� DQ�
attempt to combine a political strategy to build consensus around a set 

of  constitutional proposals that would address Tamil grievances once and 

IRU�DOO��ZKLOH�SXVKLQJ�EDFN�WKH�/77(�RQ�WKH�PLOLWDU\�IURQW��,W�DOVR�DFWLYHO\�
SXUVXHG�LQWHUQDWLRQDO�VXSSRUW�IRU�LWV�HIIRUWV�WR�ÀQG�DQ�HQG�WR�WKH�FRQÁLFW��
)RU�WKH�/77(��ZLWK�LWV�GHQVH�QHWZRUNV�RI �VXSSRUW�LQ�WKH�JURZLQJ�7DPLO�
GLDVSRUD�LQ�(XURSH��$XVWUDOLD�DQG�1RUWK�$PHULFD��WKH�VWUXJJOH�KDG�DOVR�
long since become an international one. This was the situation in which 

Norway came forward as a potential third-party mediator. The formal 

SURFHVV� FRPPHQFHG� LQ� �����ZLWK�3UHVLGHQW�.XPDUDWXQJD·V� UHTXHVW� IRU�
1RUZD\�WR�VWDUW�D�GLDORJXH�ZLWK�WKH�/77(��DQG�UHDFKHG�LWV�KLJK�SRLQW�ZLWK�
ERWK�VLGHV�DJUHHLQJ�WKH�&HDVHÀUH�$JUHHPHQW�LQ�)HEUXDU\�������
7KH�&)$�ZDV� IROORZHG� E\� VL[� URXQGV� RI � IRUPDO� QHJRWLDWLRQV� LQ� WKH�

PRQWKV�WKDW�IROORZHG��EXW�E\�WKH�PLGGOH�RI ������WKH�WDONV�KDG�UHDFKHG�DQ�
impasse. The tangled story of  the Norwegian intervention is immensely 
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FRPSOLFDWHG��LQYROYLQJ�DV�LW�GRHV�QRW�PHUHO\�WKH�/77(��WKH�JRYHUQPHQW�
and the Norwegians but also other important international players such 

DV�,QGLD��WKH�86$�DQG�WKH�PDMRU�DLG�GRQRUV��PDLQO\�WKH�:RUOG�%DQN��WKH�
$VLDQ�'HYHORSPHQW�%DQN��WKH�8.��86$��-DSDQ�DQG�WKH�(8�LQ�SDUWLFXODU���
who had collectively positioned their sizeable aid budgets and promised 

huge amounts of  aid as inducements to keep the peace process alive 

�*RRGKDQG�HW�DO���������2Q�WKH�JURXQG�LQ�WKH�HDVW��WKH�&)$�KDG�D�QXPEHU�
of  immediate implications. Travel became easier all over the island, and 

WKH� /77(�ZHUH� DEOH� WR� VHW� XS� RIÀFHV� DQG� KROG� UDOOLHV� LQ� JRYHUQPHQW�
controlled areas like Batticaloa town. The Norwegian effort was heavily 

FRQFHQWUDWHG� RQ� WKH� SUREOHP� RI � EULQJLQJ� WKH� /77(� WR� WKH� WDEOH� DQG�
keeping them there: this meant there was no formal role for other affected 

groups like the Muslims, let alone dissident Tamils who did not support 

WKH�/77(�SURMHFW��)RU�WKH�H[FOXGHG��WKH�SURFHVV�LWVHOI �FDUULHG�WKH�YHLOHG�
WKUHDW�RI �IXWXUH�/77(�GRPLQDQFH�LQ�WKH�QRUWK�DQG�HDVW�
'HVSLWH�WKH�ODFN�RI �SURJUHVV�DW�WKH�WDONV��WKH�LPPHGLDWH�FRQVHTXHQFH�

of  the process itself  was destabilising for both opposed parties. By the 

time the CFA was signed, Kumaratunga had lost control of  Parliament to 

the opposition UNP and was forced to work with a bitter political enemy, 

WKH� QHZ� 3ULPH�0LQLVWHU� 5DQLO�:LFNUHPHVLQJKH�� 7KH� DJRQLVWLF� G\QDPLF�
of  Sri Lankan party politics worked its malign magic, encouraging 

.XPDUDWXQJD·V�VXSSRUWHUV�WR�WDUJHW�WKH�1RUZHJLDQV�DQG�:LFNUHPHVLQJKH�
DV�VWRRJHV�ZRUNLQJ�LQ�WKH�LQWHUHVWV�RI �WKH�/77(��2Q�WKH�/77(�VLGH��WKH�
destabilisation was less predictable in the direction it took but, as it turned 

out, completely fatal in its consequences: the aforementioned Karuna split 

GURYH�D�PDMRU�QDLO�LQ�WKH�/77(·V�FRIÀQ��2Q���0DUFK�������.DUXQD�²�WKHQ�
WKH�/77(�FRPPDQGHU�LQ�WKH�HDVW��&RORQHO�.DUXQD�²�DQQRXQFHG�WKDW�KLV�
IRUFHV�ZRXOG�QR�ORQJHU�WDNH�RUGHUV�IURP�WKH�/77(�KLHUDUFK\�LQ�WKH�QRUWK��
A month later, it looked as if  the breakaway group had been comprehen-

VLYHO\�GHIHDWHG�E\�IRUFHV�OR\DO�WR�3UDEKDNDUDQ��WKH�/77(�OHDGHU��.DUXQD�
himself  escaped, and with the support of  the army, was able to regroup 

DQG�� OLWWOH�E\� OLWWOH�� VWULNH�EDFN�DJDLQVW� WKH�/77(�LQ� WKH�HDVW��0HDQZKLOH�
:LFNUHPHVLQJKH·V� JRYHUQPHQW� ZDV� GHIHDWHG� LQ� D� VQDS� SDUOLDPHQWDU\�
election, in which hardline nationalist parties opposed to the Norwegian 

HIIRUWV� SURVSHUHG�� $� OLWWOH� RYHU� WZR� \HDUV� RQ� IURP� WKH� FHDVHÀUH�� ERWK�
VLJQDWRULHV� IRXQG� WKHLU�SRVLWLRQ�XQGHUPLQHG�E\�GLYLVLRQV�RQ� WKHLU� ¶VLGH·�
of  the war.

2XU�ERRN·V� VXEWLWOH� �¶$Q�(WKQRJUDSK\�RI �:DU� DQG�3HDFH·�� GRHV�QRW��
WKHQ��LQGLFDWH�D�VLPSOH�WUDQVLWLRQ�EHWZHHQ�WZR�NQRZQ�VWDWHV��IURP�¶ZDU·�to 
¶SHDFH·��EXW�DQ�H[SORUDWLRQ�RI �DQ�XQUHVROYHG�VWDWH��ERWK�¶ZDU·�and�¶SHDFH·���
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,Q�WKH�\HDUV�OHDGLQJ�XS�WR�WKH������&)$��WKH�¶KRW·�ZDU�KDG�VKLIWHG�WR�WKH�
QRUWK��DQG�LW�ZDV�LQ�WKH�9DQQL�WKDW�WKH�JRYHUQPHQW�DQG�WKH�/77(�ZHUH�
ÀJKWLQJ�WKHPVHOYHV� WR�D�VWDQGVWLOO�� ,Q� WKH�HDVW�� WKH� OLQHV�RI �GHPDUFDWLRQ�
EHWZHHQ�VR�FDOOHG�¶FOHDUHG·�DQG�¶XQFOHDUHG·�DUHDV�ZHUH�NQRZQ�DQG��PRVW�RI �
WKH�WLPH�DW�OHDVW��UHODWLYHO\�XQFRQWHVWHG��7KH�VLWXDWLRQ�ZDV�QRW�H[DFWO\�ZKDW�
any of  the parties wanted, but people at least knew where they stood. As 

D�&DWKROLF�SULHVW�WROG�XV�LQ�������

It used to be quite simple. If  somebody wanted to communicate with 

WKH�/77(��,�FRXOG�WDNH�P\�PRWRUELNH�RQ�WKH�IHUU\�DQG�FURVV�WKH�ODJRRQ�
and take the message. There were two sides and everyone knew who 

WKH\�ZHUH��%XW�QRZ�«�

+LV�YRLFH�WUDLOHG�RII��OHDYLQJ�XV�WR�FRPSOHWH�KLV�WKRXJKW��7KLV�IHHOLQJ�RI �
complete confusion about who was standing on whose side framed the 

FRPPRQ�VD\LQJ��¶<RX�RQO\�RSHQ�\RXU�PRXWK�WR�HDW�·
7KH�IRUPHU�¶.DUXQD�)DFWLRQ·��WKH�7093��KDG�ÀOOHG�VRPH�RI �WKH�SROLWLFDO�

VSDFH� RFFXSLHG� E\� WKH� /77(� XQWLO� WKHLU� ZLWKGUDZDO� WKH� SUHYLRXV� \HDU��
)ROORZLQJ�.DUXQD·V�DEVHQFH�IURP�WKH�HDVW��WKH�7093�KDG�VSOLW�DJDLQ��$�
FRQWHQWLRXV�HOHFWLRQ�KDG�VHHQ�WKH�OHDGHU�RI �RQH�7093�IDFWLRQ��3LOOD\DQ��
LQVWDOOHG�DV�&KLHI �0LQLVWHU�RI �WKH�(DVWHUQ�3URYLQFH�LQ�������ZKLOH�DQRWKHU�
(Karuna) served in senior government positions in Colombo. But this 

veneer of  respectability did little to cloak the less respectable situation 

RQ� WKH�JURXQG��7KH�7093�ZHUH�D� UDJ�WDJ� IRUFH�RI � LOO�WUDLQHG�DQG�YHU\�
young armed men – some of  them forcibly recruited from the same 

YLOODJHV� WKH�/77(�KDG�XVHG� IRU� WKHLU� IRUFLEOH� UHFUXLWPHQW� LQ� WKH� UHFHQW�
SDVW��6iQFKH]�0HHUWHQV��������7KHLU�ORFDO�SUH�HPLQHQFH�RZHG�HYHU\WKLQJ�
to the protective shadow of  the Sri Lankan Army. Moreover, their election 

victory brought to a head the internal divisions between those around 

Pillayan and those more attached to Karuna, who was by now a minister in 

WKH�&RORPER�JRYHUQPHQW��7KH�WZR�7093�IDFWLRQV�VWDUWHG�WR�WDUJHW�HDFK�
other. A week before the conversation with the priest, a group of  Pillayan 

VXSSRUWHUV�KDG�EHHQ�PXUGHUHG�LQ�WKH�7093�RIÀFH�LQ�&KHQNDODGL�QRUWK�
RI �%DWWLFDORD��'LVDSSHDUDQFHV�ZHUH�FRPPRQ��%RGLHV�VRPHWLPHV�ZDVKHG�
XS� RQ� WKH� EDQNV� RI � WKH� ODJRRQ��2IÀFLDOO\�� WKLV�PD\� KDYH� EHHQ� ¶SHDFH·��
but it certainly did not feel at all secure. Not for the last time, we had to 

suppress our surprise when people looked back nearly nostalgically to the 

FODULW\�DQG�FHUWDLQWLHV�RI �WKH�ZDU�EHWZHHQ�WKH�/77(�DQG�WKH�JRYHUQPHQW�
7KH� SHULRG� RI � ¶QRW�ZDU�� QRW� SHDFH·�ZDV� DOVR� WKH� KLJK� SRLQW� RI � ¶QRW�

JRYHUQPHQW·� LQ� WKH� HDVW�� QRW� LQ� WKH� VHQVH� RI � D� GHFOLQH� LQ� VWDWH� DFWLYLW\��
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but rather in the sense of  a proliferation of  action in the name of  the 

¶QRQ�JRYHUQPHQWDO·��$�VPDOO�QXPEHU�RI �LQWHUQDWLRQDO�QRQ�JRYHUQPHQWDO�
RUJDQLVDWLRQV��,1*2V��KDG�EHHQ�DFWLYH�LQ�(DVWHUQ�3URYLQFH�VLQFH�WKH�HDUO\�
����V��DQG�DOPRVW�IURP�WKH�VWDUW�WKHLU�SUHVHQFH�DQG�WKHLU�FRPPLWPHQWV�
opened them up to political attack, especially from Sinhala nationalists for 

ZKRP�WKH�YHU\�LGHD�RI �WKH�¶QRQ�JRYHUQPHQWDO·�ZDV�D�SROLWLFDO�DQDWKHPD��
As the war proceeded, both national and international non-governmen-

tal agencies became increasingly embedded in everyday life in the east 

(and the north), not least because they offered a politically convenient 

way for international donors to support populations in the war-affected 

areas. In so far as the worst affected populations were likely to be Tamil, 

LW�ZDV�QRW�VXUSULVLQJ�WKDW�,1*2�ZRUN�ZDV�XVXDOO\�FRQFHQWUDWHG�LQ�7DPLO�
areas, nor was it surprising that this in itself, in the eyes of  their nationalist 

FULWLFV��FRXOG�EH�WDNHQ�DV�SURRI �RI �FRYHUW�VXSSRUW�IRU�WKH�/77(�DQG�LWV�
SROLWLFDO�SURMHFW��7KH�VLJQLQJ�RI �WKH�&)$�UDLVHG�WKH�SURÀOH�RI �QRQ�JRYHUQ-

mental activity in the shadow of  the war. The Norwegians, in particular, 

SRXUHG�DLG�LQWR�D�UDQJH�RI �1*2V�SURPLVLQJ�SHDFH�UHODWHG�LQWHUYHQWLRQV��
JHQHUDWLQJ�D�VKRUW�OLYHG� ¶SHDFH� LQGXVWU\·�� LQ�ZKLFK� ¶SHDFH�HQWUHSUHQHXUV·�
skilfully pitched their organisations to international donors eager to be 

seen to be associated with what promised to be the decisive intervention 

WKDW�ÀQDOO\�HQGHG�WKH�ORQJ��ELWWHU�ZDU��$QG��ZKHQ�ZDU�EURNH�RXW�DJDLQ�LQ�
������DQG�HVSHFLDOO\�DV� LW�UHDFKHG�LWV�HYHQWXDO�GHQRXHPHQW�LQ�D�ZDYH�RI �
RIÀFLDO�SDWULRWLF�IHUYRXU�LQ�������WKH�VDPH�RUJDQLVDWLRQV�DQG�HQWUHSUHQHXUV�
found themselves forced to distance themselves as far as possible from the 

YHU\�FRQFHSW�RI �¶SHDFH·��:DOWRQ�������
2Q� WRS� RI � WKH� SHDFH� ERRP�� WKH� %R[LQJ� 'D\� WVXQDPL� WKDW� KLW� WKH�

FRDVWOLQH�RI �WKH�HDVW�RQ�WKH�PRUQLQJ�RI ����'HFHPEHU������EURXJKW�LQ�LWV�
ZDNH�ZKDW�ZDV�RIWHQ�UHIHUUHG�WR�DV�D�¶VHFRQG�WVXQDPL·�RI �DLG��.RUI �������
0F*LOYUD\�DQG�*DPEXUG��������7KH�ÀUVW�WVXQDPL�NLOOHG�MXVW�RYHU��������
SHRSOH�LQ�$PSDUD�'LVWULFW��ZKLFK�KDG�WKH�KLJKHVW�GHDWK�WROO�LQ�WKH�LVODQG��
DQG�D�IXUWKHU�������LQ�%DWWLFDORD�'LVWULFW��$OWRJHWKHU��������KRPHV�ZHUH�
destroyed in the two districts. But the damage and immediate suffering 

ZHUH� FRQÀQHG� WR� D� QDUURZ� VWULS� DORQJ� WKH� FRDVW�� ZKLOH� LQIUDVWUXFWXUH��
housing and services a mile or more inland were unaffected. This narrow 

strip, though, was among the most densely settled areas in the country. 

3URPSWHG�E\�D�KXJH�ÁRZ�RI �GRQDWLRQV��DJHQFLHV�RI �DOO�VRUWV�VFUDPEOHG�WR�
ÀQG�VRPH�NLQG�RI �DFWLYLW\�WKH\�FRXOG�DWWDFK�WKHPVHOYHV�WR��HVSHFLDOO\�LQ�WKH�
weeks after the initial disaster when communications had been restored 

and transitional housing provided for the displaced, in a spirit aptly 

FDSWXUHG� LQ� 6WLUUDW·V� WHUP� ¶FRPSHWLWLYH� KXPDQLWDULDQLVP·� �6WLUUDW� ������
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*DDVEHHN�����E��VHH�DOVR�0F*LOYUD\�DQG�*DPEXUG��������,Q�WKH�PRQWKV�
that followed the disaster, the roads along the coast were choked with 

,1*2�YHKLFOHV��ZLWK�WKHLU�DJHQF\�ÁDJV�DQG�ZDYLQJ�VDWHOOLWH�SKRQH�DHULDOV��
7RZQV� OLNH� %DWWLFDORD� H[SHULHQFHG� D� EULHI � SURSHUW\� ERRP� DV� ,1*2V�
VRXJKW�VSDFH�IRU�WKHLU�QHZ�RIÀFHV��/RFDO�RUJDQLVDWLRQV�ZLWK�WKH�SHUVRQQHO�
DQG� H[SHULHQFH� WR� PDNH� D� FRQWULEXWLRQ� IRXQG� WKHPVHOYHV� LQXQGDWHG�
ZLWK�IXQGLQJ�DQG�RIIHUV�RI �FRRSHUDWLRQ��%\�ODWH�������WKRXJK��ZKHQ�WKH�
ÀHOGZRUN�IRU�WKLV�ERRN�EHJDQ��WKH�KXPDQLWDULDQ�WLGH�KDG�DOUHDG\�VWDUWHG�
to abate. Agencies were packing up and pulling out, housing projects were 

being completed, new emergencies elsewhere beckoned.

Politically, the tsunami was another blow for the Norwegian-backed 

peace process. This outcome was not immediately self-evident, however. 

,Q�WKH�ÀUVW�KRXUV�DQG�GD\V�DIWHU�WKH�GLVDVWHU��WKH�/77(�DQG�JRYHUQPHQW�
forces forgot about their antagonism and joined together in the search 

IRU� VXUYLYRUV�� %XW� DV� WKH� VFDOH� RI � H[WHUQDO� DLG� EHFDPH� DSSDUHQW�� ROG�
grievances about ownership and control of  resources swiftly resurfaced. 

The major international donors saw the emergency as an opportunity to 

force both sides to build more cooperative structures for rehabilitation 

and reconstruction work. Under donor pressure, a mechanism for the 

distribution and management of  aid through local community-based 

VWUXFWXUHV�ZKLFK�FRXOGQ·W�VLPSO\�RSHUDWH�DV�LQIRUPDO�ZLQJV�RI �HLWKHU�WKH�
JRYHUQPHQW�RU�WKH�/77(�²�FDOOHG�3�7206��3RVW�7VXQDPL�2SHUDWLRQDO�
0DQDJHPHQW� 6WUXFWXUH�� ²� ZDV� SXW� WRJHWKHU�� $QWL�1*2� VHQWLPHQW� DQG�
DQWL�1RUZHJLDQ�VHQWLPHQW�FRDOHVFHG�DURXQG�WKH�3�7206�SURSRVDO��DQG�
DIWHU�D�VKRUW�EXW�LQWHQVH�FDPSDLJQ�LQ�ZKLFK�WKH�-93�OHIW�WKH�JRYHUQPHQW�
coalition, the proposal was ruled unconstitutional by the Supreme Court 

LQ�-XO\�������6RPHWKLQJ�WKDW�KDG�VWDUWHG�DV�DQ�DWWHPSW�WR�EULQJ�WKH�WZR�
VLGHV�EDFN�LQWR�GLDORJXH��HQGHG�ZLWK�WKH�/77(�QXUVLQJ�DQ�HYHQ�VWURQJHU�
VHQVH� WKH\� ZHUH� EHLQJ� V\VWHPDWLFDOO\� H[FOXGHG� IURP� DFFHVV� WR� H[WHUQDO�
DLG�� $QG�� ZKLOH� WKH� 3�7206� SURSRVDOV� ZHUH� JUDGXDOO\� JULQGLQJ� WR� D�
constitutional halt, both sides were quietly stepping up the pressure. In 

)HEUXDU\�������WKH�/77(�SROLWLFDO�OHDGHU�LQ�WKH�HDVW�ZDV�DPEXVKHG�DQG�
killed in government-controlled territory. In April, the well-known Tamil 

MRXUQDOLVW�'KDUPDUDWQDP�6LYDUDP�ZDV�PXUGHUHG�LQ�&RORPER��,Q�$XJXVW�
�����WKH�)RUHLJQ�0LQLVWHU�/DNVPDQ�.DGLUJDPDU�ZDV�NLOOHG�E\�D�VQLSHU�LQ�
&RORPER��,Q�2FWREHU�WKH�3ULQFLSDO�RI �&HQWUDO�&ROOHJH�LQ�-DIIQD��D�NQRZQ�
RSSRQHQW�RI �/77(�FKLOG�UHFUXLWPHQW��ZDV�NLOOHG�DW�KLV�VFKRRO�

In the year that followed the tsunami, and the huge level of  international 

attention that accompanied it, the country slid slowly back into war. In 

1RYHPEHU�������0DKLQGD�5DMDSDNVD�ZDV�HOHFWHG�3UHVLGHQW��SURPLVLQJ�D�
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PXFK�PRUH�EHOOLJHUHQW�DSSURDFK�WR�WKH�/77(�DQG�WKH�FUXPEOLQJ�SHDFH�
SURFHVV�� +LV� RSSRQHQW� 5DQLO� :LFNUHPHVLQJKH·V� FKDQFHV� ZHUH� ZLGHO\�
EHOLHYHG�WR�KDYH�EHHQ�VFXSSHUHG�E\�DQ�/77(�FDOO�IRU�7DPLOV�WR�ER\FRWW�
WKH� YRWH�� (YHQWV� WKHQ� PRYHG� VZLIWO\�� LI � QRW� DOZD\V� HVSHFLDOO\� FOHDUO\��
7KH� /77(².DUXQD� NLOOLQJV� FRQWLQXHG� LQ� WKH� HDVW�� ZKLOH� LQ� WKH� QRUWK�
SDUDPLOLWDULHV� DOLJQHG� ZLWK� WKH� JRYHUQPHQW� DWWDFNHG� D� UDQJH� RI � ¶VRIW·�
/77(� WDUJHWV�� OLNH� WKH� IDPLOLHV� RI �/77(� ¶PDUW\UV·��7KH�/77(� WULHG� WR�
UHVSRQG�E\�PDUVKDOOLQJ�D�FLWL]HQV·�XSULVLQJ�²�DQ�(HODP�,QWLIDGD�²�DJDLQVW�
WKH�JRYHUQPHQW��5DMDSDNVD·V�EURWKHU��D�IRUPHU�DUP\�RIÀFHU��ZDV�LQVWDOOHG�
DV� 6HFUHWDU\� WR� WKH� 0LQLVWU\� RI � 'HIHQFH�� $� FOHDU� FKDQJH� RI � VWUDWHJ\�
followed. Tensions rose around Trincomalee after a series of  incidents, 

including the widely publicised killing of  a group of  Tamil students in 

-DQXDU\�������87+5�-���������$OWKRXJK�WKH�SHULRG�RI �RIÀFLDO�FHDVHÀUH�
did not end violent contestation, it transformed and fragmented the 

patterns of  violence: although the overall condition was more peaceful 

than the overt war that had preceded it, a degree of  violence had persisted 

�DV�HYLQFHG�E\�WKH�FHDVHÀUH�YLRODWLRQV�URXWLQHO\�UHSRUWHG�WR�LQWHUQDWLRQDO�
monitors). But after the split in the east, there was a slow process of  

escalation, culminating with the Mavil Aru incident with which we started 

this chapter.

The East as a Political Field?

2XU�ÀHOGZRUN�ZDV�FDUULHG�RXW�� WKHQ��WRZDUGV�WKH�HQG�RI �WKH� ORQJ�\HDUV�
RI �ZDU��:KHQ�ZH�VWDUWHG��.DUXQD·V�VXSSRUWHUV��WKH�7093�DV�WKH\�VWDUWHG�
to call themselves, were beginning to make themselves a visible presence 

LQ� WKH� ODQGVFDSH��2IÀFHV�EHDULQJ� WKHLU�QDPH�DSSHDUHG� LQ� WRZQV��DOPRVW�
always adjoining, or even within, army or police bases, thus making clear 

the logic of  protection that enabled them to function. The army and the 

/77(�HQJDJHG�LQ�ZKDW�FDQ�QRZ�EH�VHHQ�DV�D�UHKHDUVDO�IRU�WKH�ÀQDO�HYHQWV�
RI � ������ JRYHUQPHQW� IRUFHV� VRIWHQHG� XS� /77(� SRVLWLRQV� ZLWK� KHDY\�
VKHOOLQJ�DQG�WKH�/77(�ZRXOG�VORZO\�FHGH�WHUULWRU\�UDWKHU�WKDQ�HQJDJH�LQ�
SURORQJHG�RSHQ�FRPEDW��2IWHQ�WKH�VKHOOLQJ�ZRXOG�EH�GLUHFWHG�LQWR�YLOODJHV�
and other areas of  concentrated population, followed by accusations and 

counter-accusations about civilian casualties and which side was to blame 

IRU�WKRVH�WKDW�RFFXUUHG��2QH�LPPHGLDWH�FRQVHTXHQFH�RI �WKH�0DYLO�$UX�
HYHQWV�ZDV� D� FXWWLQJ� RI � WKH�/77(� VXSSO\� URXWHV� EHWZHHQ� WKH� HDVW� DQG�
WKHLU�VWURQJKROG� LQ�WKH�QRUWKHUQ�9DQQL��:LWKLQ�D�\HDU�� WKH\�KDG�HQWLUHO\�
withdrawn from the east (thus cutting them off  from what had been their 

most consistent recruiting ground).
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The Mavil Aru incident coincided with a Supreme Court ruling that 

EURNH� XS� WKH� XQLWDU\� 1RUWK�(DVWHUQ� 3URYLQFH�� DQ� DGPLQLVWUDWLYH� XQLW�
which linked the main Tamil areas of  the east and north in a single 

structure, and which had been established originally in the wake of  the 

,QGLDQ� LQYROYHPHQW� LQ� ������ 6RRQ� DIWHU� WKH� DQQRXQFHPHQW� RI � YLFWRU\�
in the east, the government started planning elections to the Provincial 

&RXQFLO�IRU�WKH�UHYLYHG�(DVWHUQ�3URYLQFH��7KHVH�ZHUH�KHOG�LQ�0D\������
and, amid some confusion and accompanied by sporadic acts of  violence, 

WKH� 7093� OHDGHU� 6LYDQHVDWKXUDL� &KDQGUDNDQWKDQ�� NQRZQ� DV� 3LOOD\DQ��
became Chief  Minister, much to the concern of  the Muslim electorate 

ZKR�QRZ�RXWQXPEHUHG� WKH�7DPLO� YRWH��(YHQ� WKHQ��GLVDSSHDUDQFHV� DQG�
killings continued, albeit at a lower level than in previous years, as factions 

OR\DO�WR�3LOOD\DQ�DQG�.DUXQD�FODVKHG�ZLWKLQ�WKH�7093�
7KLV� ZDV� WKH� LPPHGLDWH� SROLWLFDO� FRQWH[W� IRU� RXU� ÀHOG� UHVHDUFK�� ,Q�

FRPSDULVRQ�ZLWK�WKH�HYHQWV�RI �WKH�����V�DQG�����V��WKH�UHWXUQ�WR�ZDU�ZDV�
brief  in the east, but when the confrontation between the government 

DQG� WKH� /77(� HQGHG�� LW� ZDV� QRW� UHSODFHG� E\� D� VWUDLJKWIRUZDUG� SHDFH��
,QVWHDG�RQH�JURXS�RI �SDUDPLOLWDULHV��WKH�/77(��KDG�EHHQ�VXSHUVHGHG�E\�
DQRWKHU�JURXS�RI �SDUDPLOLWDULHV� �WKH�7093���D�JURXS�ZKRVH� OHDGHUVKLS�
KDG�WKHPVHOYHV�EHHQ�PHPEHUV�RI �WKH�/77(�RQO\�D�IHZ�\HDUV�HDUOLHU��,Q�
terms of  the three phases of  the war, our work was carried out in the 

WKLUG� SKDVH�� WKDW� LV� WKH� SHULRG� DIWHU� WKH� /77(� VSOLW� RI � ������ 7KLV� LV� D�
period which can be characterised by two slightly contradictory trends – 

on the one hand a continued move away from the high levels of  violence 

RI �WKH�ODWH�����V�DQG�HDUO\�����V��DQG��RQ�WKH�RWKHU��D�IUDJPHQWDWLRQ�DQG�
multiplication of  possible sources of  violence, more reminiscent of  the 

HDUOLHVW� \HDUV� RI � WKH� ZDU�� 7KH� DWPRVSKHUH� LQ� ZKLFK� RXU� ÀHOGZRUN�ZDV�
carried out was objectively safer than it had been for many years, and yet 

subjectively for many people we spoke to it was felt to be more uncertain.

The incidence of  violence is never the only story, and there is always 

D�GDQJHU�WKDW�D�IDVFLQDWLRQ�ZLWK�RYHUW�FRQÁLFW�PD\�GLVWUDFW�WKH�REVHUYHU�
IURP� QRWLFLQJ� RWKHU� OHVV� GUDPDWLF� VWRULHV� �/XENHPDQQ� ������� &HUWDLQ�
themes shape the longer history of  the east as we have told it here. The 

history of  the last two centuries is dominated by land and water, by the 

economic potential they possess, and by the visions of  improvement that 

FDSWLYDWHG� ÀUVW� FRORQLDO� RIÀFLDOV� DQG� WKHQ� SRVWFRORQLDO� SROLWLFLDQV�� 7KH�
state is of  course integral to that story of  improvement, and therefore 

central to the shape of  the emerging political economy of  the east. The 

VWDWH�SURYLGHG� WKH� LPSHWXV� IRU� WKH�H[SDQVLRQ�RI �SDGG\�DJULFXOWXUH��DQG�
that in turn was the foundation for a new class structure of  big landowners 

Spencer T02267 01 text   65 02/09/2014   07:55



��� � Checkpoint, Temple, Church and Mosque

and landless workers, serviced by the shopkeepers and rice-mill owners of  

the coastal towns. In contrast to India, the colonial state in Sri Lanka did 

not acknowledge and structure its activities around the divisions of  caste, 

EXW�LW�GLG�VHH�WKH�ZRUOG�WKURXJK�DQ�LGHRORJ\�RI �¶UDFH·��&RORQLDO�RIÀFLDOV�
lamented the absence of  Sinhala farmers in the east, and their political 

VXFFHVVRUV�VDZ�LW�DV�VHOI�HYLGHQW�WKDW�D�VFKHPH�OLNH�WKH�*DO�2\D�SURMHFW�
should in part attempt to build a new Sinhala society on the borders of  the 

more established Tamil and Muslim communities. 

In some sense then, the landscape of  the east, with its shoreline, 

lagoons, paddy land, rivers, tanks and canals, provides a potential source 

of  coherence, binding together different communities and religious 

JURXSV�²�D�SRLQW�RI �FRQYHUJHQFH�LQ�%DXPDQQ·V��������WHUPLQRORJ\��7KH�
ubiquitous presence of  the state, in everything from the construction 

RI �LUULJDWLRQ�ZRUNV�WR�WKH�HYHU\GD\�ZRUNLQJ�RI �VFKRROV�DQG�SRVW�RIÀFHV��
further reinforces these processes of  convergence. At this point, we might 

see political economy as representing a centripetal force working against 

the centrifugal impulse that might send religious and linguistic groups 

RQ�GLYHUJHQW�FRXUVHV��%XW� WKLV� LV� WR� LJQRUH� WKH�H[WHQW� WR�ZKLFK�SHRSOH·V�
engagement with state institutions and state resources is assumed to be 

IUDPHG�E\�HWKQLFLW\��ODQJXDJH�RU�FRPPXQLW\��LQ�WKH�QH[W�FKDSWHU�ZH�H[DPLQH�
at greater length the story of  a controversy, ostensibly over land and 

UHOLJLRXV�VSDFH��EXW�LQ�IDFW�SUHGLFDWHG�RQ�WKH�¶HWKQLFLVDWLRQ·�RI �HQWLWOHPHQWV�
WR�VWDWH�UHVRXUFHV��7KH�YHU\�VKDSH�RI �WKH�VWDWH·V�DGPLQLVWUDWLYH�VWUXFWXUHV�
WHOOV�LWV�RZQ�WDOH�LQ�WKDW�UHVSHFW��7KH�GLYLVLRQ�RI �%DWWLFDORD�'LVWULFW�WR�IRUP�
WKH�QHZ�$PSDUD�'LVWULFW�LQ�WKH�ODWH�����V�FUHDWHG�D�VSDFH�WKDW�FRXOG�EH�
DGPLQLVWHUHG�E\�6LQKDOD�RIÀFLDOV��WKH�*RYHUQPHQW�$JHQWV�IRU�WKLV�GLVWULFW�
KDYH�QHYHU�EHHQ�7DPLO�RU�0XVOLP���'XULQJ�WKH�\HDUV�RI �ZDU��ORZHU�OHYHO�
administrative boundaries were drawn and redrawn in some areas to create 

parallel bureaucracies, to match other parallel institutions (schools, and in 

bi-ethnic places like Kalmunai, even hospitals) for Tamils and Muslims. 

,Q� WKH�����V�� WKH�QHZ�1RUWK�(DVWHUQ�3URYLQFH�ZDV�FUHDWHG� LQ�UHVSRQVH�
WR� 7DPLO� GHPDQGV� IRU� DQ� DXWRQRPRXV� KRPHODQG�� WKH� ����� GH�PHUJHU�
VLJQLÀHG�WKH�HQG�²�IRU�QRZ�²�RI �WKDW�SDUWLFXODU�SROLWLFDO�SRVVLELOLW\�

Competitive party politics has also worked in contradictory ways, 

sometimes uniting communities as communities, but then dividing them 

again, as shown most clearly in the history of  Muslim politics in the east 

DQG��SDUDGR[LFDOO\��LQ�7DPLO�SROLWLFV�DIWHU�WKH�.DUXQD�VSOLW��ZKLFK�WULJJHUHG�
a further fragmentation into a multitude of  former militant groups now 

acting as political parties. In the immediate post-independence period, local 

politicians established themselves by hooking up with national political 
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SDUWLHV�DQG�SURPLVLQJ�SDWURQDJH�WR�WKHLU�IROORZHUV��7KH�ULVH�RI �$VKUDII ·V�
SLMC seemed to break that pattern by mobilising Muslims as a unitary 

SROLWLFDO�EORF�²�EXW�RQO\�WHPSRUDULO\��:KHQ�WKH�6/0&�MRLQHG�&KDQGULND�
.XPDUDWXQJD·V�FRDOLWLRQ� LQ� WKH�����V�� WKH�ÁRZV�RI �SDWURQDJH�UHVWDUWHG��
DIWHU�$VKUDII ·V�GHDWK��WKHUH�ZDV�D�VORZ�UHYHUVLRQ�WR�WKH�SDWWHUQ�RI � ORFDO�
leaders opportunistically cultivating links with government. Immediately 

EHIRUH� WKH�ZDU�� DQG� WKH�KLDWXV� LQ� ¶QRUPDO·�7DPLO�SROLWLFV�RFFDVLRQHG�E\�
/77(� GRPLQDQFH�� WKH� HDVWHUQ� 7DPLO� SRSXODWLRQ� DOLJQHG� WKHPVHOYHV�
electorally with the TULF, a move that more or less automatically removed 

WKHP�IURP�WKH� UHJXODU�ÁRZ�RI �SDUW\�EDVHG�SDWURQDJH��3LOOD\DQ·V�YLFWRU\�
LQ� �����PLJKW� KDYH� UHSUHVHQWHG� D� GHFLVLYH� UHYHUVDO� RI � WKLV� SDWWHUQ�� EXW�
the new Provincial Council was starved of  resources, and its autonomy 

curtailed by the actions of  the Governor, who was Sinhala and a former 

military commander appointed directly by the centre. In the most recent 

HOHFWLRQV�LQ�������WKH�7093�KDV�EHHQ�GHFLVLYHO\�GHIHDWHG�RQ�WKH�3URYLQFLDO�
Council, with another Tamil party, the Tamil National Alliance (TNA), 

DVVXPLQJ�WKH�78/)·V�SODFH�LQ�SHUPDQHQW�RSSRVLWLRQ�
Through all this the state endures, both as a material reality (children 

go to school, babies are born in hospitals) and as a focus for the political 

LPDJLQDWLRQ� �WKH� SURPLVHG� ODQG� RI � 7DPLO� (HODP�� WKH� YLVLRQ� RI � D� QHZ�
6LQKDOD�%XGGKLVW�RUGHU�LQ�WKH�*DO�2\D�DQG�0DKDYHOL�SURMHFWV���6RPHWLPHV�
state-like agencies have appeared, apparently taking on the work we 

PLJKW� H[SHFW� WKH� VWDWH� WR� GR� ²� 1*2V�� SDUDPLOLWDULHV�� %XW� DSDUW� IURP�
the mosque federations in Muslim areas, these have come and gone, 

temporary interventions leaving the state as important as ever in the lives 

of  most people in the east. But at the same time, the state sporadically left 

important political spaces to be ordered, policed and secured. This is where 

ZH�RIWHQ�ÀQG�UHOLJLRXV�DFWRUV�WDNLQJ�UHVSRQVLELOLW\�IRU�WKH�PDLQWHQDQFH�RI �
local order.
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1RYHPEHU�������7KH�PRQDVWHU\�ZH�DUH�YLVLWLQJ� LV�EXLOW�DURXQG�D�PXFK�
older Buddhist site on a rocky hill with glorious views over deserted scrub 

MXQJOH��'ULYLQJ�XS�WKH�WUDFN�WR�WKH�PRQDVWHU\�ZH�QRWLFH�WHOO�WDOH�KHDSV�RI �
elephant dung by the road, emphasising the remote, jungly quality of  the 

ORFDWLRQ��:KHQ�ZH�ÀQDOO\� DUULYH�� WKH�PRQDVWHU\� WXUQV� RXW� WR� EH� ELJJHU�
DQG�PRUH� HODERUDWH� WKDQ�ZH�KDG� H[SHFWHG��7KHUH� LV� D� SROLFH� SRVW�ZLWK�
WZR� UHVLGHQW� SROLFH� RIÀFHUV�� DV� ZHOO� DV� VHYHUDO� EXLOGLQJV�� DQG� D� URZ� RI �
rooms built into the overhang of  a large rock. A pond has been artfully 

created in a dip of  the rock, with a new bridge crossing it, leading to 

a site of  ongoing construction: a replica of  the famous statue of  the 

UHFOLQLQJ� %XGGKD� IURP�*DO�9LKDUD� DW� 3RORQQDUXZD� LV� EHLQJ� EXLOW� KHUH��
There is an impressive dagäba (stupa) and, fenced off  and protected, a 

sapling planted from a branch of  the original bo-tree under which the 

Buddha gained enlightenment. Power lines follow the road up the hill and 

WKHUH�VHHPV�WR�EH�D�UDGLR�PDVW�RI �VRPH�VRUW�DERYH�WKH�SROLFH�SRVW��:H�
have arranged a meeting with a very well-known monk, a former army 

commander who has changed course and ordained in late middle age. 

:H�DUH�HDUO\�VR�ÀQG�RXUVHOYHV�ZDQGHULQJ�URXQG�WKH�SODFH��WDONLQJ�WR�RWKHU�
monks about its history, and looking at concrete manifestations of  that 

history – an inscription high on the rock in Brahmi script, more recent 

stones recording openings, constructions and donations, and photographs 

of  visits by more or less every Sinhala politician of  note from the last 

four decades.

(YHQWXDOO\�ZH�DUH�WROG�WKDW�RXU�KRVW�LV�IUHH�WR�VHH�XV��$V�ZH�HQWHU�KLV�
URRP�� KH� LV� FORVLQJ� GRZQ� KLV� ODSWRS��+H� KDV� MXVW� EHHQ� HPDLOLQJ� VRPH�
Thai followers who were in a long-term conversation with him about 

PHGLWDWLRQ��+H�H[SODLQV� WKDW�KH�KDV�DFFHVV� WR�D�VDWHOOLWH� OLQN� WKDW�DOORZV�
KLP�D�JRRG�TXDOLW\�FRQQHFWLRQ��HYHQ�KHUH�LQ�WKH�EDFN�RI �EH\RQG��+LV�IDPH�
LV�TXLWH�XQXVXDO��+H�KDV�RQO\�EHHQ�IRUPDOO\�RUGDLQHG�IRU�D�\HDU��EXW�DOUHDG\�
he is the centre of  a great deal of  attention from the media and from lay 

Buddhists eager to hear his teaching. Some – but not all – of  this is almost 
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certainly due to the peculiarities of  his biography. For most of  his life – he 

LV�QRZ�LQ�KLV�HDUO\���V�²�KH�ZDV�D�FDUHHU�VROGLHU��DFWLYHO\�LQYROYHG�LQ�WKH�ZDU�
DJDLQVW�WKH�/77(�DQG�WKH�LQVXUJHQF\�E\�VRXWKHUQ�\RXWK�LQ�WKH�ODWH�����V�

The interview proceeds. The monk is a captivating and charismatic 

speaker, and we are soon content to let him decide what he is going to 

tell us. It is late afternoon and we decide to move out of  his quarters and 

ÀQLVK�WKH�LQWHUYLHZ�LQ�WKH�RSHQ�DLU��ZLWK�YDVW�YLHZV�RI �WKH�DULG�ODQGVFDSH�
VSUHDG�RXW�EHKLQG�XV��(YHQWXDOO\�ZH�PRYH�RQ�WR�WKH�WRSLF�RI �WKH�FRQÁLFW�
DQG�WKH�UROH�RI �UHOLJLRQ�LQ�WKH�FRQÁLFW��7KHUH�DUH�WKRVH��KH�WHOOV�XV��ZKR�
DUJXH�WKDW�%XGGKLVP�LV�WKH�SURSHUW\�RI �D�SDUWLFXODU�SHRSOH���,Q�WKLV�FRQWH[W�
it would be the Sinhala people.) But this is clearly wrong. The Buddha did 

not give his teaching for any particular category of  people. The Buddha 

gave his teaching for everyone. Similarly – and apparently in allusion to the 

QDWLRQDOLVW�PRQNV�RI �WKH�-+8�ZKR�ZHUH�QRZ�0HPEHUV�RI �3DUOLDPHQW�²�KH�
did not ask the sangha to get involved in politics. This was not their duty. 

It was hard to disagree with what he told us and we were impressed by 

his lucid and unambiguous commitment to a non-chauvinist version of  

Buddhism. This argument, we said, is so clearly both true and important, 

and you command a great deal of  authority and respect among ordinary 

%XGGKLVWV��:K\�GRQ·W�\RX�JR�RXW�DQG�FKDOOHQJH�WKRVH�%XGGKLVW�PRQNV�\RX�
EHOLHYH�DUH�SUHDFKLQJ�D�GLVWRUWHG�YHUVLRQ�RI �WKH�%XGGKD·V�WHDFKLQJ"�$K��KH�
said, that would be to fall into their trap. It is not the dhamma of  a monk 

to engage in politics like this, and even to argue against such engagement 

is itself  to commit the same mistake.

7KLV�ZDV�D�PHPRUDEOH�FRQYHUVDWLRQ��QRW� OHDVW� IRU� WKH�SDUDGR[HV� WKDW�
IUDPHG�LW��+HUH�ZDV�WKH�PRQN�ZKR�KDG�KLPVHOI �EHHQ�D�VROGLHU��+HUH�ZDV�
a forest hermitage, but with its own police post and a satellite internet 

FRQQHFWLRQ��+HUH�ZDV� D� UHIXVDO� WR� HQWHU� WKH�ZRUOG� RI � SROLWLFV�� \HW� KHUH�
were so many photographs on display of  prominent politicians visiting 

the monastery and providing visible support for it. And as we left, we 

were given a copy of  a small pamphlet on this history of  the monastery, 

ZULWWHQ�E\�WKH�5HYHUHQG�(OODZDOD�0HGKDQDQGD��DW�WKDW�WLPH�WKH�OHDGHU�RI �
WKH�-+8�LQ�3DUOLDPHQW�

In this and the following chapter, we shift our attention from ‘the 

FRQÁLFW·�²�WKH�ZDU�EHWZHHQ�WKH�JRYHUQPHQW�DQG�WKH�/77(�²�WR�ORRN�PRUH�
FORVHO\� DW� UHOLJLRQ� LWVHOI � DV� D�SRWHQWLDO� VRXUFH�RI � FRQÁLFW�� ,Q�&KDSWHU����
we compare the fate of  Muslim reform movements in two towns, one of  

which has seen violent confrontation between religious factions and one 

which has not. In this chapter, we focus on what, from a certain angle, looks 

SUH�HPLQHQWO\�OLNH�D�¶UHOLJLRXV·�FRQÁLFW�²�WKH�VWDQG�RII �EHWZHHQ�0XVOLPV�
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DQG�%XGGKLVWV�RYHU� WKH�%XGGKLVW� VLWH�RI �'LJKDYDSL��%XW� DV� WKH�FKDSWHU�
XQIROGV��ZH�DOVR�ORRN�DW�WZR�GLIIHUHQW�ZD\V�WR�FRQWH[WXDOLVH�WKH�'LJKDYDSL�
GLVSXWH��)LUVW��ZH� WUDFH�D�KLVWRU\�RI � WKH� LGHD�RI �D� ¶VDFUHG�VSDFH·� DV� LW� LV�
ZRUNHG�WKURXJK�LQ�$QXUDGKDSXUD�DQG�.DWDUDJDPD��DQG�VSHFLÀFDOO\�DW�WKH�
ZD\� LQ�ZKLFK� WKH� VDFUHG�EHFRPHV�E\�GHÀQLWLRQ�D� VSDFH�ZKLFK�H[FOXGHV�
the political, yet at the same time is a space which depends entirely on 

WKH�SROLWLFDO�IRU�WKH�UDWLÀFDWLRQ�RI �LWV�FODLPV�WR�VDFUHGQHVV��7KLV�SDUDGR[�
should become clearer as our argument moves forward. The second 

FRQWH[W�ORRSV�EDFN�WR�WKH�SUHYLRXV�FKDSWHU��SODFLQJ�WKH�'LJKDYDSL�GLVSXWH�
back into the history of  people, land, and water by reading it alongside the 

many other disputes over access to resources in the immediate area. From 

WKLV�SHUVSHFWLYH��WKH�¶UHOLJLRXV·�LV�MXVW�RQH�RI �PDQ\�UHJLVWHUV�WKDW�PLJKW�EH�
employed to pursue access to resources in a world where the ethnicisation 

RI �HQWLWOHPHQWV�KDV�EHFRPH�PRUH�RU�OHVV�D[LRPDWLF��7KDW�UDWKHU�FURZGHG�
VWDWHPHQW�ZLOO�EH�DOVR�XQSDFNHG�DQG�H[SODLQHG�DV�ZH�SURFHHG�

The Dighavapi Story

,Q� -XQH� ������ WKH� 6UL�/DQNDQ� 6XSUHPH�&RXUW�� FKDLUHG�E\�&KLHI � -XVWLFH�
Sarath Silva, pronounced on a case that had been discussed before it 

the previous year. The case was brought forward under the name of  

WKH� 5HYHUHQG� (OODZDOD� 0HGKDQDQGD�� WKH� -+8� OHDGHU�� DQG� ÀYH� RWKHUV��
LQFOXGLQJ� WKH� FKLHI � PRQN� RI � WKH� 'LJKDYDSL� WHPSOH�� 'LJKDYDSL� WHPSOH�
LV� ORFDWHG�DERXW���NP�HDVW�RI �$PSDUD�� DQG�D� VLPLODU�GLVWDQFH� IURP�WKH�
FRDVWDO�YLOODJHV�RI �2OXYLO�DQG�3DODPXQDL��7KH�FDVH�ZDV�ÀOHG�DJDLQVW� WKH�
'LVWULFW�6HFUHWDU\�IRU�$PSDUD�'LVWULFW�DQG����RWKHUV��DQG�LW�ZDV�MXVW�RQH�
LQ�D�VHULHV�RI �OHJDO�GHFODUDWLRQV�DQG�FKDOOHQJHV�FRQFHUQLQJ�WKH�'LJKDYDSL�
temple and the area in its vicinity.

The Supreme Court judgment makes for fascinating reading, not least 

for the way it moves seamlessly from claims about the ancient past, to 

fundamental principles of  religious freedom, to the apparently more 

prosaic issues of  political patronage and proper bureaucratic procedure 

in disbursing state land. As such, it illustrates an important point about 

WKH�SODFH�RI � ¶UHOLJLRQ·� LQ� WKH�PDNLQJ�RI � ORFDO�GLVSXWHV��ZKDW� DSSHDUV� WR�
one party as pre-eminently a problem about religion, appears to another 

DV� D� VWUDLJKWIRUZDUG� ÀJKW� RYHU� DFFHVV� WR� UHVRXUFHV�� ,W� DOVR� H[HPSOLÀHV�
processes well documented elsewhere in South Asia by which potentially 

FRQWDLQDEOH�ORFDO�GLVSXWHV�EHFRPH�DPSOLÀHG�EH\RQG�UHFRJQLWLRQ�WKURXJK�
the intervention of  agents working within a much wider political arena 

�7DPELDK� ������ %UDVV� ������� ,W� LV� QRW�� KRZHYHU�� D� FODVVLF� FDVH� RI � D�
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contested religious site – such as Babri Masjid in Ayodhya, to take an 

REYLRXV�H[DPSOH�²�LQ�WZR�UHVSHFWV��)LUVW�RI �DOO��VR�IDU�WKH�GLVSXWH�KDV�QRW�
reached the level of  overt violence, however much it may have contributed 

to tensions between religious communities in the immediate area. Second, 

RQO\�RQH�VLGH�WR�WKH�GLVSXWH�VHHV�LW�DV�D�UHOLJLRXV�GLVSXWH�DW�DOO��WKHUH�DUH��
DV�\HW��QR�FODLPV�RI �0XVOLP�RU�+LQGX�religious rights to the place. In other 

words, there is an asymmetry to the dispute, and this is what the Supreme 

&RXUW�MXGJPHQW�LOOXVWUDWHV�VR�FOHDUO\��:H�VKDOO�UHWXUQ�WR�WKH�MXGJPHQW�LWVHOI �
later in this chapter.

7KH�'LJKDYDSL�FDVH�EULQJV�WRJHWKHU�WZR�WKUHDGV�IURP�HDUOLHU�FKDSWHUV��
8QWLO� WKH� ����V�� WKH� VWRU\� RI �'LJKDYDSL�ZDV� DQ� H[HPSODU\� FDVH� RI � WKH�
SURFHVV�RI �%XGGKLVW� H[SDQVLRQ�DQG�HQWDQJOHPHQW�GHVFULEHG� LQ�&KDSWHU�
���$�%XGGKLVW�SUHVHQFH�ZDV�HVWDEOLVKHG�LQ�DQ�DUHD�EH\RQG�H[LVWLQJ�6LQKDOD�
settlement and went on to attract a small number of  new settlers around it. 

%XW�ZLWK�WKH�SDVVDJH�RI �WLPH��WKH�%XGGKLVW�OHDGHUV�DW�'LJKDYDSL�JUDGXDOO\�
established good relations with local Muslim politicians. Muslims here, 

as elsewhere along the crowded coastal belt, were keenly aware of  the 

SUHVVXUHV�RQ�WKHLU�ODQG�DQG�RI �WKH�FRQVWUDLQWV�RQ�H[SDQVLRQ�LQWR�QHZ�ODQG��
7KH�UHVSRQVH� WR� WKH������ WVXQDPL��ZKLFK�DIIHFWHG�FRDVWDO�FRPPXQLWLHV�
but left inland areas untouched, destabilised an already tense situation. 

The war, which further complicated local issues of  landholding and 

FXOWLYDWLRQ�� ZDV� QHYHU� WKH� SULPH� VRXUFH� RI � WKH� FRQÁLFW� DW� 'LJKDYDSL��
DOWKRXJK�LW�LV�VLJQLÀFDQW�WKDW�WKH�GLVSXWH�UHLJQLWHG�MXVW�DV�WKH�/77(�FHDVHG�
to be a threat in the area. But the dispute illustrates the tension between 

centre and periphery, Colombo and the east, in Buddhist perceptions and 

Buddhist politics.

'LJKDYDSL� �OLWHUDOO\� ¶ORQJ� WDQN·�� UHIHUV� WR� DQ� DQFLHQW� VWXSD� RU� caitya 

reportedly built by King Saddhatissa, brother of  the celebrated Sinhala 

NLQJ�'XWXJlPXQX��DQG�DFFRUGLQJ� WR�VRPH�SRSXODU�DFFRXQWV�FRQWDLQLQJ�
the sacred nail relic of  the Buddha, and also to a Buddhist temple and 

land and settlements surrounding the caitya�� 7KH� SODFH� QRZ� LGHQWLÀHG�
DV� 'LJKDYDSL� LV� D� ODUJH�� SDUWLDOO\� UHQRYDWHG�� DQFLHQW� VWXSD� ZLWK� DQ�
accompanying Buddhist temple situated in between the heavily congested 

Muslim and Tamil settlements along the eastern coastline and the 

LQODQG�6LQKDOD� VHWWOHPHQWV�PRVWO\�HVWDEOLVKHG�XQGHU� WKH�*DO�2\D�9DOOH\�
SURMHFW� GDWLQJ� EDFN� WR� ������ 6LWXDWHG� LQ� WKH� $GGDODFKHQDL� 'LYLVLRQDO�
6HFUHWDU\��'6��DUHD�RI �$PSDUD�'LVWULFW��LW�PDUNV�WKH�ERUGHU�DUHD�EHWZHHQ�
mainstream Sinhala populations in the western part of  the district and a 

predominantly Muslim belt spreading from Kalmunai to Akkaraipattu in 

the east. 7KH�WHPSOH�FXUUHQWO\�FRQWUROV�����DFUHV�RI �D�WRWDO�RI ��������DFUHV�
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LQ�WKH�$GGDODFKHQDL�'6�'LYLVLRQ��DERXW���SHU�FHQW�RI �DOO�ODQG���7KHUH�DUH�
a number of  partially ruined ancient irrigation tanks as well as numerous 

RWKHU�UXLQV��FROOHFWLYHO\�UHIHUUHG� WR�DV�'LJKDYDSL� -DQDSDGD\D� �FRORQ\�� LQ�
WKH� SRSXODU� 6LQKDOD� QDWLRQDOLVW� OLWHUDWXUH� �0HGKDQDQGD� ������� 0XVOLP�
and Tamil concentrations spread along the narrow coastline but they 

hold cultivable paddy and highland in interior areas with a lower density 

of  settled population. The main economic activities in the area are rice 

cultivation, livestock husbandry, limited chena (swidden) cultivation, the 

H[WUDFWLRQ�RI �JUDYHO�IRU�EXLOGLQJ�SXUSRVHV��DQG�VXJDU�FDQH�FXOWLYDWLRQ�WKDW�
ZDV�VWDUWHG�E\�D�SULYDWH�FRPSDQ\�LQ������XQGHU�WKH�DXVSLFHV�RI �WKH�UXOLQJ�
JRYHUQPHQW�DW�WKH�WLPH��(YHQ�WKRXJK�WKH�DUHD�FDPH�XQGHU�WKH�*DO�2\D�
SURMHFW��LUULJDWLRQ��FRORQLVDWLRQ�DQG�UHODWHG�VHUYLFHV�ZHUH�QRW�H[WHQGHG�WR�
WKLV�HDVWHUQ�EDQN�RI �WKH�*DO�2\D�ULYHU��OHDYLQJ�LW�PRUH�RU�OHVV�XQWRXFKHG�
E\�WKH�����V�VHWWOHPHQW�SURMHFW��
7KH�ÀUVW�UHIHUHQFH�WR�D�SODFH�FDOOHG�'LJKDYDSL�RFFXUV�LQ�WKH�ÀUVW�FKDSWHU�

RI �6UL�/DQND·V�%XGGKLVW�FKURQLFOH��WKH�0DKDYDPVD��7KH�FKDSWHU�UHFRUGV�WKH�
%XGGKD·V�WKUHH�OHJHQGDU\�YLVLWV�WR�WKH�LVODQG�RI �/DQND��$IWHU�KLV�WKLUG�YLVLW��
to Kelaniya (just outside modern Colombo), he is said to have continued 

RQ�WR�'LJKDYDSL�� ¶$QG�WKH�0DVWHU�VHDWHG�KLPVHOI �ZLWK� WKH�EURWKHUKRRG�
at the place where the cetiya (thereafter) stood, and gave himself  up to 

PHGLWDWLRQ��WR�FRQVHFUDWH�WKH�VSRW·��0DKDYDPVD�,�������7KLV�UHFRUG�RI �WKH�
%XGGKD·V�YLVLW�SODFHV�'LJKDYDSL�LQ�WKH�OLVW�RI �¶VL[WHHQ�JUHDW�SODFHV·��solos-
mahasthana�� IRU� %XGGKLVW� SLOJULPDJH�� /DWHU� LQ� WKH� FKURQLFOH�� 'LJKDYDSL�
DSSHDUV� DV� WKH� VHDW� RI � 6DGGKDWLVVD�� WKH�SLRXV�EURWKHU� RI �'XWXJlPXQX��
who is defeated by his warrior brother before the climactic war against the 

7DPLO�NLQJ�(ODUD��D�ZDU�ZKLFK�GRPLQDWHV�WKH�ÀUVW�YROXPH�RI �WKH�FKURQLFOH�
and continues to provide a symbolic template for Sinhala Buddhist self-

understandings across the island.

'HVSLWH�WKLV��'LJKDYDSL�VHHPV�WR�KDYH�EHHQ�ORVW�WR�WKH�RIÀFLDO�UHFRUG�
IRU�PDQ\�FHQWXULHV�� LQ�*HLJHU·V������WUDQVODWLRQ�RI �WKH�0DKDYDPVD�LQWR�
(QJOLVK�� D� IRRWQRWH� VD\V�'LJKDYDSL� LV� ¶SUREDEO\·� D� WDQN� DERXW� ���PLOHV�
VRXWK�VRXWK�ZHVW� RI � %DWWLFDORD� �*HLJHU� ������ �� Q����� &DQDJDUDWQDP�� LQ�
his 1921 Monograph of  Batticaloa District�� VD\V� WKDW�'LJKDYDSL� KDV� ¶QHYHU�
EHHQ�VDWLVIDFWRULO\�LGHQWLÀHG·��EXW�DJUHHV�ZLWK�*HLJHU�WKDW�¶WKHUH�LV�HYHU\�
probability that it is the tank now known as the Kandiyakattu or Maha 

.DQGL\D·� �&DQDJDUDWQDP� ������ ����� $QG� LQ� KLV� �����Ancient Irrigation 

Works in Ceylon��5�/��%URKLHU�DOVR�UHFRUGV�WKDW�'LJKDYDSL�KDV�QHYHU�EHHQ�
FRQYLQFLQJO\� LGHQWLÀHG�� KH� DOVR� WKLQNV� LW� PRVW� OLNHO\� LV� 0DKD� .DQGL\D�
�%URKLHU��������7KH�VLWH�LQ�TXHVWLRQ�LV�MXVW�ZHVW�RI �$PSDUD�WRZQ��DERXW���
PLOHV�IURP�WKH�SODFH�QRZ�LGHQWLÀHG�DV�'LJKDYDSL�
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,Q� ORFDO� DFFRXQWV�� WKH� 'LJKDYDSL� UXLQV� ZHUH� ÀUVW� GLVFRYHUHG� E\� WKH�
British surveyors who surveyed all potential Crown Land in the wake 

RI � WKH� &URZQ� /DQGV�(QFURDFKPHQW�2UGLQDQFH� RI � ����� DQG� WKH� �����
:DVWH� /DQGV� 2UGLQDQFH�� $OWKRXJK� WHPSOH� ODQGV� ZHUH� QRUPDOO\� QRW�
declared as Crown Land, in keeping with the Kandyan Convention of  

������'LJKDYDSL�ODQG�ZDV�QRW�WUHDWHG�DV�WHPSOH�ODQG��SUHVXPDEO\�EHFDXVH�
there was no functioning Buddhist temple on the site at the time of  

WKH� VXUYH\�� ,Q� ������ D� KLJKO\� FRPPLWWHG� PRQN� QDPHG� *RGDNXPEXUH�
5HYDWKD��UHSRUWHGO\�VHQW�E\�WKH�%LELOH�5DMDPDKD�9LKDUD�LQ�8YD�3URYLQFH��
built a temple near the ruins and claimed that the sacred site had been 

LGHQWLÀHG�DV�WKDW�RI �WKH�0DKDYDPVD·V�'LJKDYDSL��DQG�WKH�DFFRPSDQ\LQJ�
ODQG� EHORQJHG� WR� WKH�%LELOH�5DMDPDKD�9LKDUD�� WR�ZKLFK� WKH� ODQG� DORQJ�
with all its assets, including villages, cattle and buffaloes, had been donated 

through a sannasa (deed inscribed in rock) by the Kandyan King Kirthi Sri 

LQ������1�2QH�XQFRQÀUPHG�VWRU\�ZLGHO\�FLUFXODWHG�DPRQJ� ORFDO�6LQKDOD�
SHRSOH�LV�WKDW�ZKHQ�WKH�5HYHUHQG�5HZDWKD�ÀUVW�YLVLWHG�LQ�������0XVOLP�
villagers were removing bricks from the caitya site to build their own 

houses, which in turn prompted him to stay on site in order to safeguard 

ZKDW� UHPDLQHG�RI � WKH� VWXSD�� ,Q������ WKH�5HYHUHQG�5HZDWKD�SHWLWLRQHG�
WKH� WKHQ�*RYHUQRU�� UHTXHVWLQJ� WKDW� ODQG� WR� WKH� H[WHQW� RI � ����� amunas 

�URXJKO\�������DFUHV��EH�UHVWRUHG� WR� WKH�%LELOH� WHPSOH��$V� WKHUH�ZDV�QR�
LPPHGLDWH�UHVSRQVH��WKH�PRQN�VHQW�D�UHPLQGHU� LQ������DQG��UHSRUWHGO\��
D�WHDP�KHDGHG�E\�WKH�&RPPLVVLRQHU�RI �$UFKDHRORJ\��$�0��+RFDUW��ZDV�
VHQW�WR�WKH�VLWH��7KH�WHDP�GLG�QRW�JUDQW�WKH�PRQN·V�UHTXHVW��KRZHYHU��DQG�
LQVWHDG�SURSRVHG�WR�ÀQG�KLP�DQ�DOWHUQDWLYH�VLWH�ZKHUH�KLV�WHPSOH�FRXOG�
be built with government permission. But the monk clung to his original 

UHTXHVW� DQG� FRQWLQXHG� WR� OLYH� LQ� WKH�'LJKDYDSL� WHPSOH�� DVVHUWLQJ� ZKDW�
he considered as his legitimate right to safeguard the sacred site. Thus, 

LQLWLDOO\�WKHUH�ZDV�RQO\�D�FRQÁLFW�EHWZHHQ�WKH�WHPSOH�DQG�WKH�FRORQLDO�VWDWH�
RYHU�WKH�FRQWURO�RI �WKH�VLWH��DQG�WKHUH�ZDV�QR�FRQÁLFW�DORQJ�HWKQLF�OLQHV�
whatsoever between the temple and nearby Muslim communities.2 This 

only happened as a result of  nationalist campaigns that unfolded in the 

post-Independence era. 

7KH�FKLHI �PRQN�DW�WKH�'LJKDYDSL�WHPSOH��WKH�5HYHUHQG�5HZDWKD��ZDV�
NLOOHG�E\�DQ�XQNQRZQ�SDUW\�LQ�WKH�����V� 7KLV�SRWHQWLDOO\�H[SORVLYH�HYHQW�
suggests some local friction, but it did not lead to any rise in ethnic tension 

as such at the time. Meanwhile his successor, the Reverend Nannapurawe 

Buddharakkita, continued to live in the temple and looked after what he 

FODLPHG�DV�WHPSOH�ODQG��+H�EURXJKW�VRPH�SHDVDQWV�IURP�%LELOH�DQG�VHWWOHG�
them in the vicinity of  the temple in order to facilitate its upkeep. Some of  
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the temple land, however, was leased out to Muslim tenants from nearby 

villages, indicating that some degree of  trust had been established over 

time. In addition, cattle from neighbouring villages were allowed to graze 

freely on temple land, irrespective of  the ethnic identity of  the owners. 

Following representations from Ampara-based Sinhala politicians, Mrs 

Sirimavo Bandaranaike, the then Prime Minister, arranged to transfer 

WKH�WLWOH�RI �����DFUHV�RI �ODQG�WR�WKH�'LJKDYDSL�WHPSOH�WKURXJK�D�*D]HWWH�
QRWLÀFDWLRQ� LVVXHG� LQ� ������7KH� ERXQGDULHV� RI � WKH� DOORFDWHG� ODQG�ZHUH�
not marked, however, and this gave rise to inevitable confusion in time 

WR� FRPH��7KLV� FRQIXVLRQ�ZDV� DPSOLÀHG�E\� WKH� IDFW� WKDW� WKH� DPRXQW�RI �
land reportedly donated by the kings to the temple varied according to 

GLIIHUHQW�VRXUFHV��$FFRUGLQJ�WR�WKH�5HYHUHQG�0HGKDQDQGD���������DOO�ODQG�
within the hearing distance of  a lokada tamatama (a deep-sounding drum 

typically used for announcing royal decrees) was originally granted to the 

WHPSOH�E\�.LQJ�6DGGKDWLVVD��+H� HVWLPDWHG� WKDW� WKLV� DPRXQWHG� WR� VRPH�
�������DFUHV��7KLV�HODVWLF�DQG�H[SDQGDEOH�QRWLRQ�RI �ODQG�DOORZHG�PLOLWDQW�
Sinhala nationalists to claim that all the surrounding villages were actually 

HQFURDFKPHQWV�RQ�'LJKDYDSL�WHPSOH�ODQG�
,Q������� D� OHDGLQJ�6LQKDOD�SROLWLFLDQ� LQ� WKH� DUHD� HVWDEOLVKHG�D�6LQKDOD�

%XGGKLVW� VHWWOHPHQW� RI � ���� IDPLOLHV�� VHOHFWHG� IURP� VHFRQG�JHQHUDWLRQ�
FRORQLVWV� LQ� WKH�*DO� 2\D� SURMHFW�� RQ� QHDUE\� YDFDQW� &URZQ� /DQG�� 7KH�
reported aim of  this settlement was to facilitate the upkeep of  the 

'LJKDYDSL� WHPSOH�� 7KHVH� VHWWOHUV� ZHUH� LQLWLDOO\� SURYLGHG� ZLWK� KLJKODQG�
DOORWPHQWV� RQO\�� 6XEVHTXHQWO\� VRPH����� WR� ���� DFUHV� RI � SDGG\� ODQG� LQ�
Ponnanwelli, previously cultivated by Muslim farmers from nearby 

villages under annual permits, were transferred to the new Sinhala 

VHWWOHUV�E\�JRYHUQPHQW�RIÀFLDOV��XQGHU�WKH�LQÁXHQFH�RI �WKH�VDPH�6LQKDOD�
politician), creating understandable hostility from long-established 

0XVOLP�UHVLGHQWV�LQ�WKH�DUHD��,Q�WKH�����V�D�VXJDU�IDFWRU\�ZDV�HVWDEOLVKHG�
E\�D�SULYDWH�FRPSDQ\�DW�+LQJXUDQD��DERXW����NP�IURP�'LJKDYDSL��XQGHU�
WKH� DXVSLFHV�RI � WKH�JRYHUQPHQW��&URZQ�/DQG�ZDV� DOORFDWHG� WR�0XVOLP�
and Tamil villagers, and to Sinhala settlers, for sugar-cane cultivation. 

,W�DSSHDUV�WKDW� ORFDO�6LQKDOD�SROLWLFLDQV�XVHG�WKLV�RSSRUWXQLW\�WR�H[SDQG�
6LQKDOD�VHWWOHPHQWV�DURXQG�'LJKDYDSL�WHPSOH��LQ�DQ�DWWHPSW�WR�HVWDEOLVK�
a substantial Sinhala Buddhist presence in the vicinity of  the site. The 

Sinhala population in the area increased substantially, which of  course was 

seen as reducing the possibilities for the densely packed Muslim villages 

DORQJ�WKH�FRDVW�WR�H[SDQG�LQODQG�
,Q� ������ WKH� &DELQHW� DSSURYHG� D� VFKHPH� WR� UHQRYDWH� 'LJKDYDSL��

LGHQWLI\LQJ�LW�DV�DQ�LPSRUWDQW�%XGGKLVW�VLWH��2QO\�WKH�EDVH�RI �WKH�VWXSD�ZDV�
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renovated, however, and the larger project seems to have been abandoned 

GXH�WR�VKRUWDJH�RI �IXQGV��)URP������RQZDUGV��PDQ\�YLOODJHV�LQ�WKH�DUHD�
EHFDPH�GHSRSXODWHG�GXH� WR�/77(�WKUHDWV�DQG�DWWDFNV� WDUJHWLQJ�6LQKDOD�
VHWWOHPHQWV�DQG�VRPH�0XVOLP�YLOODJHV��,Q�DQ�/77(�DWWDFN�LQ�������VRPH�
13 Muslims and 12 Sinhalese in border villagers were killed, and many 

of  the remaining people in these villages moved out to safer areas with 

a larger concentration of  people belonging to their community. People 

only started returning to the abandoned villages after the inception of  the 

1RUZHJLDQ�EDFNHG�SHDFH�SURFHVV�LQ������
'LJKDYDSL�QH[W�FDPH� WR�QDWLRQDO�SURPLQHQFH� LQ�������ZKHQ�0�+�0��

Ashraff, leader of  the Sri Lanka Muslim Congress and at the time an 

LQÁXHQWLDO�PHPEHU�RI � WKH�&DELQHW��ZDV� DFFXVHG�RI � ¶EXOOGR]LQJ·� FHUWDLQ�
'LJKDYDSL� UXLQV� LQ� DQ� DWWHPSW� WR� SURYLGH� DOWHUQDWLYH� ODQG� WR� 0XVOLP�
people who had lost land in Ponnanwelli. Subsequent archaeological 

investigations revealed that the damaged ruins were those of  an old 

daglba, claimed by some nationalist scholars as a parivara caitya (satellite 

daglba�� RI � WKH� PDLQ� 'LJKDYDSL� caitya. This received great publicity in 

the Sinhala nationalist press and Ashraff  was accused of  deliberately 

demolishing sacred Buddhist ruins and thereby erasing ancient Sinhala 

Buddhist presence in the area. This in turn led to a hostile reaction from 

the Buddhist public. The bulldozing took place at a place called Pallekadu, 

MXVW�RXWVLGH�WKH�'LJKDYDSL�WHPSOH�SUHPLVHV��$Q�DUHD�RI �&URZQ�/DQG�XQGHU�
WKLFN� IRUHVW� FRYHU� KDG� EHHQ� LGHQWLÀHG� IRU� GLVWULEXWLRQ� DPRQJ� 0XVOLP�
peasants by Ashraff, who was apparently under considerable pressure 

from his Muslim voters to secure alternative land in compensation for 

the lands they had lost in Ponnanwelli. According to Muslim accounts, 

the damage to the ruins was accidental rather than deliberate, in what 

DSSHDUV�WR�KDYH�EHHQ�D�KDSKD]DUGO\�SODQQHG�DQG�H[HFXWHG��DQG�SROLWLFDOO\�
PRWLYDWHG��SURMHFW� WR�SURYLGH� ODQG� WR�$VKUDII ·V�0XVOLP�FRQVWLWXHQF\��$�
combination of  public pressure and bad publicity immediately stopped 

the project, and plans for distribution of  land among Muslim peasants 

were abandoned. Ashraff  was a major provider of  state patronage to the 

'LJKDYDSL�WHPSOH��SURYLGLQJ�HOHFWULFLW\��WHOHSKRQH�FRQQHFWLRQV�DV�ZHOO�DV�
many other services.3 As a result, he had established a good rapport with 

WKH�FKLHI �PRQN�E\�WKLV�WLPH��+H�DGPLWWHG�UHVSRQVLELOLW\�DQG�DSRORJLVHG�
for the accidental digging up of  the ruins and tried to correct his error by 

KDYLQJ�WKH�'LJKDYDSL�VLWH�VXUYH\HG�RQFH�DJDLQ��WKLV�WLPH�FOHDUO\�GHPDUFDWLQJ�
WHPSOH� ODQGV�DQG�HUHFWLQJ�ERXQGDU\�PDUNHUV��+H�DOVR�FRPPLVVLRQHG�DQ�
archaeological survey in the surrounding area, identifying and marking 

RYHU����QHZ�DUFKDHRORJLFDO�VLWHV�QHDUE\��VRPH�RI �ZKLFK�RYHUODSSHG�ZLWK�
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0XVOLP�DQG�7DPLO�YLOODJHV��7KH�DLP�RI �WKLV�H[HUFLVH�ZDV�WR�SUHYHQW�DQ\�
further accidental damage of  such sites by actual or potential users of  the 

land and to facilitate any future restoration work in the relevant sites. 

$W� WKLV� SRLQW� D� QHZ� ÀJXUH� DSSHDUHG� RQ� WKH� VFHQH�� 7KH� 5HYHUHQG�
Gangodavila Soma, popularly known as Soma hamuduruvo, was a charismatic 

Buddhist monk who had returned from a period of  Buddhist missionary 

work in Australia to his home temple in a Colombo suburb. In the late 

����V�� KH� DWWUDFWHG� D� YHU\� ODUJH� IROORZLQJ�� PDLQO\� WKURXJK� KLV� SRSXODU�
SUHDFKLQJ� VW\OH� RQ� WHOHYLVLRQ� �%HUNZLW]� ������� +H� ZDV� LQVWUXPHQWDO� LQ�
GUDZLQJ�SXEOLF�DWWHQWLRQ�WR�WKH�'LJKDYDSL�LVVXH��RSHQO\�FKDUJLQJ�$VKUDII �
ZLWK�D�GHOLEHUDWH�DWWDFN�RQ�%XGGKLVW�KHULWDJH��+H�FKDOOHQJHG�$VKUDII �WR�D�
television debate on the issue, a challenge that Ashraff  readily accepted. 

The debate was conducted in Sinhala and is still widely remembered. In 

the debate Ashraff, who was a lawyer by profession and who came armed 

with maps and other information about the area, emphasised the peaceful 

UHODWLRQV�WKDW�KDG�H[LVWHG�EHWZHHQ�%XGGKLVWV�DQG�0XVOLPV�LQ�WKH�HDVW��WKH�
services he had personally rendered to Buddhist establishments, including 

'LJKDYDSL�� DQG�GHQLHG� DQ\� FRQVFLRXV�RU�GHOLEHUDWH� HIIRUW� WR� DOLHQDWH�RU�
damage Buddhist sites. The Reverend Soma, who made several unsub-

stantiated or poorly supported claims about Muslim encroachment on 

Buddhist sites, was less impressive. As an urban monk, whose prominence 

had come through the Colombo-based mass media, he demonstrated a 

certain lack of  understanding of  the ground realities in the east during 

the debate.

7KH� 5HYHUHQG� 6RPD·V� HQJDJHPHQW� ZLWK� 'LJKDYDSL� ZDV� SDUW� RI �
a wider concern with the need to protect and restore the relics of  the 

Budddhist past in the Tamil-speaking areas of  the north and the east. 

Seruvila, south of  Trincomalee, became the focus of  Buddhist settlement 

and served as a symbolic focus for hardline Sinhala nationalists like the 

813�SROLWLFLDQ�&\ULO�0DWKHZ�LQ�WKH�����V��,W�ZDV�GHFODUHG�D�VDFUHG�DUHD�
LQ�������.HPSHU������������VHH�&KDSWHU�����0DWKHZ·V�UROH�DV�D�FKDPSLRQ�
RI � 6LQKDOD� H[SDQVLRQ� WKURXJK� SRSXODU� DUFKDHRORJ\� SDVVHG� DIWHU� KLV�
GHDWK� WR� ÀJXUHV� OLNH� 6RPD�� DQG� HVSHFLDOO\� (OODZDOD� 0HGKDQDQGD�� 7KH�
5HYHUHQG�0HGKDQDQGD·V�ERRN�The Sinhala Buddhist heritage in the east and 

north of  Shri Lanka��������LV�D�FRPSLODWLRQ�DQG�WUDQVODWLRQ�RI �GR]HQV�RI �
articles about particular archaeological sites, published over the years in 

popular Sinhala newspapers. The ideological mission of  the collection is 

straightforward enough – to demonstrate that the island has been a unitary 

state for millennia, that this state was Sinhala and Buddhist, and that the 

archaeological record demonstrates the presence of  Buddhists in all parts 

Spencer T02267 01 text   77 02/09/2014   07:55



��� � Checkpoint, Temple, Church and Mosque

of  the island (this in contrast to claims for traditional Tamil homelands). 

The heritage, it goes without saying, is in danger from ‘Muslim fundamen-

WDOLVWV·� �0HGKDQDQGD������� ����� ¶WHUURULVWV·� DQG� WKH� ¶VR�FDOOHG� FXOWLYDWRUV�
EHORQJLQJ�WR�PLQRULW\�UDFHV·��0HGKDQDQGD������������)RU�0HGKDQDQGD�DQG�
KLV�JHQHUDWLRQ�RI �KDUGOLQH�%XGGKLVW�DFWLYLVWV�� WR�VRPH�H[WHQW�'LJKDYDSL�
occupies the place that Seruwila did for Mathew and his allies in earlier 

decades: a privileged symbol of  Sinhala Buddhist claims on the whole 

island.

-XVW�DV�WKH�GXVW�ZDV�VHWWOLQJ�IURP�WKH�GHEDWH�EHWZHHQ�6RPD�DQG�$VKUDII��
WKH�'HFHPEHU������WVXQDPL�KLW�WKH�FRDVWOLQH�RI �6UL�/DQND��$W�ÀUVW��LW�OHG�
WR�VRPH�HDVLQJ�RI �HWKQLF�WHQVLRQ��DV�PDQ\�GLVSODFHG�0XVOLPV�DQG�+LQGXV�
were helped by Buddhist temples and organisations in Ampara. Apart 

from providing temporary shelter for tsunami victims from the coast, 

many Buddhist organisations provided relief  items collected from donors, 

in an outpouring of  ethnic-blind sympathy towards the disaster victims. 

7KH�VLWXDWLRQ�FKDQJHG��KRZHYHU��ZLWK�WKH�LQÁX[�RI �1*2V�DQG�,1*2V��
DOO�VHHNLQJ�WR�FKDQQHO�D�ÁRRG�RI �H[WHUQDO�DVVLVWDQFH�WR�WKRVH�DIIHFWHG�E\�
the disaster. Both state agencies and international donors, charged with 

resettling victims away from the affected coastline, looked towards the 

LQWHULRU�KLQWHUODQG��ZKLFK�XS�WR�WKLV�SRLQW�KDG�EHHQ�DQ�H[SDQGLQJ�6LQKDOD�
frontier. The state policy of  resettling tsunami victims in alternative sites 

led to considerable tension along ethnic, caste and social class lines. In 

the east, the majority of  tsunami victims were Muslims, followed by 

Tamils, and then Sinhalese. Finding alternative sites to resettle Muslim 

,'3V�SRVHG�D�VHULRXV�SUREOHP��WKH�0XVOLP�ED]DDU�WRZQV�DORQJ�WKH�FRDVW�
ZHUH� DOUHDG\� VHULRXVO\� FRQJHVWHG� DQG� 0XVOLP� ,'3V� ZHUH� UHOXFWDQW� WR�
move to areas outside Muslim concentrations due to security concerns 

and possible reaction from host communities belonging to other ethnic 

JURXSV��0F*LOYUD\�������
7KH�1RURFKFKRODL�+RXVLQJ� 6FKHPH�ZDV� HVWDEOLVKHG�E\� WKH�1DWLRQDO�

+RXVLQJ�'HYHORSPHQW�$XWKRULW\�XQGHU�0UV�)HULDO�$VKUDII��WKH�ZLGRZ�RI �
0�+�0��$VKUDII��DV�WKH�PLQLVWHU�LQ�FKDUJH��ZLWK�6DXGL�VXSSRUW�IRU�KRXVLQJ�
0XVOLP� WVXQDPL� YLFWLPV� IURP� WKH� HDVW� FRDVW��7KH� ����XQLW� SURMHFW�ZDV�
EXLOW�RQ�&URZQ�/DQG��VHOHFWHG�IRU�WKH�SXUSRVH�LQ�������LQ�1RURFKFKRODL��
ZKLFK�LV����NP�DZD\�IURP�WKH�'LJKDYDSL�WHPSOH��7KH�SURMHFW�LV�DFWXDOO\�
ORFDWHG�QRW� LQ�$GGDODFKHQDL�'6�'LYLVLRQ��EXW� LQ� WKH�DGMRLQLQJ�'LYLVLRQ�
of  Akkaraipattu. Similar tsunami housing projects for Muslim tsunami 

YLFWLPV��IRU�H[DPSOH��WKH�$VKUDII �1DJDU�KRXVLQJ�SURMHFW��ZKLFK�LV���NP�
IURP�WKH�VDFUHG�VLWH��KDG�DOUHDG\�EHHQ�HVWDEOLVKHG�FORVHU�WR�'LJKDYDSL�LWVHOI��
LQ�$GGDODFKHQDL�'LYLVLRQ�²�EXW� WKH\�PRVWO\�ZHQW�XQQRWLFHG�E\�6LQKDOD�
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nationalists. An increasingly public argument between Ferial Ashraff  and 

ULYDO�0XVOLP�SROLWLFLDQV�ÀUVW�GUHZ�DWWHQWLRQ�WR�WKH�1RURFKFKRODL�VFKHPH��
2QFH� LW�KDG�EHFRPH�D�SXEOLF� LVVXH�� WKH�SURMHFW� WULJJHUHG� DQ� LPPHGLDWH�
reaction from activist Buddhist monks in Colombo and Ampara. 

Newspaper articles in the Sinhala nationalist press accused Muslim 

SROLWLFLDQV�RI �XVLQJ�WKH�WVXQDPL�DV�DQ�H[FXVH�IRU�HQFURDFKLQJ�RQ�VDFUHG�
Buddhist land. The housing scheme was interpreted as an unacceptable 

H[SDQVLRQ� RI � WKH�0XVOLP� IURQWLHU� LQ� FORVH� SUR[LPLW\� WR� WKH�'LJKDYDSL�
VDFUHG�VLWH��7KH�'LJDPDGXOOD�6DQJKD�6DEKD��D�¶QRQ�SROLWLFDO·�RUJDQLVDWLRQ�
open to Buddhist monks from all three Nikayas and all political parties, 

ZDV�IRUPHG�LQ��������7R�VRPH�H[WHQW��WKH�VWUXFWXUH�RI �WKH�RUJDQLVDWLRQ�
mimicked the structure of  the mosque federations which had become 

UHJLRQDOO\�RUJDQLVHG�XQGHU�H[WHUQDO�WKUHDW�LQ�WKH�\HDUV�RI �ZDU��VHH�&KDSWHU�
����EXW�WKH�6DEKD�ZDV�DOVR�LQ�SDUW�D�&RORPER�LQLWLDWLYH�WR�ZKLFK�ORFDO�PRQNV�
VLJQHG�XS��7KHLU�DFWLYLWLHV�LQFOXGHG�D�SURWHVW�PDUFK�WR�'LJKDYDSL�WHPSOH��
where a dharma salava (preaching hall) had been built by Mrs Ashraff  in 

memory of  her dead husband, and named after him. The signboard was 

forcibly removed by the protesters in spite of  opposition by the incumbent 

FKLHI �PRQN��7KH�'LJDPDGXOOD�6DQJKD�6DEKD�DOVR�PDGH�UHSUHVHQWDWLRQV�
to leading politicians including the President himself. They called on the 

President to immediately stop the allocation of  newly built houses to 

Figure 4.1� 1RUDFKFKRODL�KRXVLQJ�VFKHPH��������SKRWR�E\�7XGRU�6LOYD��
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0XVOLP�,'3V��7KH\�IXUWKHU�UHTXHVWHG�KLP�WR�GHFODUH�WKH�'LJKDYDSL�DUHD�DV�
D�VDFUHG�VLWH��,Q�������WKH�'LJKDYDSL�WHPSOH�SUHPLVHV�ZHUH�GXO\�GHFODUHG�DV�
D�VDFUHG�VLWH�XQGHU�WKH�8UEDQ�'HYHORSPHQW�$XWKRULW\�WKURXJK�D�*D]HWWH�
QRWLÀFDWLRQ��7KLV� FUHDWHG� UHVWULFWLRQV�RQ� WKH�XVH�RI �'LJKDYDSL� ODQG� IRU�
anything other than approved religious and archaeological purposes. This 

move did not satisfy the nationalist monks, however, as it did not address 

WKH�DOORFDWLRQ�RI �KRXVLQJ�LQ�WKH�1RURFKFKRODL�+RXVLQJ�6FKHPH��ZKLFK�OD\�
outside the demarcated sacred area. 

,Q������� WKH� IXQGDPHQWDO� ULJKWV� VXLW�ZDV�ÀOHG� LQ� WKH�6XSUHPH�&RXUW�
by a group of  Buddhist monks led by the Reverend Medhananda. The 

VXLW�DUJXHG�DJDLQVW�WKH�DOORFDWLRQ�RI �KRXVLQJ�H[FOXVLYHO\�WR�0XVOLP�,'3V��
claiming that ‘the settlement of  such a large number of  Muslims within 

FORVH�SUR[LPLW\�WR�WKH�5DMD�0DKD�9LKDUD\D�ZRXOG�EDU�IXUWKHU�H[SDQVLRQ�
RI �6LQKDOD�UHVLGHQWV�ZKR�DUH�QRZ�OLYLQJ�FORVH�WR�WKH�9LKDUD\D·��DQG�WKLV�
ZRXOG�¶LQIULQJH�WKH�IUHHGRP�RI �UHOLJLRQ·�� Although the chief  incumbent 

RI �WKH�'LJKDYDSL�WHPSOH�ZDV�RQH�RI �WKH�SHWLWLRQHUV�LQ�WKLV�FDVH��KH�DSSHDUV�
to have been co-opted by militant monks from outside. An interim order 

SUHYHQWLQJ�WKH�DOORFDWLRQ�RI �KRXVLQJ�WR�DQ\�EHQHÀFLDULHV�ZDV�REWDLQHG�DQG��
LQ�-XQH�������WKH�6XSUHPH�&RXUW�IRXQG�LQ�IDYRXU�RI �WKH�SHWLWLRQHUV��QRW�
so much on grounds of  religious freedom (the central right they claimed 

had been infringed) but simply because the land allocation had completely 

ignored the correct legal process. This, of  course, is far from unusual in 

the world of  Sri Lankan political patronage.

7KLV�FDVH�VKRZV�KRZ�D�FHUWDLQ�KLVWRULFDO�SHUFHSWLRQ�DERXW�'LJKDYDSL��
DQG� LWV� FRQFHSWXDOLVDWLRQ� DV� ¶D� VDFUHG� VLWH·� H[FOXVLYHO\� EHORQJLQJ� WR� WKH�
Sinhala Buddhists, has emerged as a serious threat to the land rights of  

DQRWKHU� UHOLJLRXV� FRPPXQLW\� LQ� HDVWHUQ� 6UL� /DQND��:KLOH� WKH� %XGGKLVW�
monks from Ampara we interviewed did not necessarily agree with the 

H[WHUQDO� QDWLRQDOLVW� UHSUHVHQWDWLRQ� RI � ZKDW� ZDV� KDSSHQLQJ�� WKH� PRUH�
militant among them strongly held the view that the Norochcholai 

housing should be distributed only among Sinhala peasants from the 

area, ignoring the reasons for funding and constructing the scheme in the 

ÀUVW�SODFH��6RPH�KHOG�WKH�RSLQLRQ�WKDW�WKH�KRXVLQJ�VKRXOG�EH�GLVWULEXWHG�
among tsunami victims following national ethnic proportions. Many 

Buddhist monks complained that the Muslim politicians from the east 

were using their disproportionate political power in the government to 

divert resources, including land and development funds, to support their 

Muslim constituencies, while Sinhala politicians merely looked after their 

own personal interests without helping their constituencies as such. In 

this, these monks made the majority the vulnerable victim of  the failure 
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of  its own politicians in a kind of  cultural criticism of  corrupt politics: 

they had failed to deliver their task to protect the Sinhala Buddhist nation.

The Supreme Court Judgment

7KH�6XSUHPH�&RXUW�LVVXHG�LWV�MXGJPHQW�RQ�WKH�'LJKDYDSL�FDVH�RQ���-XQH�
������MXVW�D�IHZ�GD\V�EHIRUH�WKH�WKHQ�&KLHI �-XVWLFH�6DUDWK�6LOYD�UHWLUHG�IURP�
WKH�FRXUW��7KLV�ZDV�RQH�RI �D�QXPEHU�RI �KLJK�SURÀOH�FDVHV�SUHVLGHG�RYHU�
E\�6LOYD�GXULQJ�WKH�WLPH�RI �KLV�FRQWURYHUVLDO�WHQXUH�DV�&KLHI �-XVWLFH��RWKHUV�
LQFOXGH�WKH�VWULNLQJ�GRZQ�RI �WKH�3RVW�7VXQDPL�2SHUDWLRQDO�0DQDJHPHQW�
6WUXFWXUH� �3�720V�� LQ������� DQG� WKH� UXOLQJ� WKDW� WKH�PHUJHG�1RUWKHUQ�
DQG� (DVWHUQ� 3URYLQFHV� �D� PHDVXUH� LQWURGXFHG� GXULQJ� WKH� ODWH� ����V�
,QGLDQ�LQWHUYHQWLRQ��VKRXOG�EH�LPPHGLDWHO\�GH�PHUJHG�LQ�������6LOYD�KDG�
RULJLQDOO\�EHHQ�&KDQGULND�.XPDUDWXQD·V�$WWRUQH\�*HQHUDO��PRYLQJ�WR�KLV�
role in the Supreme Court in 1999. Rather unusually for a senior judge, by 

�����6LOYD�ZDV�DOVR�WKH�SUHVHQWHU�RI �D�ZHHNO\�79�SURJUDPPH��ZKLFK�KH�
used as a vehicle to deliver sermons on Buddhist issues.

The case was brought as an infringement of  three fundamental rights 

guaranteed under the Constitution: freedom of  thought, conscience 

DQG�UHOLJLRQ��$UWLFOH������HTXDOLW\�EHIRUH�WKH�ODZ��$UWLFOH����������DQG�QR�
discrimination on grounds of  race, religion, language, or caste (Article 

��������7KH�FDVH�ZDV�EURXJKW�E\�WKH�5HYHUHQG�(OODZDOD�0HGKDQDQGD�DV�
ÀUVW�3HWLWLRQHU��WRJHWKHU�ZLWK�UHSUHVHQWDWLYHV�RI �WKH�'LJKDYDSL�WHPSOH�DQG�
YDULRXV�DVVRFLDWHG�%XGGKLVW�JURXSV��7KH�$PSDUD�'LVWULFW�6HFUHWDU\�DQG����
others were named as Respondents.

The judgment starts with a summary of  the complaint:

7KH�DOOHJHG�LQIULQJHPHQW�LV�WKH�H[HFXWLYH�DQG�RU�DGPLQLVWUDWLYH�DFWLRQ�
WDNHQ�WR�DOLHQDWH�WKH�ODQG�LQ�TXHVWLRQ�ZKLFK�LV�DERXW����$FUHV�LQ�H[WHQW�
WR� ���� IDPLOLHV� EHLQJ� HQWLUHO\� IRU� WKH�0XVOLP� FRPPXQLW\�� 7KH� ODQG�
LV� ORFDWHG� ��� NLORPHWHUV� WR� WKH� VRXWK� RI � WKH�'HHJKDYDSL� 5DMD�0DKD�
9LKDUD\D��7KH�FDVH�RI �WKH�3HWLWLRQHUV�DQG�WKH�5HVSRQGHQWV�UHIHUUHG�WR�
above who support the Petition is that the settlement of  such a large 

QXPEHU�RI �0XVOLPV�ZLWKLQ�FORVH�SUR[LPLW\�WR�WKH�5DMD�0DKD�9LKDUD\D�
ZRXOG�EDU�IXUWKHU�H[SDQVLRQ�RI �6LQKDOD�%XGGKLVW�UHVLGHQWV�ZKR�DUH�QRZ�
OLYLQJ�FORVH�WR�WKH�9LKDUD\D��7KH\�DOOHJH�WKDW�WKH� LQIULQJHPHQW�UHVXOWV�
from a total failure on the part of  the Respondents, to act in terms of  

the applicable law, being the 13th Amendment to the Constitution and 

WKH�/DQG�'HYHORSPHQW�2UGLQDQFH�DQG� WR�IROORZ�D� IDLU�DQG�HTXLWDEOH�
process in effecting the impugned alienation of  lands. It is alleged that 
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the alienation is arbitrary and discriminates against Sinhala and Tamil 

persons who are without land and have requested that they be alienated 

State land and, is biased in favour of  Muslims. It is further alleged that 

WKH�VHWWOHPHQW�RI �����IDPLOLHV�RI �0XVOLPV�LQ�DQ�DUHD�SUR[LPDWH�WR�WKH�
9LKDUD\D�ZRXOG�LQIULQJH�WKH�IUHHGRP�RI �UHOLJLRQ��7KH�LQIULQJHPHQW�RI �
WKH�IXQGDPHQWDO� ULJKWV�JXDUDQWHHG�XQGHU�$UWLFOHV��������������DQG����
are alleged on the aforestated basis.

The main substance of  the judgment concerns the circumstances 

in which the allocation of  the contested housing was made, and the 

process of  allocation itself. According to the judgment, there has been 

¶QR� FRPSOLDQFH·�ZLWK� WKH� OHJLVODWLYH� DQG� FRQVWLWXWLRQDO� UHTXLUHPHQWV� IRU�
land allocation, and no attempt to suggest otherwise on the course of  

WKH�DFWLRQ��5DWKHU��WKHUH�LV�HYLGHQFH�²�LQ�WKH�IRUP�RI �D������OHWWHU�IURP�
0�+�0��$VKUDII �WR�WKH�WKHQ�0LQLVWHU�RI �/DQG��UHTXHVWLQJ�WKH�DOORFDWLRQ�RI �
Norochcholai land to landless Muslim farmers from Akkaraipattu – that 

the plan for this particular allocation pre-dated the tsunami by some years.

The issue of  freedom of  religion is, however, dealt with rather 

differently in the body of  the judgment, where it receives a single, quite 

striking paragraph:

The Petitioners and the Respondents who support the petition 

VXEPLWWHG� WKDW� WKH�'HHJKDYDSL� 5DMDPDKD� 9LKDUD\� LV� RQH�� RI � WKH� ���
most venerated sites of  Buddhists in this country. According to 

the Mahavamsa the Buddha in his third visit to Sri Lanka attended 

WKH� VLWH� RI � WKH�9LKDUD\D��7KHVH�PDWWHUV� XUJHG� E\� WKH�3HWLWLRQHUV� DUH�
VXSSRUWHG� E\� WKH� FRPSUHKHQVLYH� UHSRUW� RI � WKH�'LUHFWRU�*HQHUDO� RI �
Archaeology, which has been produced by the 1st Respondent himself  

PDUNHG��5���$FFRUGLQJ�WR�WKLV�UHSRUW�WKH�QDPH�'HHJKDYDSL�KDV�EHHQ�
XVHG�IURP�WKH��QG�&HQWXU\�%�&��DQG�WKH�9LKDUD\D�ZDV�FRQVWUXFWHG�E\�
.LQJ�6DGGKDWLVVD�LQ�WKH��VW�FHQWXU\�%�&��)XUWKHU��WKH�VDFUHG�9LKDUD\D�
had been reconstructed by King Kirthisri Rajasinghe of  the Kandyan 

.LQJGRP� LQ� ����� $�'�� ,Q� WKH� FLUFXPVWDQFHV� QRWKLQJ� IXUWKHU� QHHG�
to be stated as regards the sensitivity which has been affected by the 

impugned action from the perspective of  the Buddhist, not only in that 

area but in the entire country.

7KLV�LV�WKH�RQO\�SDUDJUDSK�WKDW�VSHFLÀFDOO\�DGGUHVVHV�WKH�UHOLJLRXV�EDVLV�
RI � WKH�FRXUW�DFWLRQ��'LJKDYDSL�� LW� LV�DUJXHG�� LV� LPSRUWDQW�EHFDXVH�RI � LWV�
place in the Mahavamsa and because it is said to have been reconstructed 
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E\� .LQJ� .LUWKL� 6UL� 5DMDVLQJKH� �ZKRVH� UHLJQ� DFWXDOO\� VWDUWHG� LQ� �������
Sensitivity is, then, self-evident: as the judgment puts it, ‘nothing further 

QHHG�WR�EH�VWDWHG·��,Q�RWKHU�ZRUGV��WKH�UHOLJLRXV�FDVH�LV�QRW�DUJXHG�WKURXJK�
at all: religious issues do not drive the argument of  the judgment, rather 

they frame it.

The judgment concludes:

6WDWH�ODQG�LV�KHOG�E\�WKH�H[HFXWLYH�LQ�WUXVW�IRU�WKH�3HRSOH�DQG�PD\�EH�
alienated only as permitted by law. For the reasons stated above I hold 

that the impugned alienation is bereft of  any legal authority and has 

EHHQ�HIIHFWHG�LQ�D�SURFHVV�ZKLFK�LV�QRW�ERQD�ÀGH�«�2Q�WKH�SUHFHGLQJ�
analysis of  evidence, the Petitioners have established an infringement 

RI �WKH�IXQGDPHQWDO�ULJKWV�JXDUDQWHHG�E\�$UWLFOH��������������DQG����RI �
the Constitution.

There are, then, three strands in the judgment, corresponding to 

WKH� WKUHH� IXQGDPHQWDO� ULJKWV� LQYRNHG� LQ� WKH� RULJLQDO� SHWLWLRQ�� 7KH� ÀUVW�
concerns the distribution of  state land to the landless. The second 

FRQFHUQV�WKH�LGHQWLÀFDWLRQ�RI �EHQHÀFLDULHV�RQ�WKH�JURXQGV�RI �HWKQLFLW\��LQ�
WKLV�FDVH�WKH�GHFLVLRQ�WR�EHQHÀW�0XVOLPV�H[FOXVLYHO\��7KH�WKLUG�FRQFHUQV�
UHOLJLRXV� ¶VHQVLWLYLW\·��7KH�EDFNJURXQG�WR�WKH�ÀUVW�RI � WKHVH� LVVXHV� OLHV� LQ�
the mid-nineteenth century when the colonial government declared all 

ODQG�ZLWKRXW�REYLRXV�WLWOH�WR�EH�&URZQ�/DQG��2YHU�WKH�IROORZLQJ�FHQWXU\��
large blocks of  Crown Land were sold off  for plantation development in 

WKH�FHQWUDO�PRXQWDLQV�DQG�WKH�VRXWK�ZHVW�:HW�=RQH��+HUH�LQ�WKH�HDVW��WKH�
PDLQ�GHYHORSPHQW�ZDV�WKH�RSHQLQJ�XS�RI �QHZ�LUULJDWHG�ULFH�ODQG��:LWK�WKH�
DGYHQW�RI �PDVV�SROLWLFV�LQ�WKH�����V��WKH�SURFHVV�RI �DOORFDWLQJ�VWDWH�ODQG�
has been administratively erratic, or highly politicised, or both (Moore 

�����������7KHUHIRUH�� WKH�SURFHGXUDO� VKRUWFRPLQJV� LQ� WKH�1RURFKFKRODL�
case are by no means unique, but it took the other two issues to bring 

them to the attention of  the Supreme Court. 

7KLV� OHDYHV� XV� ZLWK� WKH� UHOLJLRXV� EDVLV� RI � WKH� MXGJPHQW�� :KLOH� WKH�
SURFHVV�RI �DOORFDWLRQ��DQG�WR�D�OHVVHU�H[WHQW�WKH�HWKQLFLVHG�UDWLRQDOH�IRU�WKH�
allocation, are subject to some degree of  legal reasoning in the judgment, 

the challenge of  religious freedom is presented rather differently. The 

judgment here merely reiterates the self-evident importance of  the site for 

Buddhists across the island. Yet for a housing scheme 13 km away to affect 

'LJKDYDSL�LWVHOI��LW�LV�QHFHVVDU\�WR�LQWURGXFH�DQRWKHU�DUJXPHQW�²�WKDW�WKH�
H[LVWHQFH�RI �1RULFKFKRODL�KDV�WKH�SRWHQWLDO�WR�OLPLW�WKH�H[SDQVLRQ�RI �WKH�
Buddhist population. And this in turn contains an implicit assumption – 

Spencer T02267 01 text   83 02/09/2014   07:55



��� � Checkpoint, Temple, Church and Mosque

WKDW�'LJKDYDSL�requires�DQ�H[SDQGLQJ�DQG�H[FOXVLYHO\�%XGGKLVW�SRSXODWLRQ�
in the surrounding area – which works within the same logic of  ethnicised 

distribution of  resources which in other respects the judgment challenges. 

Making a Sacred Space

The Supreme Court judgment was only one of  a series of  important 

UXOLQJV� RQ�'LJKDYDSL�� ,Q� )HEUXDU\� ������ DW� D� poya day ceremony at his 

RIÀFLDO� UHVLGHQFH�� WKH� 3UHVLGHQW� KDQGHG� RYHU� D� GRFXPHQW� SURPLVLQJ� WR�
GHYHORS�'LJKDYDSL�DV�D�VDFUHG�DUHD��$V� WKH�JRYHUQPHQW�QHZVSDSHU�� WKH�
Daily News, put it in its editorial: ‘The move by the President to declare 

'HHJDYDSL� DV� D� VDFUHG� DUHD� ZKLFK� ZRXOG� QDWXUDOO\� HQFRPSDVV� WKH� YDVW�
VXUURXQGLQJ�ODQGV�VDLG�WR�FRQWDLQ�«�DUWLIDFWV�ZRXOG�EH�D�PDWWHU�RI �JUHDW�
VRODFH�WR�DOO�%XGGKLVWV�·�$QG�IROORZHUV�RI �RWKHU�UHOLJLRQV�VKRXOG�DOVR�� LW�
FODLPHG��EH�SOHDVHG�DV� WKH�3UHVLGHQW·V�GHFLVLRQ�� ¶ZRXOG�DOVR�VLJQLÀFDQWO\�
contribute to religious concord and amity and remove suspicion and 

PLVJLYLQJV�DPRQJ�WKRVH�SURIHVVLQJ�RWKHU�IDLWKV·��Daily News�(GLWRULDO�����
)HEUXDU\��������
:KDW� GRHV� WKLV� PHDQ� LQ� SUDFWLFH�� DQG� ZKHUH� GRHV� WKH� LGHD� RI � WKH�

VDFUHG�DUHD�FRPH�IURP"�7KH�DQVZHU� OLHV� LQ� WKH�FRQÁXHQFH�RI �%XGGKLVW�
historiography, modernist planning and colonial divisions of  the world. 

The modern history of  the Buddhist centre of  Anuradhapura in the 

North-Central Province provides something of  a template for subsequent 

claims to sacred space. The pilgrimage centre of  Kataragama to the south 

SURYLGHV�D�PRUH�UHFHQW�YDULDQW��%HWZHHQ�WKHP��WKRXJK��ZH�ÀQG�D�SHFXOLDU�
combination, in which that deemed to be sacred is clearly divided from the 

non-sacred in spatial terms, yet the precise meaning of  the sacred is much 

less clear. For Buddhist leaders campaigning against colonial developments 

DW� $QXUDGKDSXUD�� WKH� VDFUHG� LV� H[SOLFLWO\� RSSRVHG� WR� WKH� SROLWLFDO�� %XW�
ODWHU� LQ� WKH�$QXUDGKDSXUD� VWRU\�� WKH� VDFUHG� LV� LPSOLFLWO\� LGHQWLÀHG�ZLWK�
a particular community, Sinhala Buddhists, and the non-sacred refers to 

non-Sinhala non-Buddhists. At Kataragama, despite a process of  general 

¶%XGGKLFLVDWLRQ·�DW�WKH�VKULQH��WKH�VDFUHG�DUHD�LQFOXGHV�0XVOLP��+LQGX�DQG�
%XGGKLVW� HOHPHQWV�� DQG� WKH� VDFUHG� WKHQ� EHFRPHV� LGHQWLÀHG�ZLWK� VRPH�
sense of  religion in general, and is opposed to all kinds of  worldly activity. 

The Buddhist chronicle, the Mahavamsa, which occupies the ideological 

KHDUW� RI � 6LQKDOD�%XGGKLVW� QDWLRQDOLVP�� WHOOV� WKH� LVODQG·V� VWRU\� IURP� WKH�
perspective of  one of  the two great monasteries at Anuradhapura, the 

0DKD�9LKDUD��$QXUDGKDSXUD�LWVHOI �VHUYHG�DV�WKH�FHQWUH�IRU�ERWK�%XGGKLVP�
and kingship from roughly the fourth century bce until the tenth century, 
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ZKHQ�SRZHU�VKLIWHG�WR�3RORQQDUXZD��VRPH����NP�WR�WKH�HDVW��%\�WKH�WLPH�
the British established their rule across the island in the early nineteenth 

century, Anuradhapura itself  was mostly a collection of  half-forgotten ruins 

in a thinly populated and isolated part of  the country. Among those ruins, 

though, was the temple that housed the sacred bo-tree, said to be grown 

from a cutting from the tree under which the Buddha himself  attained 

HQOLJKWHQPHQW��(YHQ� LQ� WKH�HDUOLHVW�GD\V�RI �%ULWLVK� UXOH��ZKHQ�D�FHUWDLQ�
understanding of  Anuradhapura as forgotten and engulfed by jungle was 

built up, pilgrims continued to visit the bo-tree and battles for control of  

the temple occupied the minds of  British administrations and local elites 

alike. In the course of  the nineteenth century, Anuradhapura grew into 

D�VLJQLÀFDQW�FHQWUH�IRU�ORFDO�DGPLQLVWUDWLRQ��DLGHG�E\�WKH�FRPLQJ�RI �WKH�
railway to the town, while the remains of  the old city were investigated by 

archaeologists and, little by little, restored by Buddhist activists. 

The fractious history of  colonial Anuradhapura has been meticulously 

GRFXPHQWHG�DQG�DQDO\VHG�E\�(OL]DEHWK�1LVVDQ��������������DQG�ZH�GUDZ�
KHDYLO\�RQ�KHU�DFFRXQW�KHUH��5HDGLQJ�1LVVDQ·V�DFFRXQW��LW�LV�VWULNLQJ�KRZ�
PXFK�RI �WKH�'LJKDYDSL�VWRU\�LV�IRUHVKDGRZHG�DW�$QXUDGKDSXUD��6R��IRU�
H[DPSOH�� VRPH�RI � WKH�PRVW� LPSRUWDQW� HDUO\� HIIRUWV� DW� UHVWRUDWLRQ�ZHUH�
the work of  a low-country Buddhist monk, who settled at the ruined 

Ruvanvelisaya – a stupa celebrated in the Mahavamsa – and attracted 

support from Buddhists in other parts of  the island. Another monk 

settled at Isseramuni and set about attracting support for its restoration. 

In arguments about control and restoration of  the ruined sites, a certain 

reading of  the Mahavamsa – stripped of  its mythical and symbolic 

GLPHQVLRQ�LQ�NHHSLQJ�ZLWK�WKH�KLVWRULRJUDSKLF�H[SHFWDWLRQV�RI �WKH�WLPHV�
²�ZDV�XVHG�WR�EXWWUHVV�%XGGKLVW�FODLPV��,Q�������WKH�&KLHI �0RQN�DW�WKH�
Bo-tree Temple claimed that a Muslim shopkeeper was using materials 

IURP�WKH�UXLQHG�$EKD\DJLUL�VLWH�IRU�EXLOGLQJ�ZRUNV��1LVVDQ����������²����
:KDW�FRPSOLFDWHV�WKH�VWRU\��ZKHQ�FRPSDUHG�WR�'LJKDYDSL��LV�WKH�SUHVHQFH�
of  British colonial archaeologists, who were just as likely as the Buddhist 

activists to read the landscape through the prism of  the Mahavamsa, but 

ZKRVH�DFWLYLWLHV�ZHUH�WKH�VRXUFH�RI �FRQVLGHUDEOH�DQ[LHW\�DQG�RFFDVLRQDO�
overt protest. The other complication is the growth of  the town itself, 

ZLWK� LWV� PRVTXH� DQG� FKXUFK� DQG� EXWFKHU·V� VKRSV�� QRW� WR� PHQWLRQ�
FRXUWV� DQG�JRYHUQPHQW�RIÀFHV�²� DOO� DQDWKHPD� WR� WKH� LQFUHDVLQJO\�YRFDO�
Buddhist protesters.

$V�LQ�WKH�'LJKDYDSL�FDVH��%XGGKLVW�SURWHVWV�DERXW�ZKDW�ZDV�KDSSHQLQJ�
in Anuradhapura were orchestrated and supported by Buddhist leaders 

IURP�RXWVLGH� WKH� DUHD��$Q� HVSHFLDOO\� LPSRUWDQW� ÀJXUH� LQ� WKLV� KLVWRU\� LV�
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:DODVLQJKD�+DULVFKDQGUD�� DQ� DVVRFLDWH� RI �$QDJDULND�'KDUPDSDOD�� ZKR�
PRUH�WKDQ�DQ\RQH�LQLWLDWHG�WKH�FDPSDLJQ�IRU�UH�HVWDEOLVKLQJ�WKH�¶VDFUHG�FLW\·�
RI �$QXUDGKDSXUD�LQ�WKH�HDUO\�\HDUV�RI �WKH�WZHQWLHWK�FHQWXU\��+DULVFKDQGUD�
published a small guide to the area called The Sacred City of  Anuradhapura. 

Although primarily descriptive, it contained an important argument about 

WKH�UHODWLRQ�RI �WKH�VDFUHG�FLW\�WR�WHPSRUDO�SRZHU��+DULVFKDQGUD�VWDUWV�KLV�
account of  Anuradhapura with the gift of  what came to be known as the 

Mahamegha garden by King Mutasiva in the fourth century bce. The gift 

LV� VLJQLÀFDQW� IRU�+DULVFKDQGUD�EHFDXVH��KH� FODLPV�� LW� VLJQLÀHV� D�SK\VLFDO�
distinction betweeen the royal capital, somewhere to the west of  the main 

Buddhist sites, and the sacred city itself, which was contained within the 

Mahamegha garden and which belonged entirely to the sangha. The British 

DGPLQLVWUDWLRQ�KDG�PL[HG�XS�JRYHUQPHQW�RIÀFHV�ZLWK�VDFUHG�VLWHV��¶HLWKHU�
by ill will towards our national religion or by ignorance of  the true history 

RI �WKH�6DFUHG�&LW\·��LQ�1LVVDQ�������������
6R��DW�WKH�KHDUW�RI �+DULVFKDQGUD·V�FDPSDLJQ�WR�UHVWRUH�$QXUDGKDSXUD�

as a sacred city, there was a strong division between the sacred (that which 

has been gifted to the sangha) and the rest (including the mundane work of  

government). The division is based on one of  the deep structural principles 

of  Sri Lankan Buddhism – the boundary that separates the sangha from 

the distractions of  worldly life – which in this case has been adjusted to 

ÀW� D� FRORQLDO� UHDOLW\� LQ�ZKLFK� JRYHUQPHQW� LQFUHDVLQJO\� WULHG� WR� GLVWDQFH�
LWVHOI �IURP�HQJDJHPHQW�LQ�WKH�ZRUOG�RI �SXEOLF�UHOLJLRQ��%XW�+DULVFKDQGUD·V�
¶VDFUHG�FLW\·�ZDV�QRW� MXVW�DERXW�WKH�SUHVHQFH�RU�DEVHQFH�RI �JRYHUQPHQW�
RIÀFHV��+H�ZDV�HTXDOO\�FRQFHUQHG�ZLWK�WKH�SUHVHQFH�RI �WKH�ZURQJ�NLQG�RI �
SHRSOH�DQG�WKH�ZURQJ�NLQGV�RI �DFWLYLW\�LQ�SUR[LPLW\�WR�VDFUHG�DUHDV��¶,W�LV�
PRVW�UHJUHWWDEOH�WR�VWDWH�WKDW�FHUWDLQ�2IÀFLDOV�RI �WKH�&H\ORQ�*RYHUQPHQW�
have ignored this fact, and have endeavoured to convert this ground 

of  most hallowed shrines, into an ordinary bazaar with taverns, liquor 

VKRSV��PHDW�VWDOOV��DQG�VXFK�RWKHU�WKLQJV·��+DULVFKDQGUD�����������,Q�KLV�
YLHZ��¶DOO� ODQG�LQ�$QXUDGKDSXUD�DQG�ZLWKLQ�D�FLUFXLW�RI ����PLOHV�ZDV�IRU�
%XGGKLVWV�RQO\�� DQG�«�QR�RWKHU� UHOLJLRQV��QRU�RWKHU�SUDFWLFHV� FRQWUDU\�
WR�%XGGKLVP�� FRXOG�EH� WROHUDWHG� LQ� WKLV� DUHD·� �1LVVDQ������� ������+HUH�
WKH�¶VDFUHG·�EHFDPH�WKH�SURSHUW\�RI �D�SDUWLFXODU�UHOLJLRXV�FRPPXQLW\�DQG�
FRXOG�EH�LQYRNHG�WR�H[FOXGH�RWKHU�UHOLJLRXV�FRPPXQLWLHV�IURP�WKH�WRZQ�
and its surroundings.

+DULVFKDQGUD·V�SURMHFW�IRU�$QXUDGKDSXUD�WR�EH�UHPDGH�DV�D�VDFUHG�FLW\�
KDG�WR�ZDLW�DQRWKHU����\HDUV�EHIRUH�LW�VWDUWHG�WR�WDNH�UHDO�VKDSH�DIWHU�WKH�
SROLWLFDO�UHIRUPV�RI �WKH�HDUO\�����V��ZKLFK�KDQGHG�RYHU�PRVW�RI �WKH�ZRUN�
of  government to elected local politicians. The cause was taken up by the 

Spencer T02267 01 text   86 02/09/2014   07:55



Making Sacred Space� � ��

\RXQJ�6�:�5�'��%DQGDUDQDLNH�ZKR��DV�0LQLVWHU�IRU�/RFDO�$GPLQLVWUDWLRQ��
SLORWHG�WKH�$QXUDGKDSXUD�3UHVHUYDWLRQ�2UGLQDQFH�LQWR�ODZ�LQ�������7KLV�
JUDIWHG�+DULVFKDQGUD·V�FRQFHUQV�RQ�WR�D�PRGHUQLVW�SODQQLQJ�IUDPHZRUN�
for a New Town at some remove from the key Buddhist sites. Clifford 

+ROOLGD\��D�%ULWLVK�DUFKLWHFW�DQG�SODQQHU�ZKR�KDG�EHHQ�KHDYLO\�LQYROYHG�LQ�
XUEDQ�SODQQLQJ�LQ�-HUXVDOHP��ZDV�EURXJKW�LQ�WR�KHOS��1LVVDQ�������������
7KH�1HZ�7RZQ�ZDV�LQDXJXUDWHG�LQ������DQG��OLWWOH�E\�OLWWOH��RIÀFHV��VKRSV��
churches and mosques in the old town were demolished and rebuilt on the 

QHZ�VLWH��:KDW�LV�OHIW�LV�WKH�VDFUHG�FLW\�DV�YLVLWRUV�ÀQG�LW�WRGD\�²�DQ�DUHD�
GLVHPEHGGHG�IURP�WKH�ÁRZ�RI �HYHU\GD\�OLIH��DQG�RUJDQLVHG�IRU�WKH�EHQHÀW�
of  two overlapping groups: tourists and Buddhist pilgrims.

The case of  Kataragama can be dealt with more quickly, if  only 

EHFDXVH� ZH� ODFN� WKH� NLQG� RI � GRFXPHQWDWLRQ� SURYLGHG� E\� 1LVVDQ·V�
UHVHDUFK��.DWDUDJDPD�LV�D�FODVVLF�H[DPSOH�RI �D�6RXWK�$VLDQ�PXOWL�UHOLJLRXV�
centre. Located in what was until recently a very remote, jungly spot in 

the far south-west of  the island, the main ritual attraction is the annual 

festival celebrating the visit of  the god Kataragama (Murugan to Tamil 

worshippers) to the island, and his dalliance with a beautiful jungle girl 

he meets there, a dalliance that arouses the fury of  his powerful but 

barren South Indian wife Theyvanniamman. The shrine itself  dates 

back to Kandyan times if  not earlier, but its popularity increased with 

the arrival of  migrant plantation workers from South India in the second 

half  of  the nineteenth century, working on tea and coffee estates in the 

high mountains of  the interior. They brought with them new devotional 

practices and, in the twentieth century, their intensely emotional style of  

religiosity attracted increasing numbers of  Sinhala Buddhist pilgrims. 

Kataragama and its devotees have been the focus of  some of  the most 

important analyses of  religious change in Sri Lanka, most notably 

*DQDQDWK� 2EH\HVHNHUH·V� Medusa’s hair� �������� ,Q� Buddhism transformed 

2EH\HVHNHUH�DQG�KLV�FR�DXWKRU�5LFKDUG�*RPEULFK�GRFXPHQW�D�SURFHVV�
WKH\�FDOO�WKH�¶%XGGKLVW�DSSURSULDWLRQ�RI �.DWDUDJDPD·��D�SURFHVV�LQ�ZKLFK�
control of  the key shrines has passed to Sinhala Buddhists, and Tamil 

devotees have found themselves edged to the margins, while new myths 

FLUFXODWH�OLQNLQJ�WKH�VKULQH�WR�NH\�ÀJXUHV�IURP�6LQKDOD�KLVWRU\�OLNH�.LQJ�
'XWXJlPXQX��*RPEULFK�DQG�2EH\HVHNHUH���������������
2EH\HVHNHUH�RSHQV�Medusa’s hair with a description of  the route taken 

E\�D�YLVLWRU�WR�.DWDUDJDPD��2EH\VHNHUH��������²����7R�UHDFK�WKH�VKULQH��
SLOJULPV�ÀUVW�KDYH�WR�FURVV�WKH�ULYHU��WKH�0HQLN�*DQJD��ZKLFK�UXQV�SDVW�
WKH�WHPSOH�FRPSOH[��7KH�FRPSOH[�LWVHOI �FRQVLVWV�RI �WKH�PDLQ�VKULQH�WR�WKH�
god, with smaller shrines to his legitimate wife Thevani Amman and to his 
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EURWKHU�*DQHVK��$ERXW�����PHWUHV�DZD\�IURP�WKLV�FOXVWHU�RI �EXLOGLQJV�LV�
WKH�VKULQH�WR�WKH�JRG·V�PLVWUHVV�9DOOL�$PPD��%HWZHHQ�WKH�WZR�LV�D�PRVTXH�
FRQWDLQLQJ� WKH� WRPE�RI �D�0XVOLP�VDLQW��ZKHUH�6XÀ�GHYRWHHV�JDWKHU� IRU�
their own rituals at the time of  the main temple festival to Kataragama 

himself. Behind the main shrine to the god is a large bo-tree, and beyond 

WKDW� LV�D�JOHDPLQJ�ZKLWH�%XGGKLVW� VWXSD�� WKH�.LUL�9LKDUD��2EH\HVHNHUH·V�
account emphasises the different affective quality of  the spaces that the 

SLOJULP�SDVVHV�WKURXJK��ÀUVW�IURP�WKH�HYHU\GD\�ZRUOG�DFURVV�WKH�ULYHU�WR�
WKH�DUHD�DURXQG�WKH�WHPSOH�LWVHOI��WKHQ�WKH�URXWH�RI �WKH�JRG·V�SURFHVVLRQ�WR�
his mistress, which, with its displays of  passionate devotion, constitutes a 

]RQH�RI �VHQVRU\�H[FHVV��RI �FRORXU��HURWLFLVP�DQG�VHQVXDOLW\��D�]RQH�LQ�VWDUN�
FRQWUDVW�WR�WKH�WRQH�RI �%XGGKLVW�UHVWUDLQW�DQG�FDOP�DURXQG�WKH�.LUL�9LKDUD�
%XW� WKH� ODQGVFDSH� WKDW�2EH\HVHNHUH� HYRNHV� VR�PHPRUDEO\� IURP� WKH�

HDUO\� ����V� KDV� QRZ�� OLNH� WKDW� RI � FRQWHPSRUDU\� $QXUDGKDSXUD�� EHHQ�
UHSODFHG� E\� D� UHODWLYHO\� UHFHQW� FRQVWUXFW��8QWLO� WKH� ����V�� WKH� URXWH� RI �
WKH�JRG·V�SURFHVVLRQ�ZDV�OLQHG�ZLWK�VKRSV��VWDOOV��UHVWDXUDQWV�DQG�SLOJULPV·�
UHVWV��:LU]������������.DWDUDJDPD�ZDV�GHFODUHG�D�VDFUHG�DUHD�LQ������DQG��
little by little in the decades that followed, the area around the shrines was 

FOHDUHG�RI �DOO�UHPLQGHUV�RI �PXQGDQH�QHHGV�DQG�WKHLU�IXOÀOPHQW��,I �SLOJULPV�
needed a place to eat or sleep, they would have to seek it in the New Town 

that was constructed on the other side of  the river from the sacred area 

�)U\GHQOXQG���������²�����7KH�¶VDFUHG·�LQ�WKLV�UH�DUUDQJHPHQW�RI �VDFUHG�
VSDFH�ZDV�QRW�H[FOXVLYHO\�%XGGKLVW��DV�LW�KDG�EHHQ�LQ�$QXUDGKDSXUD���QRW�
least because the whole raison d’être of  Kataragama is of  course the shrines 

WR�WKH�JRG�KLPVHOI�� ¶6DFUHG·�KHUH�QHFHVVDULO\�GHQRWHV�D�VSDFH�GHYRWHG�WR�
UHOLJLRQ�LQ�JHQHUDO��ZKLFK�LQFOXGHV�+LQGX��%XGGKLVW�DQG�0XVOLP�VKULQHV�
ZLWKLQ� LW�� ZKDW� PDNHV� WKH� VSDFH� ¶VDFUHG·� LV� WKH� GHOLEHUDWH� H[FOXVLRQ� RI �
PXQGDQH� DFWLYLW\�� 7KLV� RI � FRXUVH� HFKRHV� +DULVFKDQGUD·V� DUJXPHQW�
DJDLQVW� WKH� PL[LQJ� RI � JRYHUQPHQW� RIÀFHV� ZLWK� WKH� %XGGKLVW� UXLQV� RI �
Anuradhapura, but there is a further irony to the working through of  

this logic at Kataragama. Buddhist monasticism does indeed have a deep 

structure based on the need for the renouncer to remove himself  from the 

distractions of  worldly life (as well as a long history of  interdependence 

between monastic order and kingly power). But the religiosity celebrated 

at Kataragama is intensely engaged with worldly concerns: pilgrims come 

WR�VHHN�WKH�JRG·V�KHOS�ZLWK�H[DPV�DQG�HPSOR\PHQW��PDUULDJHV�DQG�SROLWLFDO�
FDPSDLJQV�� 6HHQ� LQ� WKLV� OLJKW�� WKH� PDWHULDO� ¶GLVHPEHGGLQJ·� RI � ¶UHOLJLRQ·�
from the rest of  life, concretised in the division between the New Town 

and the sacred area, seems to rather miss the point of  the place itself.
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7KH�.DWDUDJDPD�H[DPSOH�RI �VSDFH�WKDW�KDV�EHHQ�RIÀFLDOO\�GHVLJQDWHG�
DV� ¶VDFUHG·� GLIIHUV� IURP�'LJKDYDSL� LQ� WZR� ZD\V� WKHQ�� RQH� UDWKHU� PRUH�
obvious than the other. The obvious difference is between a multi-reli-

gious site being declared sacred, where members of  particular religious 

FRPPXQLWLHV�FDQQRW�EH�HYLFWHG�RU�H[FOXGHG�RQ�VLPSOH�UHOLJLRXV�JURXQGV��
The less obvious difference is this question of  disembedding. In the 

original complaints about the allocation of  land to Muslim families in 

Norochcholai, it was argued that the presence of  Muslim families would 

prevent the settlement of  Buddhist families, which in turn would deprive 

WKH�'LJKDYDSL� WHPSOH� RI � WKH� OD\� VXSSRUWHUV� LW�PLJKW� QHHG� IRU� LWV� RZQ�
GD\�WR�GD\� H[LVWHQFH��5HOLJLRXV� VSDFH� LV� LQ� WKLV� FDVH�QRW� VHSDUDWHG� IURP�
PXQGDQH�VSDFH��UDWKHU�UHOLJLRXV�VSDFH�QHHGV�WR�LQFOXGH�ERWK�WKH�sangha and 

WKH�ODLW\��$QG�¶UHOLJLRQ·�LV�QRW�GLVHPEHGGHG�IURP�HYHU\GD\�H[LVWHQFH��EXW�
UDWKHU�LV�H[SDQGHG�WR�LQFOXGH�DQ�HQWLUH�UHOLJLRXV�FRPPXQLW\��ERWK�PRQNV�
and laity. 

Meanwhile, the idea of  the sacred area continues to cause problems in 

SRVW�ZDU�6UL�/DQND�� ,Q�6HSWHPEHU������� WKH�%%&�UHSRUWHG� WKDW�D� VPDOO�
Muslim shrine in Anuradhapura had been destroyed by a group led by 

a Buddhist monk: ‘The monk who led the group told the BBC he did it 

EHFDXVH�WKH�VKULQH�ZDV�RQ�ODQG�WKDW�ZDV�JLYHQ�WR�6LQKDOHVH�%XGGKLVWV�������
\HDUV�DJR�·��$�\HDU�ODWHU��D�PRUH�VSHFWDFXODU�SURWHVW�LQ�'DPEXOOD��VLWH�RI �DQ�
old and famous cave temple, attracted global attention. A prominent local 

monk led a demonstration demanding the removal of  a small mosque from 

what he claimed was sacred Buddhist land. The demonstration was unruly, 

DQG�YLGHR� IRRWDJH�RI � D�%XGGKLVW�PRQN�DSSDUHQWO\� H[SRVLQJ�KLPVHOI � DW�
WKH�VLWH�RI �WKH�PRVTXH�FLUFXODWHG�ZLGHO\�RQ�WKH� LQWHUQHW��+HVORS��������
,Q�WKH�SROLWLFDO�DQG�OHJDO�FRQIXVLRQ�WKDW�IROORZHG��WKH�&RORPER�1*2��WKH�
Centre for Policy Alternatives, put out a short document entitled ‘Legal 

)UDPHZRUN�*RYHUQLQJ� 3ODFHV� RI �5HOLJLRXV�:RUVKLS� LQ� 6UL� /DQND�·� 7KH�
DXWKRUV�H[DPLQHG�WKH�YDULRXV�UHOHYDQW�SLHFHV�RI �OHJLVODWLRQ�EHIRUH�UHDFKLQJ�
a surprising conclusion: despite the frequent declarations by politicians, 

WKH�FRQFHSW�RI �WKH�¶VDFUHG�DUHD·�KDV�QR�OHJLVODWLYH�IRXQGDWLRQ�ZKDWVRHYHU�
LQ�6UL�/DQND��&HQWUH�IRU�3ROLF\�$OWHUQDWLYHV�����������'HFODULQJ�VRPHWKLQJ�
VDFUHG�LV��WR�LQYRNH�-�/��$XVWLQ��D�SHUIRUPDWLYH��RQH�RI �WKRVH�VSHHFK�DFWV�
²�OLNH�¶,�GR·�LQ�D�ZHGGLQJ�FHUHPRQ\�²�WKDW�FDQ�VKLIW�WKH�ERXQGDULHV�RI �WKH�
social world. And the people most likely to make these declarations and 

try to separate off  a protected place for religion are, of  course, politicians.
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,Q� ODWH� ������ WZR�RI � WKH� DXWKRUV� WUDYHOOHG� WRJHWKHU� IURP�3HUDGHQL\D� WR�
6DPPDQWKXUDL��DQG�WKHQ�RQ�WR�(DVWHUQ�8QLYHUVLW\��MXVW�QRUWK�RI �%DWWLFDORD��
It was very early in the project and we were still slowly acquiring a general 

sense of  what we might be dealing with in addressing the question of  

UHOLJLRQ�DQG�FRQÁLFW�LQ�WKH�HDVW��$�IHZ�GD\V�IXUWKHU�GRZQ�WKH�URDG��RQH�RI �
WKH�WUDYHOOHUV�DVNHG�WKH�RWKHU�LI �WKHUH�ZHUH�VLJQLÀFDQW�FRQÁLFWV�within the 

Muslim community in Sri Lanka. ‘You remember our journey the other 

GD\�IURP�6DPPDQWKXUDL�WR�%DWWLFDORD"·��KH�UHSOLHG��¶<HV�·�¶<RX�UHPHPEHU�

Figure 5.1� .DWWDQNXG\�0RVTXH�)HGHUDWLRQ��������SKRWR�
E\�-RQDWKDQ�6SHQFHU��
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SDVVLQJ�WKURXJK�.DWWDQNXG\"·�¶<HV�·�¶+DYH�\RX�KHDUG�ZKDW�KDSSHQHG�WKHUH�
ODWHU�WKDW�GD\"·�¶1R�·
7KLV� LV� ZKDW� KDSSHQHG� LQ� .DWWDQNXG\� LQ� 'HFHPEHU� ������ $� 6XÀ�

OHDGHU� IURP�.DWWDQNXG\� FDOOHG� 3D\LOYDQ� KDG� GLHG� LQ� &RORPER��+H� KDG�
EHHQ� H[LOHG� IURP�.DWWDQNXG\� DV� SDUW� RI � D� ORQJ�UXQQLQJ� GLVSXWH� DERXW�
the supposedly un-Islamic content of  some of  his teaching and practice. 

:KHQ�3D\LOYDQ�GLHG��KLV�IROORZHUV�EURXJKW�KLV�ERG\�EDFN�WR�.DWWDQNXG\�
by helicopter for burial there. In the violence that followed, houses were 

torched and a number of  people were killed and injured. Some days 

ODWHU��3D\LOYDQ·V�ODUJH�DQG�LPSUHVVLYH�PHGLWDWLRQ�FHQWUH�E\�WKH�EHDFK�ZDV�
attacked and a tower torn down by a crowd armed with cables and other 

HTXLSPHQW��:LWK�LQFLGHQWV�OLNH�WKLV��LW�ZDV�QDwYH�WR�DVVXPH�WKDW�WKHUH�ZDV�
RQO\�RQH� ¶FRQÁLFW·� DW�ZRUN� LQ� WKLV�SDUW�RI �6UL�/DQND��2XU�SUREOHP�ZDV�
QRW� RQH� LQ�ZKLFK� ¶UHOLJLRQ·�� D� UHODWLYHO\� LQHUW� FOXVWHU� RI � LQVWLWXWLRQV� DQG�
practices, responded to problems generated by ‘the�FRQÁLFW·��WKDW�LV�WKH�ZDU�
EHWZHHQ�WKH�JRYHUQPHQW�DQG�WKH�/77(��7KH�PXOWLSOH�UHOLJLRXV�WUDGLWLRQV�
of  eastern Sri Lanka were themselves the site of  many kinds and layers 

RI �FRQÁLFW��DQG�RXU�HYHQWXDO�DQDO\VLV�ZRXOG�QHHG�WR�FRPH�WR�WHUPV�ZLWK�
WKH�H[LVWHQFH�RI �FRQÁLFW�LQ�WKH�SOXUDO��7KLV�FKDSWHU�XVHV�WKLV�H[DPSOH�RI �
FRQÁLFW�DPRQJ�0XVOLPV�LQ�.DWWDQNXG\�DV�D�SRLQW�RI �GHSDUWXUH��7KH�VWRU\�
of  religious change and religious dispute in Kattankudy revisits those 

LVVXHV�RI �FRPPXQLW\��SXULW\�DQG�VSDWLDOLW\�UDLVHG�LQ�WKH�SUHYLRXV�FKDSWHU·V�
DQDO\VLV� RI � WKH� 'LJKDYDSL� GLVSXWH�� %XW� D� FRPSDULVRQ� RI � .DWWDQNXG\�
ZLWK� DQRWKHU�0XVOLP�FHQWUH�� WKH� WRZQ�RI �$NNDUDLSDWWX� VRPH����NP� WR�
WKH�VRXWK��EULQJV�RXW�WKH�FRPSOH[LW\�RI �UHODWLRQV�ZLWKLQ�MXVW�RQH�RI �WKH�
religious traditions we are dealing with. The comparison, however, also 

returns to the issues in the previous chapter about what might be thought 

WR�PDNH�D�FRQÁLFW�¶UHOLJLRXV·��7KH�GLYLVLRQV�ZLWKLQ�WKH�0XVOLP�FRPPXQLW\�
DUH� LQ� VRPH� VHQVH� LUUHGXFLEO\� UHOLJLRXV�� WKH\� DUH� FRQÁLFWV� ZLWKLQ�� DQG�
therefore about, a shared Muslim tradition, and therefore not obviously 

LQWHUSUHWDEOH�DV��VD\��FRQÁLFWV�DERXW�UHVRXUFHV�WKDW�WKH�SURWDJRQLVWV�KDYH�
misapprehended in religious terms. Nevertheless, the shape these religious 

arguments have taken in different places is clearly conditioned by local 

demographic, political, and politico-economic, circumstances.

The Broken Minaret

7KH�0XVOLP�PHGLWDWLRQ�FHQWUH�RI �3D\LOYDQ�� D�6XÀ� VKHLNK��KDV� D�KLVWRU\�
WKDW� LV� ERWK� VKRUW� DQG� GUDPDWLF�� ,W� ZDV� EXLOW� LQ� ����� RQ� WKH� VRXWKHUQ�
HGJH�RI �.DWWDQNXG\�� D�0XVOLP� HQFODYH�RQ�6UL�/DQND·V� HDVW� FRDVW�� \HW� LW�
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already represents a scar on the face of  Muslim harmony and unity. Until 

recently, visitors reaching the beach site would have found the minaret 

O\LQJ�ÁDW�RQ�LWV�EDFN��7KH�UXEEOH�DQG�PHWDO�EDUV�DZNZDUGO\�VWLFNLQJ�RXW�
RI � WKH� IRXQGDWLRQ�ERUH�VLOHQW� WHVWLPRQ\� WR� WKH�HYHQWV�RI ����'HFHPEHU�
������ZKHQ�D�FURZG�RI �SHRSOH�FDPH�WR�DWWDFN�WKH�VKULQH�DQG�WHDU�GRZQ�
its tower. They brought heavy-duty equipment and a video camera. (This 

was not an entirely spontaneous attack.) The footage shot that day (and 

VROG� LQ�.DWWDQNXG\�RQ�'9'V�DIWHUZDUGV��GRHV�QRW�VKRZ��DV�RQH�PLJKW�
H[SHFW� LQ� WKLV� SODFH� ZKHUH� ZDU� KDG� IRUPDOO\� UHVWDUWHG� PRQWKV� HDUOLHU��
Tamil rebels or Sinhala army soldiers attacking their Muslim neighbours. 

7KLV� LV� QRW� DQ� REYLRXVO\� ¶HWKQLF·� ÁDVKSRLQW�� WKH� HYHQWV� RI � 'HFHPEHU�
����� IHDWXUH� D� 0XVOLP� FURZG� DWWDFNLQJ� D� PRVTXH� LQ� D� VPDOO�� GHQVHO\�
populated, Muslim enclave surrounded by army checkpoints and Tamil-

dominated settlements. A few years on, the minaret has been rebuilt, but 

its destruction has not been forgotten.

7KH�LQFLGHQW�ZDV�QR�H[FHSWLRQ��,W�ZDV�WKH�FXOPLQDWLRQ�RI �D�PXFK�ORQJHU�
VHTXHQFH�RI �KRVWLOLWLHV�GLUHFWHG�DJDLQVW�WKH�IROORZHUV�RI �3D\LOYDQ��2Q�WKH�
VDPH�'HFHPEHU�GD\��3D\LOYDQ·V�ERG\�²�ZKLFK�KDG�EHHQ�EXULHG�MXVW�RYHU�
a week earlier (he had died ten days before) – had been taken out of  his 

saintly tomb and burnt, a deeply desecrating act for Muslims. And in the 

\HDUV�EHIRUH��.DWWDQNXG\·V�RWKHU�SURPLQHQW�6XÀ�OHDGHU�²�5DXI �0DXODYL�²�
ZDV�IRUPDOO\�H[FRPPXQLFDWHG�E\�WKH�ulama for transgressing the boundary 

RI � ,VODPLF� WKRXJKW�� 7KH� IROORZHUV� RI � ERWK� 6XÀV� VXIIHUHG� LQWLPLGDWLRQ��
grenade attacks and forced displacement from their Muslim townsmen, 

spearheaded by a relatively new arrival in the town: the Islamic reform 

PRYHPHQWV�NQRZQ�ORFDOO\�XQGHU�WKH�XPEUHOOD�WHUP�7DZKLG�-DPDDW��
:KLOH� WKH� HYHQWV� IROORZLQJ� 3D\LOYDQ·V� GHDWK� DUH� TXLWH� H[FHSWLRQDO� LQ�

WKH� 6UL� /DQNDQ� FRQWH[W�� WKH� XQGHUO\LQJ� SURFHVVHV� DW� ZRUN� DUH� IDPLOLDU�
GHYHORSPHQWV�DPRQJ�WKH�FRXQWU\·V�0XVOLP�FRPPXQLW\��,Q�UHFHQW�GHFDGHV��
we have seen a coming together of  a number of  important historical 

VKLIWV��7KH� OLEHUDOLVDWLRQ�RI � 6UL�/DQND·V� HFRQRP\�� JOREDO� FKDQJHV� LQ� WKH�
Muslim world after the Iranian revolution, the increased international 

connectedness of  Islamic revival movements, and the escalation of  the 

ZDU�LQ�6UL�/DQND��DOO�VWDUWHG�LQ�WKH�ODWH�����V�DQG�HDUO\�����V��(DFK�RI �WKHVH�
GHYHORSPHQWV�VWURQJO\�DIIHFWHG�6UL�/DQND·V�0XVOLP�FRPPXQLW\��WKURXJK�
D� JUDGXDO� SURFHVV� RI � LQFUHDVLQJO\� YLVLEOH� ¶,VODPLVDWLRQ·�� ZLWK� LQFUHDVHG�
importance attached to Muslim identity, and a concomitant contestation 

RI �HWKQLF�DQG�UHOLJLRXV�ERXQGDULHV��0F*LOYUD\�DQG�5DKHHP�������.OHP�
������0F*LOYUD\��������7KH�HYHQWV�LQ�.DWWDQNXG\�WKXV�QHHG�WR�EH�UHDG�
DV�SDUW�RI � D� ODUJHU�QDUUDWLYH� DERXW� D�0XVOLP�HQFODYH� LQ�ZKLFK�DQ[LHWLHV�
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DQG� H[WHUQDO� SUHVVXUH� KDYH� JHQHUDWHG� DQ� DFXWH� SUHRFFXSDWLRQ� ZLWK� WKH�
SUHVHUYDWLRQ�RI �¶0XVOLPQHVV·�DQG�,VODPLF�SXULW\��ZKLFK�LQ�WXUQ�SURYRNHV�
DUJXPHQW�DERXW�KRZ�WKRVH�FDWHJRULHV�DUH�GHÀQHG��

But for all the force of  these common processes, in some ways 

Kattankudy is quite different from other Muslim settlements in the east. 

$NNDUDLSDWWX��VRPH����NP�VRXWK��LV�D�VXSHUÀFLDOO\�VLPLODU�SODFH��,W�LV�DOVR�D�
somewhat urbanised Muslim pocket in a region characterised by an ‘ethnic 

FKHFNHUERDUG·�JHRJUDSK\��,W�KDV�XQGHUJRQH�WKH�ELWWHU�KLVWRU\�RI �ZDU�DQG�
is far from a haven of  peace. Yet Muslim reformists, in this case mainly 

7DEOLJKL�-DPDDW��EXW�DOVR�7DZKLG�DQG�6XÀ�IROORZHUV��OLYH�WKHUH�LQ�UHODWLYH�
harmony. Islamic interpretations are a source of  difference and debate, 

but not of  outright antagonism and violence. 

It is this striking contrast between two apparently similar localities that 

ZH�H[SORUH�LQ�WKH�ÀQDO�SDUW�RI �WKLV�FKDSWHU��+RZ�FDQ�ZH�PDNH�VHQVH�RI �
violent struggle between Muslim groups in Kattankudy and relative peace 

DPRQJ�$NNDUDLSDWWX·V�0XVOLPV"�7KH�H[LVWLQJ�OLWHUDWXUH�RQ�FRQWHPSRUDU\�
GHYHORSPHQWV�ZLWKLQ�6UL�/DQND·V�0XVOLP�FRPPXQLW\�LV�UHODWLYHO\�WKLQ�DQG�
gives us little help in answering this question. The answer we put forward 

is provisional and involves the interaction of  different factors operating at 

different scales. Somewhat schematically, these can be summarised under 

three headings: arguments about community and tradition elsewhere in the 

UHJLRQ��WKH�SROLWLFDO�JHRJUDSK\�RI �DUPHG�FRQÁLFW��DQG�WKH�VRFLR�HFRQRPLF�
antecedents of  religious revival.

2XU� DUJXPHQW� UXQV� DV� IROORZV��)LUVW�� DW� WKH� FRUH�RI � WKH�SUREOHP�ZH�
ÀQG�GLYHUJHQW�LQWHUSUHWDWLRQV�RI �,VODP�DQG�UHVXOWLQJ�ULIWV�DQG�FRQWHVWDWLRQ�
EHWZHHQ�VWUHDPV�RI �6XÀVP�DQG�,VODPLF�UHIRUPHUV��7KLV�FRQWHVWDWLRQ�KDV�LWV�
own dynamic, discourses and origin, and in that sense resembles tensions 

that have been observed elsewhere in South Asia, and elsewhere across 

WKH� ,QGLDQ� 2FHDQ� �9DQ� GHU� 9HHU� ������ (LFNHOPDQ� DQG� 3LVFDWRUL� ������
%D\DW� ������ 5RELQVRQ� ������2VHOOD� DQG�2VHOOD� ����D�� ����E��� 6HFRQG��
three decades of  war have shaped and reinforced arguments around 

Islamic reform in Sri Lanka. The recent history of  violence between 

Tamil separatists, the government, and other armed groups breeds an 

acute awareness of  group identity, group boundaries and concomitant 

FRQFHUQV� ZLWK� LQWHUQDO� SXULW\� �.QRH]HU� ������ 0F*LOYUD\� DQG� 5DKHHP�
������ 1XKPDQ� ������ *RRGKDQG� HW� DO�� ������ .OHP� ������� 5HOLJLRXV�
contestation thus builds on gradual changes in the political geography. 

This is particularly clear in the case of  Kattankudy, because of  its location 

as an ethnic enclave, but we see similar dynamics around ethnically infused 

borders in Akkaraipattu. Third, there are important connections between 
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religious change and processes of  socio-economic transformation, in 

particular questions of  employment, labour migration and education. The 

main difference between Akkaraipattu and Kattankudy is probably to be 

found in the rather different economic histories, histories that condition 

differences in other registers: kinship relations, education, occupation and 

UHOLJLRXV�RULHQWDWLRQ��3DUWO\� DV� D�SDUDGR[LFDO� FRQVHTXHQFH�RI � LWV� HQFODYH�
QDWXUH��LQ�.DWWDQNXG\�SHRSOH�PRYH�DURXQG�PRUH��DQG�ZH�ÀQG�D�madrasa-

educated, geographically mobile, urbanised lower class that has embraced 

Tawhid, while the agro-town of  Akkaraipattu has a large number of  

VWDWH�HGXFDWHG�SURIHVVLRQDOV��VRQV�DQG�GDXJKWHUV�RI �WKH�UHJLRQ·V�ELJ�SDGG\�
landowners, many of  whom have joined Tabligh.

:KLOH�HDFK�RI �WKHVH�LVVXHV�²�UHOLJLRXV�FRQWHVWDWLRQ��WKH�SROLWLFDO�JHRJUDSK\�
RI � DUPHG� FRQÁLFW� DQG� VRFLR�HFRQRPLF� FKDQJH� ²� KDV� LWV� GLVWLQFW� FDXVHV�
and dynamics, they are also closely related. They reinforce and contradict 

each other, but they do this in locally distinctive ways. Kattankudy and 

Akkaraipattu share the same ingredients: arguments about proper Islam 

link in to socio-economic changes and produces rifts that are dramatised 

E\� WKH� DQ[LHWLHV� RI � WKH� VHSDUDWLVW� LQVXUJHQF\�� 7KH� VWRU\� WKDW� WLHV� WKHVH�
ingredients together, however, is different in the two places and as a result 

ZH�ÀQG�YLROHQW�FODVKHV�LQ�.DWWDQNXG\�DQG�UHODWLYH�SHDFH�LQ�$NNDUDLSDWWX��
The encounter between contemporary Islam, socio-economic change, and 

DUPHG�FRQÁLFW�LV�WKXV�D�KLJKO\�ORFDOLVHG�SKHQRPHQRQ��

Kattankudy: Divergent Interpretations and Authority 

At its heart, the controversy in Kattankudy concerns issues of  Islamic 

LQWHUSUHWDWLRQ��%RWK�3D\LOYDQ�DQG�5DXI �0DXODYL�UHSUHVHQW�WKH�6XÀ�WUDGLWLRQ�
that is found across South Asia and other parts of  the world. Following its 

GLVSHUVDO�DFURVV�WKH�,QGLDQ�2FHDQ��0F*LOYUD\��������6XÀVP�KDV�ORQJ�EHHQ�
part of  the Islamic mainstream in colonial and postcolonial Sri Lanka. 

:KLOH�FRQFHLYLQJ�RI � WKHPVHOYHV�DV�GHYRXW�0XVOLPV��DQG�HPEUDFLQJ� WKH�
ÀYH�SLOODUV�RI � ,VODP�� 6XÀV�KDYH� D� ORQJ� WUDFN�UHFRUG�RI � DFFRPPRGDWLQJ�
WKHPVHOYHV�WR�GLYHUJHQW�ORFDO�FXVWRPV���7KH�ÀYH�SLOODUV�DUH��IDLWK�LQ�$OODK�
and the Prophet, daily prayer, annual fast, alms-giving, and pilgrimage. 

They will return as an issue later in the story.) Meditation, saint worship 

DQG�DVVRFLDWHG�IHVWLYDOV�RIWHQ�HFKR�SRSXODU�+LQGX�DQG�%XGGKLVW�SUDFWLFHV��
DQG�DUH� FRPPRQ�DPRQJ�3D\LOYDQ·V� DQG�5DXI ·V� IROORZHUV��%RWK�3D\LOYDQ�
and Rauf  combine the mysticism and the charismatic leadership that often 

FKDUDFWHULVH�6XÀVP��
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6XÀVP�KDV�DOVR�RQ�RFFDVLRQ�EHHQ�D�VRXUFH�RI �FRQWURYHUV\��,W�ZDV�LQ�SDUW�
LQ�UHVSRQVH�WR�WKH�¶IRONORULVWLF·�SUDFWLFHV�RI �6XÀVP�WKDW�D�ZDYH�RI �UHIRUP�
movements emerged in South Asia (North India in particular) during the 

ODWH� FRORQLDO� HUD�� LQ� DQ� DWWHPSW� WR� SXULI\� ,VODP� DQG� ¶,VODPLVH·�0XVOLPV��
though there have been important differences between various movements 

LQ�WKH�H[WHQW�WR�ZKLFK�WKH\�HPSKDVLVH�PRUH�SHUVRQDOLVHG��HYHU\GD\�SLHW\��
RU�PRUH�FROOHFWLYH�DQG�ZRUOGO\�SROLWLFDO�,VODP��0HWFDOI �������$KPDG�������
6LNDQG��������,W�ZDV�RQO\�DIWHU�6UL�/DQND·V�,QGHSHQGHQFH��KRZHYHU��WKDW�
WKHVH�PRYHPHQWV�²�PDLQO\�7DEOLJKL� -DPDDW� DQG�7DZKLG� -DPDDW�²� UHDOO\�
HVWDEOLVKHG�WKHPVHOYHV��DQG�WKH\�RQO\�EHFDPH�VLJQLÀFDQW�LQ�WKH�HDVW�LQ�WKH�
ODWH�����V�DQG�HDUO\�����V��

Both revival movements propagate Muslim purity, but there are 

important differences between them. Tabligh was founded by the Indian 

,VODPLF�VFKRODU�0XKDPPDG�,O\DV�LQ�WKH�����V�WR�FDOO�RQ�0XVOLPV�WR�EULQJ�
their everyday life in line with Islam. The credo of  the movement can be 

VXPPDULVHG� LQ�KLV� DSKRULVP�� ¶2K�0XVOLPV��EHFRPH�0XVOLPV�·�7DEOLJKLV�
DLP� WR�SXULI\� ,VODP� IURP� ¶XQGHVLUDEOH·� FXVWRPV� WKDW�KDYH�EOHQGHG�ZLWK�
,VODP�GXULQJ�WKH�FHQWXULHV�RI �LWV�H[SDQVLRQ��6XÀ�SUDFWLFHV�OLNH�P\VWLFLVP��
meditation and saint worship are tolerated as an advanced form of  

Islam, but they are not encouraged. Tablighis see themselves as a da’wa 

movement, that is, they educate the rural masses and disentangle them 

IURP� ¶XQ�,VODPLF·� KDELWV� �6LNDQG�������5RELQVRQ��������7DZKLG�RQ� WKH�
other hand is an older movement originating from Saudi Arabia, which 

KDV�JDLQHG�QHZ�PRPHQWXP�LQ�UHFHQW�GHFDGHV��$OVR�NQRZQ�DV�:DKKDELVP��
it is known for its strict observance and purging of  what are perceived 

to be recent Islamic innovations. The Arabic word tawhid stands for the 

uniqueness and unity of  God and this principle stands at the core of  their 

doctrine. Unlike Tablighis, who emphasise everyday practice and eschew 

WKHRORJLFDO� GHEDWH�� 7DZKLG� KDV� D� PRUH� WKRURXJKJRLQJ� DJHQGD�� :KHUH�
7DEOLJKLV� SRVLWLRQ� WKHPVHOYHV� DV� H[SOLFLWO\� DSROLWLFDO�� 7DZKLG·V� GRFWULQDO�
positions, while not necessarily synonymous with political Islam, certainly 

leave less space for dividing politics off  from religion. Sri Lankan Tawhid 

ÀUVW�HPHUJHG�LQ�WKH�.XUXQHJDOD�DUHD�LQ�WKH�FHQWUH�RI �WKH�FRXQWU\��DQG�D�
brief  period of  enthusiasm in Kalmunai on the east coast caused intense 

WKHRORJLFDO� GHEDWH� LQ� WKH� ����V�� .DWWDQNXG\� ZDV� QRW� LQ� WKH� IRUHIURQW�
LQ�7DZKLG·V� VSUHDG� DFURVV� WKH� FRXQWU\�� ,W� VWDUWHG� WR�EHFRPH�SURPLQHQW�
WKHUH� LQ� WKH� ����V� DQG� LWV� VXSSRUW� EDVH� URVH� VKDUSO\� LQ� WKH� IROORZLQJ�
GHFDGH�� GHGLFDWHG� PRVTXHV� DQG� madrasas – in turn divided between 

different Tawhid splinter groups – abound. Using television, radio, books, 

pamphlets, discussion groups and demonstrations, alongside religious 
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practice, adherents propagate a return to the fundaments of  Islam and call 

RQ�RWKHUV�WR�GLVWDQFH�WKHPVHOYHV�IURP�¶LQÀGHO·�SUDFWLFHV�OLNH�VDLQW�ZRUVKLS�
and mysticism.

&RQWURYHUVLHV� DURXQG� 6XÀVP� LQ�.DWWDQNXG\� SUHFHGHG� WKH� DUULYDO� RI �
7DZKLG��KRZHYHU��5DXI �0DXODYL��D�QDWLYH�IURP�WKLV�WRZQ��ÀUVW�EHFDPH�WKH�
VXEMHFW�RI �GHEDWH�LQ������IROORZLQJ�D�SXEOLF�VSHHFK��7KH�PDLQ�VRXUFH�RI �
trouble was his argument that God is in everything, which in turn gave 

rise to the interpretation that everything is God. Subsequent speeches and 

pamphlets fed the tension and he was eventually charged with heresy and 

H[FRPPXQLFDWHG�E\�WKH�$OO�&H\ORQ�-DPPL\DWKXO�8ODPD�LQ�������7KH�GDWH�
matters, because it makes clear that antagonism over Islamic interpretation 

predates the civil war and many of  the socio-economic developments we 

ZLOO�GLVFXVV�EHORZ��5DXI ·V�FDVH�UHPLQGV�XV�WKDW�WKH�LQWUD�0XVOLP�FRQÁLFW�WR�
VRPH�H[WHQW�KDV�LWV�RZQ�G\QDPLFV�DQG�RULJLQ��3D\LOYDQ�ZDV�D�SDUW�RI �WKRVH�
dynamics as well, but he is a much more recent arrival to Kattankudy itself. 

+H�VXIIHUHG�D�VLPLODU�H[SHULHQFH�WR�5DXI �LQ�0DUXWKDPXQDL��KLV�KRPHWRZQ�
���NP�WR�WKH�VRXWK��ZKHUH�WKH�ORFDO�ulama�H[FRPPXQLFDWHG�KLP�LQ�������
+LV�QDPH�LV�7DPLO�IRU�¶ZUHVWOHU·��KH�ZDV�IRU�D�WLPH�D�SURIHVVLRQDO�ZUHVWOHU�
DV� KLV� SK\VLFDO� DSSHDUDQFH� VKRZV��� 3D\LOYDQ·V� DOOHJHG� VLQ� ZDV� WR� DUJXH�
that spiritual growth could be achieved through meditation – without 

FRPSO\LQJ�ZLWK�WKH�EDVLF�GXWLHV��WKDW�LV��WKH�ÀYH�SLOODUV�RI �,VODP��'HVSLWH�
the ruling against him, his presence and following in Kattankudy increased 

and an impressive new Islamic meditation centre was constructed. 

6XÀV��7DEOLJK� DQG�7DZKLG� WKXV�ÁRXULVKHG�PRUH�RU� OHVV� LQ�SDUDOOHO� LQ�
.DWWDQNXG\��6XSSRUWHUV�RI �7DEOLJKL�-DPDDW�KDG�ORQJ�EHHQ�VFHSWLFDO�DERXW�
ERWK� 5DXI � DQG� 3D\LOYDQ�� EXW� ZLWK� WKH� DUULYDO� RI � 7DZKLG� -DPDDW� LQ� WKH�
ODWH�����V�� UHVLVWDQFH� HQWHUHG�D�QHZ��PRUH�PLOLWDQW�SKDVH��$�PRYHPHQW�
was organised against Rauf  and the subsequent disturbance resulted in 

WKH� GLVSODFHPHQW� RI � VRPH� ����� RI � KLV� IROORZHUV� WR� WKH� QHLJKERXULQJ�
7DPLO�VHWWOHPHQW�RI �$UD\DPSDWK\��D�SODFH�ZH�ZLOO� UHWXUQ�WR� LQ� WKH�QH[W�
FKDSWHU�� LQ�1RYHPEHU�������,Q�WKH�VDPH�PRQWK��D�JUHQDGH�ZDV�WKURZQ�
LQWR�KLV�PRVTXH��ZKLOH�D� IHZ�GD\V�HDUOLHU�3D\LOYDQ·V�QHZO\�EXLOW�PRVTXH�
was attacked.

In subsequent years, the controversy around Rauf  de-escalated, in part 

GXH�WR�WKH�LQWHUYHQWLRQ�RI �WKH�ORFDO�03�+L]EXOODK��7KH�ulama withdrew 

KLV�H[FRPPXQLFDWLRQ��EXW�WKH�XQGHUO\LQJ�LVVXHV�DQG�WHQVLRQ�FRQWLQXHG�WR�
VLPPHU��0HDQZKLOH��3D\LOYDQ�GLHG� �RI �QDWXUDO�FDXVHV�� LQ�&RORPER�RQ���
'HFHPEHU�������7KDW�VDPH�GD\��KLV�IROORZHUV�ZDQWHG�WR�EXU\�¶WKH�ZUHVWOHU·�
in his Kattankudy mosque and create a tomb, as is common among saint-

ZRUVKLSSLQJ�6XÀV��7DZKLG�IROORZHUV�SURWHVWHG�DQG�UHVLVWHG��3D\LOYDQ�ZDV�
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Map 5.1 Kattankudy. Note�� 5HOLJLRXV� EXLOGLQJV� DUH� QRW� GLVSOD\HG� H[KDXVWLYHO\��
a selection was made of  those most relevant to this book. Composed by Shahul 

+DVEXOODK��%DUW�.OHP� DQG�0DUF�9LV�� XVLQJ�ÀHOG�REVHUYDWLRQ� DQG�RSHQ� VRXUFHV�
�*RRJOH�(DUWK��2SHQ�6WUHHW�0DS��
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EXULHG� DV�SODQQHG��EXW� WHQVLRQ�FRQWLQXHG�XQWLO� WKH�'LVWULFW�&RXUW� UXOHG�
DJDLQVW�WKH�SODFHPHQW�RI �WKH�ERG\�RQ�WKH��� 'HFHPEHU��9LROHQFH�LQFUHDVHG��
DQG�VKRSV�RZQHG�E\�¶3D\LOYDQLVWV·��DV�ZHOO�DV�JRYHUQPHQW�SURSHUW\��ZHUH�
damaged (protesters felt the police were biased against them) and this was 

WKH�SUHOXGH� WR� WKH� VFHQH�ZLWK�ZKLFK�ZH�RSHQHG� WKLV� FKDSWHU��3D\LOYDQ·V�
ERG\�ZDV�GXJ�XS�DQG�VHW�RQ�ÀUH�DQG�D�VPDOO�FURZG�PDUFKHG�WR�WKH�PRVTXH�
WR�WHDU�GRZQ�WKH�PLQDUHW��$ERXW�����IDPLOLHV�ÁHG�WKH�WRZQ��IHDULQJ�IRU�
WKHLU�VDIHW\��7HQVLRQV�DPRQJ�6XÀV�DQG�7DZKLG�UHPDLQ�LQ�.DWWDQNXG\��1R�
violent incidents have been recorded recently, but each side continues to 

stand its ground. The Payilvanists have rebuilt their meditation centre, 

though they did not put a new minaret in place, and each of  the groups 

continues to claim to represent true Islam.

Political Geography: Boundaries, Identity and Purity 

7KH�GHYHORSPHQWV�GLVFXVVHG�VR�IDU�UHVRQDWH�ZLWK�WHQVLRQV�EHWZHHQ�6XÀV�
DQG�,VODPLF�UHIRUPHUV�HOVHZKHUH� LQ�$VLD�� IRU�H[DPSOH�VHFWDULDQ�VWULIH� LQ�
,QGRQHVLD� �H�J�� EHWZHHQ� -HPDDK� ,VODPL\D� DQG� -DYDQHVH�P\VWLFV�� +HIQHU�
������6LGHO�������RU�LQ�,QGLD��0HWFDOI �������-DVLQL�������2VHOOD�DQG�2VHOOD�
����D������E���,Q�ERWK�WKHVH�VHWWLQJV��KRZHYHU��VFKRODUV�KDYH�SRLQWHG�RXW�
that Islamic contestation does not take place in a political vacuum. This 

is no different in Sri Lanka, and it brings us to the second point in our 

analysis. Although religious dispute in Kattankudy has its own origin and 

G\QDPLFV��WKH�FRQWH[W�RI �WKH�ZDU�PDNHV�D�GLIIHUHQFH��,W�LV�VLJQLÀFDQW�WKDW�
intra-Islamic violence escalated in Kattankudy, which is not an entirely 

typical Muslim settlement. Kattankudy is famous for a combination of  

things: a very high number of  mosques and madrasas which attract people 

IURP�DOO�RYHU�WKH�FRXQWU\��D�KLJK�SRSXODWLRQ�GHQVLW\��DV�D�0XVOLP�HQFODYH�
LQ�WKH�KHDUW�RI �7DPLO�WHUULWRU\��DQG�D�SODFH�ZKHUH�7DPLO�UHEHOV�SHUSHWUDWHG�
RQH�RI �WKH�PRVW�WUDXPDWLF�DFWV�RI �YLROHQFH�DJDLQVW�WKH�0XVOLPV��:H�DUH�
WKXV�GLUHFWHG�WR�.DWWDQNXG\·V�SROLWLFDO�JHRJUDSK\��

The Kattankudy enclave is located on the coast, which is marked by 

a jigsaw of  Tamil and Muslim settlements. The political violence and 

ZDUIDUH� WKDW� UDYDJHG� 6UL� /DQND� VLQFH� ����� FUHDWHG� D� ZDUVFDSH��PDUNHG�
by heightened military presence, military checkpoints, guerrilla attacks 

by Tamil militants, counter-insurgency measures, killings, and ‘white 

YDQ·�DEGXFWLRQV��7KH�0XVOLP�FRPPXQLW\�WULHG�WR�VWD\�RXWVLGH�WKH�EDWWOH�
EHWZHHQ�7DPLO�PLOLWDQWV�DQG�6UL�/DQNDQ�PLOLWDU\�IRUFHV��,QÁXHQWLDO�0XVOLP�
politicians from the east became ministers in different governments, siding 

with one or other of  the major Sinhala political parties. This allowed 
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Muslim politicians to generate patronage resources for their community 

in the form of  infrastructure investments and public jobs. But the more 

Muslims attempted to keep outside of  the military battle and to cater for 

their community politically, the greater the antagonism between Tamils 

DQG�0XVOLPV��,VPDLO�������+DVEXOODK�������0F*LOYUD\�DQG�5DKHHP�������
1XKPDQ�������*RRGKDQG�HW�DO��������.OHP�������/HZHU�DQG�,VPDLO�������
0F*LOYUD\�������
.DWWDQNXG\�KDV�EHHQ�D�IDPRXV�SODFH�LQ�6UL�/DQND·V�HDVW�DQG�D�VWURQJKROG�

of  Muslim politicians. It is considered a stronghold of  Islam and brings 

together manifold religious institutions, traditions and a clergy famous 

IRU�JLYLQJ� LQÁXHQWLDO� UHOLJLRXV�YHUGLFWV� �fatwas). Contrast this image of  a 

stronghold with its territorial vulnerability as a small enclave surrounded 

by Tamil settlements. Kattankudy is the most important of  three Muslim 

HQFODYHV�ZLWKLQ�WKH�ODUJHO\�7DPLO�GRPLQDWHG�%DWWLFDORD�'LVWULFW��WKH�RWKHU�
WZR�EHLQJ�(UDYXU�DQG�2GGDPDYDGL���7DPLOV�DQG�0XVOLPV�KDYH�ORQJ�KDG�
VRFLDO� DQG� HFRQRPLF� WLHV� �5XZDQSXUD� ������ 0F*LOYUD\� ������� EXW� WKH�
HVFDODWLRQ�RI �WKH�DUPHG�VWUXJJOH�RI �WKH�/77(�VLQFH�WKH�HDUO\�����V�WXUQHG�
7DPLO²0XVOLP�UHODWLRQV�LQFUHDVLQJO\�VRXU�DQG�FRQWHVWHG��%\�HDUO\�������WKH�
/77(�KDG�HVWDEOLVKHG�LWVHOI �DV�D�FRQWUROOLQJ�IRUFH�LQ�7DPLO�PDMRULW\�DUHDV��
particularly on the land side of  the lagoon, while the coastal belt became 

UXOHG�E\�D�VKDGRZ�UHJLPH�RI �6UL�/DQNDQ�VHFXULW\�IRUFHV�DQG�SUR[\�JURXSV�
RI �7DPLO�DQG�0XVOLP�SDUDPLOLWDULHV��*RRGKDQG�HW�DO��������+\QGPDQ�DQG�
GH�$OZLV�������.RUI �������.RUI �DQG�)�QIJHOG�������%RKOH�DQG�)�QIJHOG�
������*DDVEHHN�����D��.RUI �HW�DO���������.DWWDQNXG\�EHFDPH�WHUULWRULDOO\�
FRQÀQHG�WR�DQ�HQFODYH�ORFDWHG�RQ�D�WKLQ�FRDVWDO�VWULS�VXUURXQGHG�E\�VHD�
(east), lagoon (west) and Tamil settlements (north and south). It was 

surrounded by non-Muslim spaces, making it highly vulnerable to attacks 

IURP�WKH�/77(��HYLGHQFHG�E\�DUJXDEO\�WKH�ZRUVW�DWURFLW\�DJDLQVW�0XVOLPV�
VLQFH� WKH�ZDU� VWDUWHG� LQ� ������ WKH�/77(�PDVVDFUH� LQ�.DWWDQNXG\�RQ���
$XJXVW�������ZKLFK�NLOOHG�PRUH�WKDQ�����ZRUVKLSSHUV��87+5�-��������

In the jigsaw of  Tamil and Muslim settlements along the east coast, 

Muslims tend to live in cramped, densely populated settlements. In 

%DWWLFDORD�'LVWULFW��IRU�H[DPSOH��0XVOLPV�PDNH�XS�DSSUR[LPDWHO\����SHU�
FHQW�RI �WKH�GLVWULFW·V�SRSXODWLRQ��EXW�WKHLU�VHWWOHPHQWV�DUH�FRQÀQHG�WR���
per cent of  the territory. Kattankudy is one of  the most densely populated 

areas in Sri Lanka. This population pressure is a direct result of  what 

ZH� FDOO� LWV� WHUULWRULDO� FRQÀQHPHQW�� 6LQFH� LWV� HVWDEOLVKPHQW� DV� D� VHSDUDWH�
administrative entity, the territorial demarcation of  its boundaries has 

QRW�FKDQJHG��7HUULWRULDO�H[SDQVLRQ�ZDV�QRW�SRVVLEOH�WR�WKH�HDVW��VHD��DQG�
ZHVW��ODJRRQ��IRU�UHDVRQV�RI �WHUUDLQ��DQ�H[SDQVLRQ�LQWR�WKH�QRUWK�RU�VRXWK�
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was not possible for ethno-political reasons, because the neighbouring 

villages were Tamil. Increasing ethnicisation of  politics in Sri Lanka 

PDGH� LW� LPSRVVLEOH� IRU�0XVOLPV� WR� VHWWOH�RQ� ¶7DPLO� VRLO·�� WKDW� LV�� WR�EX\�
land in adjacent Tamil settlements. The deterioration of  Muslim–Tamil 

UHODWLRQV� LQ� WKH�����V�� DQG� HVSHFLDOO\� WKH� �����PRVTXH�PDVVDFUH��PDGH�
territorial boundaries between Tamil and Muslim settlements especially 

VLJQLÀFDQW�� WKHUHE\� KDUGHQLQJ� .DWWDQNXG\·V� ERXQGDULHV� ZLWK� LWV� 7DPLO�
neighbours in the north (Manjanthoduvai, on the outskirts of  Batticaloa) 

and south (Arayampathy).

,Q�DGGLWLRQ��WKH�HQFODYH�H[SHULHQFHG�H[WUDRUGLQDU\�SRSXODWLRQ�SUHVVXUHV��
ÀUVW�IURP�D�KLJK�LQWHUQDO�ELUWK�UDWH��DQG�VHFRQG�WKURXJK�LQ�PLJUDWLRQ�RI �
Muslims from adjacent Muslim satellite settlements as a result of  ethnic 

polarisation and violence. Seven satellite villages were located in relative 

SUR[LPLW\�WR�.DWWDQNXG\��.DQJH\DQRGDL��3DODPXQDL��6LKDUDP��2OOLNNXODP��
1RFKFKLPXQDL�� 3RRQRFKFKLPXQDL� DQG� .DUEDOD� �VHH� 0DS� ������ $OO� DUH�
within 2–3 km from Kattankudy, but are in Tamil-majority areas and come 

under the jurisdiction of  other, Tamil-dominated, administrative units. All 

these satellite settlements had strong family, economic and political ties 

WR�.DWWDQNXG\��ZKLFK�ZDV�FRQVLGHUHG�DV�WKH�¶PRWKHU·�VHWWOHPHQW��'XULQJ�
WLPHV�RI �KHLJKWHQLQJ�PLOLWDU\�FRQIURQWDWLRQ�LQ�WKH�����V�DQG�����V��PDQ\�
Muslim inhabitants of  these satellite villages chose to move to Kattankudy 

because they did not feel safe surrounded by Tamils and governed by 

Tamil administrators.

This in-migration from the satellites increased population density, but 

ZDV�DOVR�EHQHÀFLDO� WR� VRPH�VHJPHQWV� LQ�.DWWDQNXG\��PDQ\� LQ�PLJUDQWV�
were available as cheap wage labour (to replace Tamils from neighbouring 

settlements who had been hired before). Former satellite inhabitants moved 

into less attractive locations, where local landowners sold land to them: 

those places closer to the sea in the less densely populated western part of  

.DWWDQNXG\��2IWHQ��PLJUDQWV�ZHUH�DOVR�VHWWOHG�LQWR�WKH�IURQWLHU�VSDFHV�RI �
the boundary areas between Muslim and Tamil settlements. Kattankudy 

KDV�QRZ�EHHQ�VHSDUDWHG� LQWR� ¶2OG�.DWWDQNXG\·� �SUHVHQWO\�*1�'LYLVLRQ�
1RV��²���� DQG� ¶1HZ�.DWWDQNXG\·� �*1�'LYLVLRQ�1RV���²�����ZKLFK� LV�
mainly comprised of  those newer settlements closer to the coastline. The 

LQÁRZ�RI �0XVOLPV�IURP�WKH�VDWHOOLWH�YLOODJHV�FKDQJHG�WKH�LQQHU�VWUXFWXUHV�
DQG�SROLWLFV�RI �.DWWDQNXG\��)RU�H[DPSOH��WKH�VDWHOOLWH�0XVOLPV�SURYLGHG�D�
potential block vote for politicians who provided patronage to them (e.g. 

land on which to settle).

Three decades of  war thus transformed Kattankudy into a densely 

SRSXODWHG� 0XVOLP� HQFODYH� ¶XQGHU� VLHJH·�� 7KLV� SHUFHSWLRQ� LV� ÀUPO\�
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HQWUHQFKHG� LQ� ORFDO� GLVFRXUVH�� DQG� D� SUHRFFXSDWLRQ� ZLWK� WKH� WRZQ·V�
uniquely Muslim identity, its boundaries, and the persistent threat from 

its Tamil surroundings, pervaded all our interviews and discussions in 

the town. Clearly, being Muslim matters more than it did before the war, 

which accounts for the salience of  Muslim identity and the strong urge 

to mark out the land: this is Kattankudy, a Muslim place, with its Islamic 

entry gates and its numerous mosques as the most obvious markers. 

The preoccupation with Muslimness, however, embodies a number of  

SDUDGR[HV�� VXFK�DV� WKH�YLVLELOLW\�RI �PLOLWDQF\� LQ� LQWHUQDO�GLVSXWHV�YHUVXV�
the self-image of  a peaceful people who live in harmony with their 

neighbours, but also the near obsession with Muslim unity and purity that 

is at odds with the continuous rifts and internal struggles that form the 

heart of  this chapter.

,URQLFDOO\�� WKH� DQ[LHW\� WR� VWDQG� XQLWHG� RQO\� VHHPV� WR� GHHSHQ� WKH�
GLYLVLRQV�� $V� ZH� KDYH� VXJJHVWHG� HOVHZKHUH� �.OHP� ������� WKH� VWURQJ�
GHVLUH� WR� GHPDUFDWH� WKH� ERXQGDULHV� RI � ¶0XVOLPQHVV·�� DQG� WR� SUHVHUYH�
the purity of  the stuff  enclosed by them, adds charge to the question of  

KRZ�0XVOLPQHVV�LV�GHÀQHG��6XÀV�UHVRUW�WR�WKH�KLVWRU\�RI �ORFDO�EHORQJLQJ��
Mirroring the reasoning that underpins much Tamil and Sinhala 

QDWLRQDOLVP�� WKH� ORQJ� KLVWRULF� SUHVHQFH� RI � 6XÀ� VKULQHV� DQG� WUDGLWLRQV�
bolsters Muslim claims on the land and a concurrent political agenda of  

PLQRULW\�ULJKWV��6XÀ�WKRXJKW�LQ�HDVWHUQ�6UL�/DQND�²�DQG�ZH�VHH�WKLV�ERWK�
in Akkaraipattu and in Kattankudy – thus emphasises its many linkages 

ZLWK�ORFDO�SODFHV�DQG�FXOWXUDO�SUDFWLFHV��2OG�VDLQWV·�WRPEV�WKURXJKRXW�WKH�
UHJLRQ�DWWUDFW�ZRUVKLSSHUV�IURP�IDU�DZD\��0XVOLPV�DV�ZHOO�DV�+LQGXV�DQG�
Christians, and thus reinforce the Muslim claim to belong to this place. 

Reformist movements like Tabligh and Tawhid, on the other hand, 

propagate Islamisation by shedding this genealogical attachment to place, 

ZKLFK� WKH\�VHH�DV� ¶IRONORULVWLF·�SROOXWLRQ��%RWK�JURXSV�VHH� WKHLU�SULPDU\�
PLVVLRQ� DV� SXULI\LQJ� ,VODPLF� SUDFWLFH�� ¶1RQ�,VODPLF·� FXOWXUDO� LQÁXHQFHV�
OLNH�VDLQW�ZRUVKLS�RU�+LQGX�VW\OH�PHGLWDWLRQ�DUH� WUDQVJUHVVLYH�IRU� WKHP��
Followers of  Tawhid, however, are much more aggressive in this respect 

WKDQ�7DEOLJKLV��ZKR�WUHDW�6XÀVP�DV�D�VSHFLDO�IRUP�RI �,VODP�WKDW�PLJKW�EH�
suitable for spiritually gifted people. For the masses, however, Tablighis 

encourage the simple pursuits of  praying, eating, sleeping and so on, in 

an Islamic way. 

%RWK� 6XÀVP� DQG� WKH� WZR� UHIRUP�PRYHPHQWV� WKXV� DGGUHVV� WKH� LGHD�
RI � 0XVOLP� LGHQWLW\�� EXW� ZKLOH� 6XÀV� HPSKDVLVH� ORFDO� JURXQGLQJ� DQG�
local tradition, Tabligh and Tawhid de-emphasise them. Instead, they 

foreground connections to the global umma and the non-Sri Lankan 
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KLVWRU\� RI � ,VODP�� .DWWDQNXG\·V� SROLWLFDO� JHRJUDSK\� DGGV� PHDQLQJ� DQG�
VLJQLÀFDQFH�WR�WKHVH�SUH�H[LVWLQJ�WHQVLRQV�DURXQG�6XÀ�WKHRORJ\��,VVXHV�RI �
,VODPLF�LQWHUSUHWDWLRQ�KDYH�DVVXPHG�SDUDPRXQW�LPSRUWDQFH�LQ�GHÀQLQJ�XV�
DQG�WKHP��IULHQG�DQG�IRH��7KH�LQWULFDFLHV�RI �¶SURSHU·�0XVOLP�WKRXJKW�DUH�
QR�ORQJHU�VLPSO\�D�IRUP�RI �)UHXG·V�¶QDUFLVVLVP�RI �PLQRU�GLIIHUHQFH·��7KH�
XUJHQW��H[LVWHQWLDO�QHHG�WR�SUHVHUYH�.DWWDQNXG\�DV�D�0XVOLP�HQFODYH�DGGV�
FKDUJH�DQG�VLJQLÀFDQFH��7KH�SURMHFW�RI �UHOLJLRXV�¶SXULÀFDWLRQ·�SURSDJDWHG�
by Tawhid, the dominant movement in Kattankudy, is boosted by a 

SROLWLFDO�VHQVH�RI �XUJHQF\�WR�URRW�RXW�ZKDW�LV� ¶XQ�,VODPLF·��7KH�KRVWLOLW\�
towards the followers of  Payilvan and Rauf  is thus steeped in a need to 

reinforce ethnic boundaries and purify the Muslim enclave they surround.

Making a Muslim Community

7KH�DQ[LHW\�LQVWLOOHG�E\�.DWWDQNXG\·V�SROLWLFDO�JHRJUDSK\�LV�DJJUDYDWHG�E\�
ZKDW�LV�SHUFHLYHG�WR�EH�WKH�ZHDNQHVV�RI �IRUPDO�SROLWLFDO�OHDGHUVKLS��:KLOH�
WR�VRPH�H[WHQW�VWRNLQJ�WKH�ÀUH�RI �HWKQLF�FODLPV�DQG�ULJKWV��E\�DQG�ODUJH�
Muslim politicians in Sri Lanka have been pragmatists, who needed to 

UHWDLQ� ÁH[LEOH� OR\DOWLHV� DQG� LGHRORJLHV� LQ� RUGHU� WR� VHFXUH� SDWURQDJH� IRU�
their constituencies. Keeping together their block votes is at the core of  

their strategy. Uncompromising religious standpoints, and strife within 

WKHLU� FRQVWLWXHQF\�� WKXV� SRVH� D� WKUHDW�� 9RWH� EDQNV� WHQG� WR� KLQJH� RQ�
DOOLDQFHV�ZLWK� WKH�ROG�HOLWHV�RI � WKHLU� UXUDO� WRZQV��ZKLFK�RIWHQ�KDYH�6XÀ�
DOOHJLDQFHV��0XVOLP�SROLWLFLDQV�WKXV�KDYH�GLIÀFXOWLHV�JUDSSOLQJ�ZLWK�VWURQJ�
RU� LQÁH[LEOH�GHPDQGV� IURP�WKHLU�HOHFWRUDO�EDVH��EH� LW�HWKQR�QDWLRQDOLVP�
�ZKLFK�LPSHGHV�WKHLU�DELOLW\�WR�MRLQ�JRYHUQPHQW��RU�H[FOXVLYLVW�,VODPLVP�
(because it divides the voters). 

7KH�SROLWLFLDQV·�SUDJPDWLVP�LQ�WXUQ�IHHGV�D�VHQVH�RI �IUXVWUDWLRQ�DPRQJ�
parts of  the electorate, the younger generation in particular. The turmoil 

LQ�.DWWDQNXG\�LV�LQ�SDUW�D�UHVXOW�RI �WKDW�IUXVWUDWLRQ��0�/�$�0��+L]EXOODK��
the dominant politician from Kattankudy, is a representative of  the old 

6XÀ�HOLWH�DQG�KDV�PDGH�UHPDUNDEOH�WXUQV�DQG�FURVVRYHUV�LQ�SXUVXLW�RI �NH\�
portfolios within successive administrations, which he has in turn used 

WR�GHOLYHU� UHWXUQV� WR�KLV�FRQVWLWXHQF\��7KH�YLROHQFH�DJDLQVW�6XÀV� LV� DOVR�
DQ�H[SUHVVLRQ�RI �DQJHU�WRZDUGV�KLV�SROLWLFDO�OHDGHUVKLS��ZKLFK�LV�VHHQ�WR�
be unresponsive, biased towards the old bourgeoisie, and contaminated 

E\�PDWHULDOLVP� DQG� WKH� GLUW\� JDPHV� RI � SROLWLFV��:KLOH� WKH� EXON� RI � WKH�
violence that we witness in eastern Sri Lanka is instigated and controlled 

E\�SROLWLFDO�OHDGHUV�RU�WKHLU�SUR[LHV��WKH�DWWDFNV�DJDLQVW�3D\LOYDQ�DQG�5DXI �
0DXODYL�VHHP�WR�FRPSULVH�D�IRUP�RI �¶YLROHQFH�IURP�EHORZ·��D�UHVSRQVH�WR�
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a sense of  weak or unprincipled political leadership, rather than the result 

of  shadowy political games. 

+L]EXOODK�ZDV�ÀUVW�HOHFWHG�DV�03�LQ�������+H�ZDV�DSSRLQWHG�D�PLQLVWHU�
LQ������DQG�ZDV�YHU\�VXFFHVVIXO�LQ�GLUHFWLQJ�JRYHUQPHQW�IXQGLQJ�WR�WKH�
town, as manifest in numerous public buildings erected during his term 

DV� PLQLVWHU�� +L]EXOODK·V� SRZHU� DQG� LQÁXHQFH� HQGHG� WHUPSRUDULO\� ZKHQ�
KH�ZDV�QRW�UH�HOHFWHG�LQ�WKH������HOHFWLRQV��+H�UHJDLQHG�D�VHDW� LQ�������
ORVW� LW� DJDLQ� LQ� ������ DQG� ZRQ� LW� EDFN� LQ� ������ 'XULQJ� WKH� ZDU� \HDUV��
+L]EXOODK�KDG�DOUHDG\�EHHQ�DQ�¶DEVHQWHH·�03��OLYLQJ�LQ�&RORPER��EHFDXVH�
KH� FRXOG� QRW� UHWXUQ� WR�.DWWDQNXG\� IRU� VHFXULW\� UHDVRQV��+L]EXOODK� KDG�
the reputation of  being an outspoken advocate of  Muslim interests and a 

FULWLF�RI �WKH�/77(��ZKLFK�PDGH�KLP�D�SRWHQWLDO�/77(�WDUJHW��7KH�HQFODYH�
geography of  Kattankudy made his presence and his travel back and forth 

IURP�&RORPER� WR�.DWWDQNXG\�KLJKO\� LQVHFXUH��:KHQ� WKH�DWWDFN�RQ� WKH�
.DWWDQNXG\�PRVTXHV�KDSSHQHG�LQ�������+L]EXOODK�HYHQ�KDG�WR�EH�ÁRZQ�
in by helicopter to attend the funeral of  the victims of  the massacre. 

$V� D� UHVXOW� RI � WKLV� VLWXDWLRQ�� +L]EXOODK� ZDV� DEOH� WR� GLUHFW� IXQGLQJ� WR�
.DWWDQNXG\��EXW�KH�ZDV�XQDEOH�WR�EH�SUHVHQW�LQ�KLV�ÀHIGRP�KLPVHOI��/RFDO�
SROLWLFDO�PDWWHUV� FRXOG� WKHUHIRUH� QRW� EH� UHVROYHG� WKURXJK� WKH� LQÁXHQFH�
and patronage of  the local MP. This created a vacuum in Kattankudy as 

a political space.

7KLV�YDFXXP�ZDV�²�DW� OHDVW�SDUWO\�²�ÀOOHG�E\� WKH� ORFDO�)HGHUDWLRQ�RI �
0RVTXHV�DQG�,VODPLF�,QVWLWXWLRQV��RU�¶PRVTXH�IHGHUDWLRQ·���7KH�IHGHUDWLRQ�
ZDV� UHJLVWHUHG� LQ� ������ ZKHQ� 7DPLO²0XVOLP� UHODWLRQV� GHWHULRUDWHG� DQG�
when the activities of  Tamil militants undermined public order and 

VHFXULW\�� 7KH� PRVTXH� IHGHUDWLRQ� ZDV� IRXQGHG� DQG� ÀUVW� KRVWHG� DW� WKH�
Methaipalli mosque, which was recognised as the congregation place for 

Friday prayers (before the numbers of  Friday congregations proliferated) 

DQG�DV�DQ�HVSHFLDOO\�¶VDFUHG�SODFH·��7KH�0HWKDLSDOOL�PRVTXH�KDG�WUDGLWLRQDOO\�
been a place where community issues were discussed. The increasing 

GHWHULRUDWLRQ�RI � SXEOLF� RUGHU� LQ� WKH�PLG� ����V� FUHDWHG� WKH� IHHOLQJ� WKDW�
WKHVH� PHHWLQJV� VKRXOG� EH� IRUPDOLVHG�� 7KH� IHGHUDWLRQ·V� RUJDQLVDWLRQDO�
VWUHQJWK�LQFUHDVHG�RYHU�WKH�\HDUV�RI �ZDU�DQG�FRQÁLFW��7KH�IHGHUDWLRQ�ZDV�
DEOH�WR�QHJRWLDWH�ZLWK�/77(�DQG�WDONHG�WR�PLOLWDU\�SHUVRQQHO�DW�WLPHV�RI �
FULVLV��6WHS�E\�VWHS��LWV�UROH�KDG�IXUWKHU�H[WHQGHG�WR�GHDOLQJ�ZLWK�EURDGHU�
issues, such as land and the political rights of  Muslims.

$IWHU�YLVLWLQJ�WKH�PRVTXH�IHGHUDWLRQ�LQ�������ZH�VXJJHVWHG�WKDW�WKHUH�
seemed to have evolved a division of  labour between Muslim politicians 

�03V��PLQLVWHUV��HWF���DQG�WKH�IHGHUDWLRQ��6SHQFHU��������7KH�SROLWLFLDQV�
had to look after Muslim interests in the realm of  national politics (and 
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the distribution of  patronage resources) – albeit with shrinking leverage 

DIWHU� WKH� GHPLVH� RI �+L]EXOODK� DV�03��0HDQZKLOH�� WKH� IHGHUDWLRQ� UXOHG�
over local religious matters, coordinated social welfare and negotiated 

local agreements with the Tamil militants and the Sri Lankan security 

forces to safeguard their security, to regain access to their occupied lands, 

and to ensure the unity of  the community in matters that dealt with its 

security and strength as an enclave amid Tamil militant rule in a highly 

militarised landscape. This seems to comply with the self-representa-

WLRQ�RI � WKH� IHGHUDWLRQ·V� OHDGLQJ�ÀJXUHV�ZKR� VXJJHVWHG� WKDW� WKH�PRVTXH�
IHGHUDWLRQ�IXOÀOOHG�WZR�IXQFWLRQV��WR�XQLI\�WKH�FRPPXQLW\�DQG�WR�SURYLGH�
a forum for collective decisions. Both functions emphasise the unity, the 

commonalities of  Muslims in Kattankudy. 

To be able to accomplish its role as a voice of  the whole community, 

the mundane practices of  politics-as-usual – the mostly divisive politics 

of  political parties – had to be kept outside of  the federation. So the 

IHGHUDWLRQ�QRW�RQO\�ÀOOHG�D�SROLWLFDO�YDFXXP��LW�DOVR�SURYLGHG�DQ�LQQRYDWLYH�
SROLWLFDO�PHFKDQLVP�EDVHG�RQ�WKH�VWDJLQJ�RI �ZKDW�+DQVHQ�FDOOV�¶DQWLSROLWLFV·�
²�D�PRUDO�FULWLTXH�RI �SROLWLFDO�OHDGHUV�DQG�WKH�ÀHOG�RI �SDWURQDJH�SROLWLFV�
ZLWKLQ�ZKLFK�WKH\�RSHUDWH��+DQVHQ���������������FI��6SHQFHU�������������
This anti-political register was based on a tradition of  community service 

WKURXJK�ZKLFK�WKH�IHGHUDWLRQ�JUDGXDOO\�H[SDQGHG�WR� LQFOXGH�DOPRVW�DQ\�
FLYLO� VRFLHW\� RUJDQLVDWLRQ�� IURP� VSRUWV� FOXEV� WR� FXOWXUDO� JURXSV��'XULQJ�
WKH� WLPH� RI � RXU� PDLQ� ÀHOGZRUN� IURP� ����� RQZDUGV�� WKH� PRVTXH�
IHGHUDWLRQ� UHSUHVHQWHG� RYHU� ���PRVTXHV� IURP�.DWWDQNXG\� DQG� VDWHOOLWH�
VHWWOHPHQWV��DQG�PRUH�WKDQ�����RWKHU�RUJDQLVDWLRQV��7KH�IHGHUDWLRQ�KHOG�
weekly meetings on Saturdays to which all associated organisations could 

VHQG� UHSUHVHQWDWLYHV�� GHFLVLRQV� ZHUH� PRVWO\� WDNHQ� XQDQLPRXVO\�� EDVHG�
on consensus.

The performance of  widely acknowledged welfare services, and 

mediation in security issues, gave the federation its role as a ‘community 

YRLFH·��DOORZLQJ�LW�WR�DFW�DV�D�SROLWLFDO�PHFKDQLVP�IRU�FROOHFWLYH�GHFLVLRQ�
making in the register of  anti-politics. It is in this sense that the federation 

constituted an innovative political mechanism which emphasised unity, 

WROHUDQFH� DQG� LQFOXVLRQ�� DQG�GLVWDQFHG� LWVHOI � IURP� WKH� H[FOXVLRQDU\� DQG�
divisive mechanisms of  electoral politics, which function on the basis of  

EORFN� YRWHV�� SDUW\� DIÀOLDWLRQV� DQG� SDWURQDJH� QHWZRUNV�� 7KH� IHGHUDWLRQ�
became the prime source of  social welfare and appointed a number of  

VXE�FRPPLWWHHV�WR�GHDO�ZLWK�GLVWULEXWLRQ�RI �ZHOIDUH�EHQHÀWV�WR�WKH�SRRU�
and needy, to organise pilgrimage to Mecca, and to resolve marriage 

GLVSXWHV�DQG�RWKHU�FRQÁLFWV��7KH� IHGHUDWLRQ�GHYHORSHG� LWV�RZQ� IXQGLQJ�
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system and subsequently became a wealthy organisation by taking on the 

responsibility of  collecting and distributing zakat, or alms-giving. The 

federation also established regulations to govern the community and 

intervened in social, religious and cultural matters, such as dress codes 

and codes of  proper conduct. Although those regulations were not 

necessarily welcomed by all, the decisions were generally accepted because 

the federation had gained legitimacy through its role as a spokesperson for 

WKH�FRPPXQLW\��LQ�SDUWLFXODU�YLV�j�YLV�WKH�/77(�DQG�WKH�VHFXULW\�IRUFHV�
7KH� SDUDGR[LFDO� DFKLHYHPHQW� RI � WKH� IHGHUDWLRQ� ZDV� WR� SURYLGH� D�

political forum by keeping politicians out, by purifying its political space 

IURP� WKH�GDPDJLQJ� LQÁXHQFH�RI �SDUW\�SROLWLFV��%XW� WKLV�GRHV�QRW�PHDQ�
that this political space was devoid of  politicians: they were present in 

the forum, but not as politicians. In other words, the politicians were kept 

RXW��EXW�RQO\�DV�SROLWLFLDQV��QRW�DV�LQGLYLGXDOV��IRU�H[DPSOH��DV�UHSUHVHQWD-
WLYHV�RI �D�FLYLO�VRFLHW\�RUJDQLVDWLRQ��6SHQFHU��������$QG�VR��WKH�PRVTXH�
IHGHUDWLRQ�DQG�SROLWLFDO�ÀJXUHV�KDYH�DOZD\V�EHHQ�FRQQHFWHG� LQ�HYHU\GD\�
SUDFWLFH��$OUHDG\�D�NH\�IRXQGLQJ�ÀJXUH�RI �WKH�IHGHUDWLRQ��WKH�WKHQ�WRZQ�
council chairman and chief  trustee of  the mosque, Mr A. Ahamed Lebbe, 

was also one of  the initiators of  the SLMC, the Muslim political party 

�DOWKRXJK�0�+�0��$VKUDII �IURP�.DOPXQDL�EHFDPH�WKH�SDUW\�OHDGHU�ODWHU�
on). Similarly, federation leaders, though they kept party politics out of  

WKH�IHGHUDWLRQ·V�IRUXP��KDYH�QRW�QHFHVVDULO\�DEVWDLQHG�IURP�WDNLQJ�VLGHV�
SXEOLFO\� LQ� HOHFWLRQ� SROLWLFV�� )RU� H[DPSOH�� WKH� FXUUHQW� 3UHVLGHQW� RI � WKH�
IHGHUDWLRQ�� 0U� 8�/�0�� 6XEDLU�� ZDV� OLVWHG� RQ� WKH� VXSSRUWHUV·� SODWIRUP�
IRU�+L]EXOODK·V�FDQGLGDF\�IRU�WKH������SDUOLDPHQWDU\�HOHFWLRQ��+RZHYHU��
this was not seen as an involvement by the federation in party politics, 

as the President signed up in his capacity as a respected individual, not 

as federation chairman. Again, this can be seen as a mechanism to keep 

WKH� )HGHUDWLRQ·V� VSDFH� SXULÀHG� IURP� WKH� GLVWXUELQJ� HOHPHQWV� RI � SDUW\�
competition – as a move in the register of  anti-politics.

7KH� IHGHUDWLRQ� WKHUHIRUH� QRW� RQO\� ÀOOHG� WKH� SROLWLFDO� YDFXXP� WKDW�
bureaucratic failure and the demise of  electoral politics brought about, 

but it created a register of  anti-politics that sought to purify politics from 

LWV� GLYLVLYH� HOHPHQWV�� ,Q� IDFW�� WKH� ZRUN� RI � SXULÀFDWLRQ� ZRUNHG� LQ� WZR�
UHJLVWHUV��DQ�DQWL�SROLWLFDO�RQH�WR�VHSDUDWH�WKH�IHGHUDWLRQ·V�EXVLQHVV�IURP�
that of  the politicians, and a register of  inclusion and tolerance to provide 

a space of  community, through which antinomies of  community (that the 

divisive practices of  electoral politics nurtures) were overcome. But, in 

IDFW��WKH�SDUDGR[�RI �WKLV�SXULÀFDWLRQ�ZDV�WKDW�WROHUDQFH�DQG�LQFOXVLRQ�ZHUH�
not complete – there was a boundary that could not been transgressed: 
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the limits of  proper Islam. This limit to toleration was marked by the 

YLROHQW�DWWDFN�DJDLQVW�D�6XÀ�VHFW�ZKRVH�VXSSRUWHUV�ZHUH�QRW�FRQVLGHUHG�
as Muslims and were thus not welcome, not included in the community. 

Kattankudy and Akkaraipattu: Class, Education and Labour Migration

To sum up our observations so far: intra-Muslim contestation in 

Kattankudy has its own religious origins and dynamics, but these were 

WUDQVIRUPHG�DQG�UHLQIRUFHG�E\�HWKQLF�SROLWLFV�DQG�ZDU��:KHQ�WKH�SROLWLFDO�
leadership proved unable or unwilling to act, Islamic reformists acted 

themselves on the perceived need to preserve boundaries and purify 

0XVOLP�SUDFWLFH��7KLV� UHVXOWHG� LQ�YLROHQFH�DJDLQVW�6XÀV��ZKR�ZHUH�VHHQ�
WR�DFFRPPRGDWH�¶LPSXUH·�+LQGX�RU�7DPLO�LQÁXHQFHV��$W�WKH�VDPH�WLPH�DV�
the community confronted what could be seen as a threat from within, it 

also organised itself  through the mosque federation in an idiom of  unity 

and harmony. It did this by systematically keeping a space between the 

federation and the work of  politics.

:KHQ�ZH�WUDYHO�WKH�VKRUW�GLVWDQFH�IURP�.DWWDQNXG\�WR�$NNDUDLSDWWX��
DOWKRXJK� VRPH� RI �ZKDW�ZH� VHH� LV� YHU\�PXFK� WKH� VDPH�� IRU� H[DPSOH�� D�
well-organised mosque federation at work there, other parts are quite 

GLIIHUHQW�� $OWKRXJK� $NNDUDLSDWWX� ODFNV� WKH� ¶HQFODYLF� LQWHQVLW\·� RI �
Kattankudy, in terms of  surface area (it is larger), population density 

�ORZHU���DQG�ODFNV�D�VLQJOH�HYHQW�DV�LFRQLF�DV�WKH������PRVTXH�PDVVDFUH��WKH�
difference is merely one of  degree. Akkaraipattu is also part of  a slightly 

more dispersed Muslim enclave that encompasses a few other villages 

(Addalachenai, Palamunai, Ninthavur). The border between Muslim and 

Tamil settlements runs through the heart of  the town. The northern half  

and neighbouring villages are Muslim, the southern half  and neighbouring 

YLOODJHV�7DPLO��VHH�0DS�������$NNDUDLSDWWX�LV�IDU�IURP�D�KDYHQ�RI �SHDFH��
WKHUH�KDYH�DOVR�EHHQ�DWWDFNV�RQ�PRVTXHV�DQG�+LQGX�WHPSOHV��ERPELQJV�
and shootings there. And Kattankudy obviously has no monopoly 

on reformist ideas about Islam and efforts towards Islamisation: the 

G\QDPLF�RI �0XVOLP�DQ[LHW\�� WKH�SUHRFFXSDWLRQ�ZLWK� LGHQWLW\�DQG�HWKQLF�
ERXQGDULHV�� DQG� GLIIHUHQFHV� EHWZHHQ� 6XÀV� DQG� ,VODPLF� UHIRUPHUV�� ZKR�
KDYH�FRQWUDGLFWRU\� LGHDV�RQ�KRZ� WR�GHÀQH� WKHVH�� DUH� HTXDOO\�SUHVHQW� LQ�
$NNDUDLSDWWX��.OHP��������
%RWK�6XÀVP�DQG�7DEOLJK�DUH�WKULYLQJ�LQ�$NNDUDLSDWWX��EXW�WKH�PRYHPHQWV�

for revival and reform have not so far produced overt antagonism. Tablighis 

DQG� 6XÀV� KDYH� QRW� DWWDFNHG� HDFK� RWKHU�� DQG�7DZKLG� ²� VR� GRPLQDQW� LQ�
.DWWDQNXG\�²�FRPSULVHV�RQO\�D�VPDOO�JURXS�ZLWK�D� ORZ�SURÀOH�PRVTXH��
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Map 5.2 Akkaraipattu. Note��5HOLJLRXV�EXLOGLQJV�DUH�QRW�GLVSOD\HG�H[KDXVWLYHO\��
a selection was made of  those most relevant to this book. Composed by Shahul 

+DVEXOODK��%DUW�.OHP� DQG�0DUF�9LV�� XVLQJ�ÀHOG�REVHUYDWLRQ� DQG�RSHQ� VRXUFHV�
�*RRJOH�(DUWK��2SHQ�6WUHHW�0DS��
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Tablighis in Akkaraipattu do not encourage saint worship, but they avoid 

FRQIURQWDWLRQ�ZLWK� 6XÀVP� DQG� UHWDLQ� VRPH� UHVSHFW� IRU� 6XÀ�P\VWLFLVP��
Crucially, Tablighis see themselves as radically apolitical. They emphasise 

piety, the simple everyday requirements of  Islamic life that everyone 

FDQ� IXOÀO� �9DQ�GHU�9HHU�������0HWFDOI � ������6LNDQG��������'XULQJ�RXU�
interviews, Tablighis would never tire of  emphasising that their teachings 

are pure and simple, while evading theological questions and stressing 

WKHLU�FRUGLDO�UHODWLRQV�ZLWK�WKH�6XÀ�FRPPXQLW\��7KH\�ZRXOG�JR�WR�OHQJWKV�
WR�H[SODLQ�ZK\�WKH\�GLVWDQFH�WKHPVHOYHV�IURP�SROLWLFV�DQG�ZRXOG�HYHQ�SOD\�
GRZQ�PDMRU�0XVOLP�JULHYDQFHV�²�VXFK�DV�WKH������H[SXOVLRQ�IURP�-DIIQD�
– as the will of  Allah. Rather than retaliating against the perpetrators (in 

WKLV�FDVH��WKH�/77(���RU�ZRUNLQJ�WRZDUGV�D�SHDFHIXO�SROLWLFDO�IUDPHZRUN��
a better world could only come about, they argued, by practising simple, 

everyday activities in an Islamic way.

The case of  Akkaraipattu thus shows that the war heightened the 

need to demarcate and preserve boundaries and identities (as we saw in 

Kattankudy), but did not induce violent intra-Muslim strife. The ‘ethnic 

SUREOHP·�DV�WKH�YHUQDFXODU�KDV�LW��LV�QRW�WKH�RQO\�JDPH�LQ�WRZQ�DQG�LW�GRHV�
QRW�LQHYLWDEO\�OHDG�WR�FODVKHV�DPRQJ�0XVOLPV��,W�GRHV�QRW�KHOS�XV�H[SODLQ�
a key difference: the rise of  Tawhid in one place and its near absence 

HOVHZKHUH��:K\� GLG� D� ODUJH� QXPEHU� RI � SHRSOH� HPEUDFH� LWV� GRFWULQH� LQ�
Kattankudy and not in Akkaraipattu? To answer that question, we need 

to take a look at who the people involved are. Although the divides are 

obviously not absolute, there are patterns in the membership of  the 

GLIIHUHQW�0XVOLP�VHFWV��6XÀVP�LV�DVVRFLDWHG�ZLWK�WKH�WUDGLWLRQDO�ORFDO�HOLWHV�
RI �WKH�WRZQV��+LVWRULFDOO\��PRVTXH�RUJDQLVDWLRQV�DUH�LQ�IDFW�YHU\�VLPLODU�WR�
WKH�RUJDQLVDWLRQV�RI �+LQGX�WHPSOHV�LQ�WKH�7DPLO�FRPPXQLW\��SURPLQHQW�
clans (kudi) will tend to have a strong say in prestigious temples or mosques. 

5HIRUP�PRYHPHQWV��7DZKLG�LQ�SDUWLFXODU��KDYH�D�GLIIHUHQW�SURÀOH��
:KHQ�ZH�WDNH�D�FORVHU�ORRN�DW�7DZKLG�PHPEHUVKLS��HVSHFLDOO\�WKH�KDUG�

FRUH� RI � DFWLYH� PHPEHUV�� ZH� ÀQG� SDUWLFXODU� VHJPHQWV� RI � .DWWDQNXG\·V�
population have joined. Most obviously, most Tawhid mosques and their 

followers are located in what is known as New Kattankudy, this is the 

HDVWHUQ�SDUW�RI �WRZQ�WKDW�JUHZ�GXH�WR�LQ�PLJUDWLRQ�DQG�¶LQWHUQDO·�IHUWLOLW\�
LQ� WKH� ����V� DQG� ����V��7KH� SHRSOH� RI �1HZ�.DWWDQNXG\� DUH� JHQHUDOO\�
less prosperous, land pressure is especially high, and the location is more 

SK\VLFDOO\�YXOQHUDEOH��DV�EHFDPH�FOHDU�LQ�WKH������WVXQDPL���7KH�ROG�HOLWH�
RI �WKH�WRZQ�OLYHV�LQ�2OG�.DWWDQNXG\��ZHVW�RI �WKH�PDLQ�URDG���ZKLFK�LV�DOVR�
ZKHUH�ZH�ÀQG�6XÀ�VXSSRUWHUV�DQG�WKHLU�PRVTXHV��
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In addition to spatial distribution, there is also a story about the labour 

KLVWRU\��0DQ\�7DZKLG� OHDGHUV�� DQG� D� VLJQLÀFDQW� SDUW� RI � WKHLU� IROORZHUV��
have been abroad. They were part of  the wave of  Sri Lankan labour 

migration that followed the liberalisation of  the economy and easing of  

WUDYHO�UHVWULFWLRQV�LQ�WKH�ODWH�����V��$ORQJ�ZLWK�PLJUDQWV�IURP�RWKHU�SDUWV�
of  Sri Lanka, they signed up with agencies that arranged their stay in the 

0LGGOH�(DVW��ZKHUH�WKH\�VSHQW�VHYHUDO�\HDUV�ZRUNLQJ�DV�GULYHUV��PHFKDQLFV��
cleaners and factory workers. Among Tamil and Sinhala communities 

many women migrated to work as housemaids, but in Kattankudy and 

RWKHU� 0XVOLP� WRZQV�� ODERXU� PLJUDQWV� ZHUH� DOPRVW� H[FOXVLYHO\� PDOH��
/DERXU� PLJUDWLRQ� SHDNHG� LQ� WKH� ODWH� ����V�� EXW� KDV� EHFRPH� JUDGXDOO\�
OHVV� DWWUDFWLYH� ÀQDQFLDOO\� LQ� UHFHQW� \HDUV� GXH� WR� LQFUHDVHG� FRPSHWLWLRQ�
from other labour-supplying countries. The height of  this transnational 

movement thus correlated with both the war and the rise of  Islamic reform 

movements in Sri Lanka. Many of  those who presently support Tawhid 

went to Saudi Arabia, and this is one factor that seems to have shaped 

their religious orientation. The connection to Saudi Arabia persisted after 

WKHLU� UHWXUQ� WR�1HZ�.DWWDQNXG\��7KLV� LV� UHÁHFWHG� LQ� WKH�,VODPLF�FKDULW\�
IXQGV�IURP�WKH�0LGGOH�(DVW�WKDW�HQDEOH�7DZKLG�JURXSV�WR�FRQVWUXFW�ZHOOV�
IRU�WKHLU�IROORZHUV��RU�IXOÀO�RWKHU�PDWHULDO�QHHGV��,QLWLDOO\�� WKH�VSUHDG�RI �
7DZKLG·V�GRFWULQH�WRRN�SODFH�WKURXJK�,VODPLF�OD\PHQ�ZKR�FRLQFLGHQWDOO\�
HQFRXQWHUHG� WKHVH� LGHDV� LQ� WKH�0LGGOH� (DVW�� 6XEVHTXHQWO\�� .DWWDQNXG\�
madrasas also sent people to Islamic universities in Medina and elsewhere 

WR�VWXG\��'HGLFDWHG�7DZKLG�madrasas started to mushroom, and more and 

PRUH� SHRSOH� WKXV� EHFDPH� IDPLOLDU� ZLWK� 7DZKLG·V� WHDFKLQJ� RI � YLJRURXV�
adherence to Quran and hadith�DQG�WKH�UHMHFWLRQ�RI �¶SDJDQ·�6XÀ�SUDFWLFHV�
7KDW�EULQJV�XV�WR�WKH�WKLUG�DQG�ODVW�FKDUDFWHULVWLF�RI �7DZKLG·V�PDNH�XS��

most of  the younger members were educated at madrasas rather than 

government schools. They often pride themselves on their ability to speak 

and write Arabic. Madrasa education has a long tradition in Kattankudy 

– for decades, even devout families from elsewhere sent their children to 

.DWWDQNXG\�6XÀ�DQG�QRQ�6XÀ�madrasas – but this tendency was reinforced 

in recent years. Moreover, many of  the new madrasas have a reformist 

allegiance: two-thirds of  them are Tawhid-oriented. Altogether, among 

7DZKLG� IROORZHUV�ZH� WKXV� ÀQG� D� ODUJH� SURSRUWLRQ� RI �madrasa-educated 

SHRSOH��ZKR�OLYH�LQ�1HZ�.DWWDQNXG\�DQG�ZRUNHG�LQ�WKH�0LGGOH�(DVW�
7KH� VLJQLÀFDQFH� RI � WKLV� FRQVWLWXHQF\� EHFRPHV� FOHDU� ZKHQ� ZH� ORRN�

DW� $NNDUDLSDWWX�� SUHFLVHO\� EHFDXVH� LW� LV� ODUJHO\� DEVHQW�� :H� GR� QRW� ÀQG�
a densely populated zone that is disconnected from the agricultural 

hinterland, labour migration has been less common and madrasa education 
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LV� OHVV�SRSXODU��:KHUHDV�WKH�ZDU�PRUH�RU� OHVV�FXW�RII �.DWWDQNXG\�IURP�
WKH� ULFK� SDGG\� ÀHOGV� DFURVV� WKH� ODJRRQ�� $NNDUDLSDWWX� DJULFXOWXUDOLVWV�
continued to farm despite the dangers of  military and paramilitary activity. 

$QG�ZKHQ�ZH�VFUXWLQLVH�WKH�VRFLR�HFRQRPLF�SURÀOH�RI �7DEOLJK��WKH�PDLQ�
UHIRUP�PRYHPHQW�LQ�$NNDUDLSDWWX��ZH�ÀQG�D�FRQVWLWXHQF\�WKDW�²�SXW�YHU\�
JHQHUDOO\�²�OLHV�VRPHZKHUH�EHWZHHQ�7DZKLG�DQG�WKH�6XÀV��$JULFXOWXUDOLVWV�
and white-collar workers are well represented among the active cadres of  

Tabligh. The movement is mainly propagated by people who are relatively 

well to do (unlike Tawhid), do not necessarily belong to the old elite 

�XQOLNH�6XÀVP���EXW� DVSLUH� WR�FOLPE� WKH� VRFLR�HFRQRPLF� ODGGHU� WKURXJK�
higher education or economic success. 

0DQ\� RI � 7DEOLJK·V� SURPLQHQW� PHPEHUV� LQ� $NNDUDLSDWWX� KDYH� RIÀFH�
jobs – others are businessmen – and attended government schools, and 

D� VLJQLÀFDQW� SURSRUWLRQ� RI � WKH� OHDGHUVKLS� VSHDNV� (QJOLVK�� 7KH\� WKXV�
IXOÀO� WKH� UXGLPHQWDU\� VWDQGDUGV�RI �ZRUOGO\� VXFFHVV�� DV�GHÀQHG�E\� UXUDO�
Sri Lankan communities. Their status is complemented by the ownership 

of  paddy land. As is common in most peripheral Sri Lankan towns – 

but not in Kattankudy, which has become increasingly cut off  from its 

KLQWHUODQG� ²� RIÀFH� FOHUNV� DQG� VKRS� RZQHUV� VXSSOHPHQW� WKHLU� LQFRPH�
with rice cultivation. They typically hire wage labourers for the planting 

DQG�KDUYHVWLQJ��ZKLOH�WKH\�WKHPVHOYHV�WU\�WR�YLVLW�WKHLU�ÀHOGV�RQ�D�UHJXODU�
EDVLV�WR�LQVSHFW�WKH�ZRUN��IHHG�WKHLU�DQLPDOV�DQG�VR�RQ��7DEOLJK·V�GRFWULQH�
of  simplicity, and the recurring assertion that power and wealth are 

WUDQVLHQW� DQG� WKXV� PHDQLQJOHVV� IRU� WKH� DIWHUOLIH�� LV� VXIÀFLHQWO\� ÁXLG� WR�
EH� FRPELQHG�ZLWK� VRPH� OHYHO� RI � HFRQRPLF� VXFFHVV��'XULQJ� LQWHUYLHZV��
OHDGHUV�ZRXOG�H[WRO�WKH�VLPSOH�YLUWXHV�RI �7DEOLJK�DQG�SUHVHQW�WKHPVHOYHV�
as respectable people, both morally and materially: God-fearing, dedicated 

DQG� ZHOO�UHJDUGHG� FLWL]HQV�� :KLOH� UHIUDLQLQJ� IURP� GLUHFW� FULWLFLVP� RI �
Tawhid – let alone a theological critique – some would occasionally hint 

DW� WKH� ¶H[WUHPLVP·� DQG� 6DXGL� LQÀOWUDWLRQ� RI � WKLV� PRYHPHQW� DQG� WKH\�
would denounce the violence in Kattankudy. They would also contrast 

WKHPVHOYHV�ZLWK�WKH�H[FOXVLYLVW�VWDQFH�RI �7DZKLG�E\�HPSKDVLVLQJ�WKH�XQLW\�
RI �,VODP�DQG�WKHLU�FRUGLDO�UHODWLRQV�ZLWK�6XÀV��
:KHQ�ZH�ORRN�EH\RQG�WKH�DFWLYLVW�FRUH�RI �WKH�GLIIHUHQW�VHFWV��WKH�FRQWUDVW�

SUHVHQWHG�KHUH�EHFRPHV�PRUH�GLIIXVH��6XÀVP��7DEOLJK�DQG�7DZKLG�DOO�KDYH�
IROORZLQJV�DPRQJ�PDUJLQDOLVHG�XQHGXFDWHG�ZDJH�ODERXUHUV�RU�ÀVKHUPHQ��
,Q�DGGLWLRQ��WKHUH�DUH�RI �FRXUVH�H[FHSWLRQV�WR�WKH�RYHUDOO�SURÀOHV�VNHWFKHG�
above. The contrast between the Tablighi stereotype of  a white-collar 

worker with a plot of  paddy land, and the urbanised, madrasa-educated 
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follower of  Tawhid is striking though, because it maps directly on to the 

key difference between Kattankudy and Akkaraipattu. 

Akkaraipattu is a paddy town. It is a relatively compact settlement 

RI � ������� LQKDELWDQWV� VXUURXQGHG� E\� LUULJDWHG� ULFH� ÀHOGV�� $OWKRXJK� LW�
OLHV� GLUHFWO\� RQ� WKH�RFHDQ�� LW� KDV� QR� VLJQLÀFDQW�ÀVKHU\� VHFWRU��7KH�kudi 

(clan) system still plays a pivotal role in the organisation of  society. This 

mechanism regulates dowries and inheritance (and thus land ownership) 

as well as religious institutions (temple and mosque trustee boards). In 

eastern Sri Lanka, the kudi�V\VWHP�LV�PDWULOLQHDO��0F*LOYUD\��������:KLOH�
the importance and rigidity of  this clan system appears to be declining, it 

became clear from interviews and observations in Akkaraipattu that kudi 

FRQWLQXHV�WR�SOD\�D�VLJQLÀFDQW�UROH�LQ�ORFDO�VRFLDO�RUGHU�
The difference with Kattankudy is striking. There kudi no longer dictates 

PDUULDJH�DQG�PRVTXH�RUJDQLVDWLRQ��LW�LV�FRQVLGHUHG�D�PHUHO\�V\PEROLF�RU�
historic remnant. In part, this is related to the decline of  the agricultural 

sector. The kudi system after all derives much of  its importance from 

regulating landownership and inheritance. Farming has disappeared almost 

entirely in Kattankudy. The town has long been a trading hub and this 

WUHQG�ZDV�EROVWHUHG�E\�WKH�ZDU��7KH�WRZQ·V�IDUPODQGV�XVHG�WR�EH�VLWXDWHG�
DFURVV� WKH� ODJRRQ�DQG�EHFDPH� LQDFFHVVLEOH�ZKHQ� WKH�/77(�HVWDEOLVKHG�
WKHLU�UHJLRQDO�VWURQJKROG�WKHUH�LQ�WKH�����V��7KH�WRZQ�ZDV�WKXV�FXW�RII �
from the limited agricultural hinterland that it had, and came to rely almost 

H[FOXVLYHO\� RQ� ¶XUEDQ·� OLYHOLKRRGV�� VXFK� DV� VPDOO�VFDOH� PDQXIDFWXULQJ��
Kattankudy sarongs are famous and desired (although Indian imports 

DIWHU�6UL�/DQND·V�OLEHUDOLVDWLRQ�LQ�WKH�����V�KDYH�DIIHFWHG�GHPDQG��DQG�ZH�
ÀQG�ODUJH�QXPEHUV�RI �SHRSOH�LQYROYHG�LQ�SURGXFLQJ�JDUPHQWV��MHZHOOHU\��
PDWV��PDVRQU\��FDUSHQWU\�DQG�ZHOGLQJ��(ODERUDWH� WUDGH� OLQNV�VWUHWFK�RXW�
to Colombo and elsewhere across the country. Kattankudy families now 

RZQ�VRPH�RI � WKH�KLJKHVW�SURÀOH�FORWKLQJ�VKRSV� LQ�6UL�/DQND��6RPH�RI �
WKHVH�IHDWXUHV�DUH�QRW�HQWLUHO\�DEVHQW�LQ�$NNDUDLSDWWX��:H�DOVR�ÀQG�VKRSV��
rice mills, a sawmill and home-based beedi (local cigarette) production in 

Akkaraipattu, but these activities employ only a fraction of  the population. 

They are dwarfed by the agricultural sector, in which almost every family 

is somehow involved. 

(GXFDWLRQ� LV� D� VHFRQG� SRLQW� RI � GLIIHUHQFH� EHWZHHQ� WKH� WZR� WRZQV��
Madrasas�QHYHU�ZHUH�ÀUPO\�HVWDEOLVKHG�LQ�$NNDUDLSDWWX��7KRXJK�WKH�ROGHVW�
madrasa of  the region is situated in the neighbouring town of  Addalachenai 

�(DVW�&H\ORQ�$UDELF�&ROOHJH���LW�KDV�QRW�H[SDQGHG�VLJQLÀFDQWO\��DERXW�����
VWXGHQWV�DW�WKH�WLPH�RI �RXU�ÀHOG�UHVHDUFK���$NNDUDLSDWWX�XVHG�WR�KDYH�D�VPDOO�
madrasa, but it closed due to a lack of  students. (Apparently, another one 
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has opened more recently.) The marginality of  madrasas stands in striking 

FRQWUDVW� ZLWK� WKH� SURVSHULQJ� HGXFDWLRQ� VHFWRU� DV� D� ZKROH�� (GXFDWLRQ��
LQ� IDFW�� LV� D� KLJKO\� YDOXHG� FRPPRGLW\� DQG� SDUHQWV�PDNH� JUHDW� VDFULÀFH�
to secure enrolment at the most prestigious schools. Madrasas and their 

associated job prospects (religious teacher, maulavi) are thus trumped by 

the more alluring prospect of  advanced degrees, university enrolment and 

FDUHHUV�DV�HQJLQHHUV�RU�GRFWRUV��$NNDUDLSDWWX�KRXVHV����VWDWH�VFKRROV�ZLWK�
RYHU��������VWXGHQWV��IURP�D�SRSXODWLRQ�RI ����������%RWK�WKH�7DPLO�DQG�
WKH�0XVOLP�SDUWV�RI �WRZQ�KDYH�D�¶QDWLRQDO·�VFKRRO��WKH�KLJKHVW�VWDQGDUG�
in the Sri Lankan public education system), which teaches partially in 

(QJOLVK��5DPDNULVKQD�&ROOHJH�DQG�&HQWUDO�&ROOHJH��UHVSHFWLYHO\��7KH�WRZQ�
has earned a name as an emerging regional centre of  education and it 

cherishes the list of  successful alumni from its schools. 

In line with the relative success of  the education sector and associated 

white-collar employment, labour migration has attracted fewer people 

IURP�$NNDUDLSDWWX��WKRXJK�DFFXUDWH�VWDWLVWLFV�DUH�GLIÀFXOW�WR�FRPH�E\. As 

in Kattankudy, many in fact have gone abroad to earn money, and some 

of  them returned with new kinds of  religious enthusiasm. The emergence 

RI �RQH�7DZKLG�PRVTXH�DQG�D�QDVFHQW�-DPDDW�L�,VODPL�JURXS�EHDU�ZLWQHVV�
to this. The numbers of  these organisations are small though, and new 

madrasas have altogether failed to emerge. (Possibly, the choice of  labour 

destination may be a factor here, as a larger proportion seem to have 

travelled to countries other than Saudi Arabia.)
)RU� WKH� VDNH� RI � FODULW\� �DQG� DW� WKH� ULVN� RYHU�VLPSOLÀFDWLRQ��� ZH� FDQ�

summarise the main differences between the two towns. Put simply, we 

ÀQG� WKH� FRQWUDVW�EHWZHHQ� DQ� DJUR�WRZQ�ZLWK� WUDGLWLRQDO� FODQ� VWUXFWXUHV�
(Akkaraipattu), and a more urbanised, trading hub (Kattankudy). The 

FRQWUDVW� PDWFKHV� WKH� VRFLR�HFRQRPLF� SURÀOHV� RI � 7DEOLJK� DQG� 7DZKLG��
respectively. Tawhid thus established itself  in the trading town, which 

already had a strong tradition of  madrasa education, and where people move 

DURXQG�PRUH��LQFOXGLQJ�DIWHU�WKH�����V�WR�6DXGL�$UDELD��$NNDUDLSDWWX��RQ�
the other hand, houses a community that revolves around agriculture and 

professional education, and where the traditional social organisation (kudi) 

remains largely intact. This has proved a fertile home for a piety movement 

like Tabligh, but much less so for a more radical and demanding movement 

OLNH�7DZKLG��7KH�DQWDJRQLVP�DQG�YLROHQFH�WRZDUGV�6XÀVP�WKDW�ZH�IRXQG�
in Kattankudy can thus be attributed to two key factors: its gradual 

disconnection from agriculture (with all that has subsequently ensued in 

WHUPV�RI �HGXFDWLRQDO�DQG�HPSOR\PHQW�SDWWHUQV���DQG�LWV�VLWXDWLRQ�DV�WKH�
PRVW�FRQÀQHG�DQG�GHQVHVW�0XVOLP�HQFODYH�DORQJ�D�FRDVWOLQH�GRWWHG�ZLWK�
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similar urban Muslim enclaves. The two factors, of  course, are not discrete 

– the disconnection from the paddy-producing hinterland is at once a 

FDXVH�DQG�D�FRQVHTXHQFH�RI �.DWWDQNXG\·V�VWDWXV�DV�HQFODYH�par excellence.

Intra-Islamic contestation and violence is not just a spin-off  of  the 

HWKQLF�FRQÁLFW�LQ�WKH�FRXQWU\�RU�D�PHUH�VLGH�HIIHFW�RI �JOREDOLVDWLRQ��,W�LV�
the outcome of  a highly localised interaction of  these and other processes. 

:H�FDQ�GLVWLQJXLVK�WKUHH�GHYHORSPHQWV�LQ�HDVWHUQ�6UL�/DQND��)LUVW��ZH�VHH�
UHOLJLRXV� G\QDPLVP�� 1HZ� 6XÀ� OHDGHUV� DQG� ,VODPLF� UHIRUP� PRYHPHQWV�
have sprung up in the area, and differences between them at times have 

led to tension or controversy. In itself, that is not a new phenomenon, 

EXW�ZH�KDYH�VHHQ�DQ�LQWHQVLÀFDWLRQ�DQG�IUDJPHQWDWLRQ�LQ�UHFHQW�GHFDGHV��
6HFRQG�� WKH�FRQÁLFW� WKDW� HYROYHG�EHWZHHQ� WKH� VHSDUDWLVW�/77(�DQG� WKH�
government engulfed the region. This resulted in a hardening of  ethnic 

faultlines and the emergence of  ethnic enclaves. Identity issues became 

of  central concern, not least for the Muslim minority, which found itself  

trapped between Sinhala and Tamil nationalist formations. Third, there is 

a cluster of  socio-economic changes. Improved educational opportunities 

and trade entered the region. The liberalisation of  the Sri Lankan economy 

LQ�WKH�ODWH�����V�UHLQIRUFHG�WKHVH�GHYHORSPHQWV�DQG�FOHDUHG�WKH�ZD\�IRU�
ODERXU�PLJUDWLRQ�WR�WKH�0LGGOH�(DVW��
7KHUH� LV� DOVR� D� FRQWH[WXDO� IDFWRU� UHODWLQJ� WR� SROLWLFDO� JHRJUDSK\��

Akkaraipattu is located in a district (Ampara), where Muslims are the 

PDMRULW\�HWKQLFLW\�DQG��DOWKRXJK�WKH�KLJKHVW�JRYHUQPHQW�RIÀFHU�KLVWRULFDOO\�
has been Sinhala, Muslims hold many administrative portfolios and are well 

represented in the Parliament with their own politicians. Tamils are only 

D�VPDOOHU�PLQRULW\�LQ�$PSDUD�'LVWULFW�DQG�SROLWLFDOO\�WKH�ZHDNHVW�RI �WKH�
WKUHH�FRPPXQLWLHV��$OVR��WKH�/77(·V�JULS�RQ�WKHVH�WHUULWRULHV�ZDV�PXFK�
ZHDNHU� WKDQ� LQ�%DWWLFDORD�'LVWULFW��.DWWDQNXG\�� LQ� WXUQ��ZDV� DQ� HQFODYH�
surrounded by Tamil settlements, in a district with a strong Tamil majority 

DQG�D�7DPLO�GRPLQDWHG�DGPLQLVWUDWLRQ��DV�ZHOO�DV�D�VWURQJ�/77(�SUHVHQFH�
during the war years (before the split). This enclave and frontier mentality 

in Kattankudy possibly made the quest for unity even stronger and those 

who defected from the true course of  Islam were therefore branded as 

traitors from this course.

7KHVH�VHWV�RI �GHYHORSPHQWV�DQG�FRQWH[WV�HDFK�KDYH�WKHLU�RZQ�GLVWLQFW�
causes and dynamics. There are, however, also many connections between 

WKHP��7KH�DUPHG�FRQÁLFW�KDUGHQHG�ERXQGDULHV�DQG�SXW�WKH�VSRWOLJKW�RQ�
identity issues, which in turn added weight to contesting religious claims 

on Muslimness. The war also disabled some parts of  the local economy 

²�PRVW�QRWDEO\�DJULFXOWXUH�LQ�.DWWDQNXG\�²�WKDW�JDYH�H[WUD�LPSHWXV�WR�WKH�
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tendency to seek employment abroad. Labour migration in turn resulted 

LQ� WKH� LPSRUW� RI � QHZ� UHOLJLRXV� LGHDV�� 7KHUH� LV� WKXV� D� FRPSOH[�ZHE� RI �
interactions. Rather than connecting these factors into a grand theory, our 

empirical material calls for a more contingent and localised approach. The 

way these global, national and regional factors interact with each other is 

KLJKO\� FRQWH[W�GHSHQGHQW��7KH� WZR� WRZQV�ZH�GLVFXVVHG�²�$NNDUDLSDWWX�
DQG� .DWWDQNXG\� ²� DUH� UHPDUNDEO\� VLPLODU�� 7R� D� ODUJH� H[WHQW� WKH\� KDYH�
WKH�VDPH� ¶JUDQG� LQJUHGLHQWV·��EXW� WKH�ZD\� WKH\�PL[�DQG� WKH�UHVXOWV� WKH\�
produce are quite different. These differences are important for scholarly 

analysis, but also have very real consequences for the people living in the 

towns: religious skirmishes and a destroyed prayer house in Kattankudy 

and relative quiet in Akkaraipattu. 

:KDW�� WKRXJK��RI � WKH�ELJJHU�SLFWXUH"�,I �ZH� WKLQN�SXUHO\� LQ� WHUPV�RI �
our analysis of  two Muslim towns, the obvious gain from our approach 

LV� D� VHQVH� RI � FRPSOH[LW\� DQG� D� FRQFRPLWDQW� DYRLGDQFH� RI � SUHPDWXUH�
generalisation. There is not a singular story to be told about Muslims and 

FRQÁLFW� LQ�HDVWHUQ�6UL�/DQND��:H�KDYH�IRXQG�DW� OHDVW� WZR��EXW� WKHUH�DUH�
VWLOO�RWKHUV�WR�EH�WROG��:LWK�FRPSOH[LW\�FRPHV�D�VHQVH�RI �WKH�OLPLWV�RI �RXU�
VWXG\��2XU�FRPSDULVRQ�UHPDLQV�VFKHPDWLF�DQG�UHDOO\�EHJV�IRU�IXOOHU�VWXG\�
LQ�HDFK�ORFDOLW\��2XU�FRQFOXVLRQV�DV�RIWHQ�DV�QRW�WDNH�WKH�IRUP�RI �IXUWKHU�
questions, and these can only be answered with more work in particular 

places. So this collaborative ethnography is not a simple replacement for, 

or improvement on, other kinds of  ethnographic approach.

In the previous chapter, we analysed a long-running dispute between 

Buddhists and Muslims about developments in and around the Buddhist 

VLWH� RI � 'LJKDYDSL�� 7KDW� VWRU\� DOVR� SURYLGHV� H[DPSOHV� RI � PLPHWLF�
contestation across religious boundaries. Faced with the Buddhist use of  

archaeology to support their own claims to territory, Muslims respond 

by establishing their own archaeological museum with evidence of  their 

presence in the area. Conscious of  what they see as their own structural 

weakness as a politically divided community, Buddhist leaders organise 

WKHPVHOYHV�LQWR�D�GLVWULFW�ZLGH�ERG\�TXLWH�FOHDUO\�PRGHOOHG�RQ�WKH�DUHD·V�
successful mosque federations. The institutional structure of  local 

Islam and local Buddhism provides a kind of  armature on which other 

SDUWV�RI �RXU� VWRU\�PD\�KDQJ��'LDORJLFDO� FRQWHVWDWLRQ�� OLNH� WKDW�EHWZHHQ�
Muslims and Buddhists about their claims on land, valorises some kinds 

RI � UHOLJLRXV� SUDFWLFH� �VDLQWV·� WRPEV� IRU� H[DPSOH�� RYHU� RWKHUV��0XVOLPV��
seemingly, have to choose between intensely local and intensely translocal 

versions of  Muslimness.
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7KH�'LJKDYDSL�GLVSXWH� DOORZHG� IRU� D� V\PPHWULFDO� VWRU\�� WDFNLQJ�EDFN�
DQG� IRUWK� EHWZHHQ� %XGGKLVWV� DQG� 0XVOLPV�� 2WKHU� UHODWLRQV� DUH� OHVV�
symmetrical. Members of  the Kattankudy Mosque Federation complain 

DERXW�WKHLU�GLIÀFXOW\�LQ�ORFDWLQJ�HTXLYDOHQW�ÀJXUHV�WR�DFW�DV�UHSUHVHQWDWLYHV�
IRU�WKHLU�7DPLO�QHLJKERXUV��7KH�GLIIHUHQFH�KHUH�LV�DW�RQFH�VWUXFWXUDO��+LQGX�
WHPSOHV�LQ�WKH�HDVW�VLPSO\�GRQ·W�SURYLGH�¶OHDGHUV·�TXLWH�VR�REYLRXVO\��and 

FRQWLQJHQW��DQ\RQH�ZKR�SXWV�WKHPVHOYHV�IRUZDUG�DV�D�OHDGHU�RI �WKH�+LQGX�
community in the years of  war became a potential target for both the 

DUP\�DQG�WKH�/77(���7KH�&DWKROLF�&KXUFK��RQ�WKH�RWKHU�KDQG��SURYLGHV�
a disproportionate number of  leaders who try to act as protectors and 

intermediaries for the wider Tamil community: this is an organisation that 

has seen more than its fair share of  civil wars in its long history. If  a 

FHUWDLQ�NLQG�RI � ¶OHDGHUVKLS·� LV� LQKHUHQW� LQ� LWV�KLHUDUFKLFDO� VWUXFWXUHV�� WKH�
&KXUFK·V�WHDFKLQJ�RQ�LWV�VRFLDO�PLVVLRQ�VLQFH�WKH�����V�HPEROGHQV�D�QHZ�
generation of  priests to stand up for their parishioners (not unlike their 

equivalents working under similar pressures in parts of  Latin America). 

This story will unfold at greater length in the chapter that follows.

Throughout, we encounter new movements and styles of  religiosity, 

VRPH��OLNH�WKH�IHPDOH�RUDFOHV�VWXGLHG�E\�3DWULFLD�/DZUHQFH�LQ�WKH�����V��
very much a product of  the war, but others, such as Tawhid or the new 

Pentecostal Churches that have grown in the region in recent years, as much 

a part of  some bigger, more global story. The closest equivalents to the 

Kattankudy events described here, at least in terms of  violent outcomes, 

are probably the attacks by Buddhists on Pentecostal Churches in and 

DURXQG�&RORPER� LQ� WKH�SDVW�GHFDGH��:H�ZLOO� UHWXUQ�WR� WKH�3HQWHFRVWDOV�
DQG�WKHLU�SODFH�LQ�WKH�SRVW�ZDU�UHOLJLRXV�ODQGVFDSH�LQ�&KDSWHU���
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Boundary Politics, Religion and 

Peace-Building

Deadly Boundaries

&KULVWPDV� (YH� ������ ,Q� 6W� 0DU\·V� FDWKHGUDO�� %DWWLFDORD� WRZQ�� WKH�
Catholic Bishop Kingsley Swampillai was presiding over the midnight 

PDVV�FHUHPRQ\�ZLWK�D�SDFNHG�FRQJUHJDWLRQ��$W������LQ�WKH�PRUQLQJ��WKH�
���\HDU�ROG�7DPLO�SDUOLDPHQWDULDQ�-RVHSK�3DUDUDMDVLQJKDP�ZDV�UHWXUQLQJ�
to his pew, alongside his wife, after receiving communion, when two men 

emerged from the congregation and shot the MP dead, injuring his wife 

and seven others.

(YHQ�LQ�%DWWLFDORD��ZLWK�LWV�ORQJ�KLVWRU\�RI �YLROHQFH��WKLV�NLOOLQJ�VHHPHG�
WR�EH�D�SDUWLFXODUO\� VKRFNLQJ�DQG� WUDQVJUHVVLYH�DFW�� LW�RFFXUUHG�GXULQJ�D�
stuttering peace process, over the Christmas period, in a sacred space and 

Figure 6.1� &DOYDU\�FKXUFK��9HHUDPDQDJDU��������SKRWR�E\�%DUW�.OHP��
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LQ� IURQW� RI � WKH� %LVKRS�� $V� WKH� ZHOO�NQRZQ� 7DPLO� FRPPHQWDWRU�'�%�6��
-H\DUDM�ZURWH�DW�WKH�WLPH��

7KH� EUXWDO�PDQQHU� RI � -RVHSK� EHLQJ� NLOOHG� LQ� FKXUFK� DIWHU� SDUWDNLQJ�
of  communion within full view of  the Congregation in the presence 

RI � WKH� %LVKRS� GHPRQVWUDWHV� WKH� GHSWKV� RI � GHSUDYLW\�� :KDWHYHU� KLV�
SROLWLFV�-RVHSK�3DUDUDMDVLQJKDP�GLG�QRW�GHVHUYH�WR�GLH�RU�EH�NLOOHG�LQ�
this manner.1

3DUDUDMDVLQJKDP��DOWKRXJK�ERUQ�LQ�-DIIQD��KDG�JURZQ�XS�LQ�%DWWLFDORD�
DQG�VSHQW�PRVW�RI �WKLV�DGXOW�OLIH�WKHUH��+H�ZDV�SDUW�RI �WKH�&DWKROLF�HOLWH�
²�KH�DWWHQGHG�6W�0LFKDHO·V�&ROOHJH��EHFDPH�D�JRYHUQPHQW�FLYLO� VHUYDQW��
and worked as a journalist before becoming a prominent TULF politician, 

ÀUVW�HQWHULQJ�3DUOLDPHQW�LQ�������,URQLFDOO\��KH�VXUYLYHG�WKH�PRVW�YLROHQW�
DQG�WXUEXOHQW�\HDUV�RI �%DWWLFDORD·V�KLVWRU\��HYHQ�WKRXJK�E\� WKHQ�KH�KDG�
EHFRPH�D�KLJK�SURÀOH�ÀJXUH��DQ�DGYRFDWH�RI �WKH�7DPLO�FDXVH�DQG��LQ�WKH�
H\HV� RI �PDQ\�� WRR� FORVHO\� OLQNHG� WR� WKH� /77(�� ,Q� ������ KH� MRLQHG� WKH�
71$��DQ�/77(�RUJDQLVHG�DOOLDQFH�RI �7DPLO�SROLWLFDO�SDUWLHV��%XW�LQ�������
WKH�HPHUJHQFH�RI �WKH�/77(�EUHDNDZD\�IDFWLRQ�OHG�E\�HDVWHUQ�FRPPDQGHU�
Colonel Karuna (and supported by the Sri Lankan government) threw 

Tamil politics into disarray. Tamil leaders were faced with a deadly 

FKRLFH�� VKRXOG� WKH\� DOLJQ� WKHPVHOYHV�ZLWK� WKH� /77(�XQGHU� WKH� EDQQHU�
of  Tamil unity, or should they support Karuna, who was protected by 

the government, and presented himself  as an advocate for eastern 

Tamils? The assassination of  Pararajasingham was interpreted by most 

FRPPHQWDWRUV�DV�WKH�RXWFRPH�RI �WKLV�GHDGO\�LQWUD�7DPLO�FRQÁLFW��%HFDXVH�
RI � KLV� ORQJ�VWDQGLQJ� FRQQHFWLRQV� ZLWK� WKH� /77(� OHDGHUVKLS�� KH� KDG�
EHFRPH�D�PDUNHG�PDQ�IROORZLQJ� WKH�VSOLW��6W�0DU\·V�FDWKHGUDO�ZDV� LQ�D�
highly securitised area, surrounded by military camps. Pararajasingham 

KDG�DUPHG�ERG\JXDUGV�RXWVLGH�WKH�FDWKHGUDO�ZKR�GLG�QRW�ÀUH�D�VKRW�DW�WKH�
assassins. Most interpreted the murder as a state-sanctioned killing, at the 

hands of  the Karuna faction. 

7KLV� GLVWUHVVLQJ� LQFLGHQW� LOOXVWUDWHV� D� WKHPH� H[SORUHG� LQ� WKLV� FKDSWHU�
²� WKH� FRPSOH[LWLHV� DQG� GDQJHUV� RI � FRQWHVWHG� ERXQGDULHV� LQ� D� SHULRG�
RI � WXUEXOHQW� WUDQVLWLRQ�� %HLQJ� DEOH� WR� ¶UHDG·�� QDYLJDWH�� DQG� QHJRWLDWH�
boundaries and borders can, quite literally, make the difference between 

OLIH� DQG� GHDWK�� $V� 3DUDUDMDVLQJKDP·V� DVVDVVLQDWLRQ� VKRZV�� YLROHQW� DFWV�
simultaneously transgress and inscribe boundaries. The fact that it 

occurred in the Catholic cathedral, breaking down the protective barrier 

dividing the sacred from the profane, religion from politics, was especially 
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VKRFNLQJ��7KLV�KDSSHQHG�GHVSLWH�WKH�¶ERXQGDU\�ZRUN·�RI �UHOLJLRXV�ÀJXUHV��
who attempt to maintain a clear line between the Church and the dirty 

world of  politics. Religious ceremonies and rituals, the creation of  sacred 

spaces and separate institutional structures, can all be understood as, 

among other things, attempts to erect protective barriers, and to some 

H[WHQW�WKH�&DWKROLF�&KXUFK�KDV�EHHQ�VXFFHVVIXO�LQ�FUHDWLQJ�D�VDIH�VSDFH�IRU�
LWVHOI��RQH�RXWVLGH�WKH�SROLWLFV�RI �WKH�FRQÁLFW��7KH�FOHDUHVW�H[DPSOH�RI �WKLV�
LV�SHUKDSV�WKH�SLOJULPDJH�VLWH�RI �0DGKX��LQ�WKH�KHDUW�RI �WKH�9DQQL��ZKLFK�
EHFDPH�WKH�IRFXV�RI �YHU\�SXEOLF�FRQFHUQ�IURP�DOO�VLGHV�DV�WKH�ÀQDO�ZDYH�
RI �ÀJKWLQJ�VZHSW�SDVW�LW�LQ�ODWH������DQG�HDUO\������2 Yet as the murder 

of  Pararajasingham shows, the ability of  the Church to stand above or 

beyond the political fray is always provisional, and the boundary between 

UHOLJLRQ�DQG�SROLWLFV�LV�D�WHQXRXV�DQG�SHUPHDEOH�RQH��WKHUH�DUH�FRPSOH[�
HQWDQJOHPHQWV�EHWZHHQ�WKH�UHOLJLRXV�DQG�SROLWLFDO�ÀHOGV��
7R� VRPH� H[WHQW�� PHPEHUV� RI � WKH� &DWKROLF� &KXUFK� LQ� WKH� HDVW� KDYH�

played an active role in constructing these entanglements: by cultivating an 

LPDJH�RI �SXULW\�ZKLOH�V\VWHPDWLFDOO\�GUDZLQJ�RQ�WKH�&KXUFK·V�LQVWLWXWLRQDO�
base and material resources, they have built a powerful platform for 

WKH� &KXUFK� WR� FUHDWH� D� QHZ� UROH� IRU� LWVHOI � DV� D� VLJQLÀFDQW� VRFLDO� DQG�
humanitarian actor in the east. As already noted in Chapter 2, this stands 

LQ�FRQWUDVW�WR�6WLUUDW·V��������DFFRXQW�RI �WKH�&KXUFK·V�GHFOLQLQJ�FRQÀGHQFH�
DQG�UHOHYDQFH�LQ�WKH�6LQKDOD�SDUWV�RI �WKH�FRXQWU\�LQ�WKH�����V�DQG�����V��
The back-story behind this incident is therefore more complicated than 

VLPSO\�WKH�&KXUFK·V�IDLOXUH�WR�NHHS�SROLWLFV�RXW��,Q�PDQ\�ZD\V��&DWKROLF�
ÀJXUHV� KDYH� DFWLYHO\� LQYLWHG� SROLWLFV� LQ�� E\� VHHNLQJ� WR� HQJDJH� ZLWK� WKH�
ZRUOG�¶RXW�WKHUH·��DV�KXPDQLWDULDQV�DQG�VRFLDO�ZRUNHUV��EXW�DOVR�LQ�PRUH�
H[SOLFLWO\�SROLWLFDO�UROHV��IRU�H[DPSOH�DV�DGYRFDWHV�IRU�WKH�7DPLO�FDXVH��RU�
as mediators between political and military groups. In the south of  the 

country some of  the more public engagements by (mostly Tamil) Catholic 

leaders have invited predictable nationalist responses, in which Catholic 

OHDGHUV�FDQ�EH�GLVPLVVHG�DV�SUR�/77(��RU�DV�¶ZKLWH�WLJHUV·��
By entering the political arena, the Church came to be regarded by 

some, not as a neutral onlooker or commentator, but as an active player. 

(YHQ�VR�� WR�UHLQIRUFH�WKH�HDUOLHU�SRLQW��SHRSOH�ZHUH�VWLOO�VKRFNHG�E\�WKH�
EUD]HQ��DOPRVW�VDFULOHJLRXV�QDWXUH�RI �3DUDUDMDVLQJKDP·V�NLOOLQJ��(YHQ�WKH�
/77(� KDG� WHQGHG� WR� UHVSHFW� WKH� DXWRQRP\� DQG� UHOLJLRXV� VHQVLELOLWLHV�
of  the mainline churches. Yet this killing reinforces the point that the 

most violently contested boundaries are the internal ones: it is consistent 

with a long-running history of  brutal intra-Tamil violence involving the 

LGHQWLÀFDWLRQ� DQG� HUDGLFDWLRQ� RI � WUDLWRUV� �7KLUDQDJDPD� �������9LROHQFH�
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in this sense is performative – it is meant to communicate a message to 

a particular audience, and in this case it was probably the very crude one 

RI �ZDUQLQJ�SUR�/77(�7DPLOV�WKDW�WKHUH�ZDV�QRZKHUH�WR�KLGH��QRZKHUH�
was safe, not even the sacred ground of  the cathedral. In this case, the 

message was primarily targeted at Tamils who had assumed positions of  

leadership, thus illustrating the dangers of  taking on such a role, especially 

during moments of  transition when the new rules are being negotiated 

DQG�QHZ�ERXQGDULHV�HVWDEOLVKHG��)RU�PRVW�RI �3DUDUDMDVLQJKDP·V�SROLWLFDO�
FDUHHU��KLV�FORVH�OLQNV�ZLWK�WKH�/77(�ZHUH�D�VRXUFH�RI �SURWHFWLRQ�LQ�WKH�
east, but with the emergence of  the Karuna split, they became a fatal 

OLDELOLW\��2WKHU�� OHVV� RYHUWO\� SROLWLFDO� OHDGHUVKLS� UROHV�ZHUH� DOVR� DIIHFWHG��
IRU� H[DPSOH�� DOWKRXJK� LW� PD\� QRW� KDYH� EHHQ� WKH� SHUSHWUDWRUV·� SULPDU\�
intention, Bishop Swampillai was profoundly shaken by the killing, and 

many felt that it had a noticeable effect on his subsequent role as a Church 

OHDGHU� LQ� WKH�HDVW�� LQÁXHQFLQJ�KLV�ZLOOLQJQHVV� WR� WDNH� ULVNV�� WR�VSHDN�RXW�
DQG�WR�HQJDJH�H[SOLFLWO\�ZLWK�SROLWLFV��7KLV�LQ�WXUQ�FRQWULEXWHG�WR�WHQVLRQV�
between a local Batticaloa clergy, many of  whom had been radicalised 

E\� WKH�ZDU�� DQG� D� -DIIQD�ERUQ�%LVKRS��ZKR�KDG�EHHQ� DSSRLQWHG�E\� WKH�
Catholic hierarchy in Colombo.

7KH�DVVDVVLQDWLRQ�RI �-RVHSK�3DUDUDMDVLQJKDP�ZDV�RI �FRXUVH�D�WUDJHG\��
like countless other killings during the course of  the long and brutal war 

LQ�WKH�HDVW��,Q�WKLV�UHVSHFW��LW�FRQVWLWXWHV�DQRWKHU�VDG�VWRU\�LQ�DQ�H[WHQGHG�
KLVWRU\�RI �YLROHQFH��<HW�LW�LV�DOVR�D�SRZHUIXO�H[DPSOH�RI �WKH�PDQ\�ZD\V�LQ�
which individuals and groups in the east have attempted – and often failed 

²�WR�QDYLJDWH��DIÀUP�RU�QHJRWLDWH�GLIIHUHQW�NLQGV�RI �ERXQGDULHV�²�VSDWLDO��
LQVWLWXWLRQDO��SROLWLFDO�DQG�UHOLJLRXV��:H�IRFXV�LQ�WKLV�FKDSWHU�LQ�SDUWLFXODU��
on how the Catholic Church has been shaped by, and in turn, itself  further 

shaped, the boundary politics of  the east during successive periods of  war, 

no-war, no-peace and post-war. 

The Church in Time of  War

%DWWLFDORD�LV�D�WRZQ�RI �MXVW�XQGHU���������SHRSOH��:LWK�WKH�WHUPLQXV�RI �WKH�
rail line from Colombo and the west, an imposing fort, a public library and 

DQ�DQWKURSRORJLFDOO\�IDPRXV�5HDGHUV·�&LUFOH��:KLWDNHU��������%DWWLFDORD�LV�
the administrative, political and cultural hub of  the southern half  of  the 

HDVW�FRDVW��,W�ZDV�DOVR��RI �FRXUVH��WKH�JRYHUQPHQW·V�VHFXULW\�KXE�GXULQJ�WKH�
ORQJ�\HDUV�RI �ZDU��$OWKRXJK�&DWKROLFV�QRZ�RQO\�PDNH�XS�DURXQG����SHU�
FHQW�RI �WKH�WRZQ·V�SRSXODWLRQ��WKH\�RIWHQ�VHHP�GLVSURSRUWLRQDWHO\�YLVLEOH�
LQ� ORFDO�DIIDLUV��6W�0LFKDHO·V�&ROOHJH�KDV�EHHQ�WKH�SUH�HPLQHQW�VFKRRO� LQ�
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the region, educating the sons of  the landowning class that emerged in the 

years of  colonial improvement in the late nineteenth and early twentieth 

FHQWXU\� �&KDSWHU� ���� 6W�0LFKDHO·V�ZDV� IRXQGHG�E\�)UHQFK� -HVXLWV� LQ� WKH�
ODWH�QLQHWHHQWK�FHQWXU\��DQG�WKH�-HVXLWV�KDYH�EHHQ�SDUWLFXODUO\�SURPLQHQW�
within local affairs ever since.

,Q�&KDSWHU� ��ZH� EULHÁ\� UHYLHZHG� 6WLUUDW·V� ������� DFFRXQW� RI � 6LQKDOD�
&DWKROLFLVP�XS�WR�WKH�����V��D�SHULRG�LQ�ZKLFK�WKH�FRPELQHG�IRUFHV�RI �DQ�
DVFHQGDQW�%XGGKLVW�QDWLRQDOLVP��DQG�LQWHUQDO�UHIRUPV�LQ�WKH�SRVW�9DWLFDQ�
II Church, seemed to have tipped the Church into terminal decline as 

D�SROLWLFDO� IRUFH��:H� DOVR�QRWHG�'HERUDK� -RKQVRQ·V� �������PRUH� UHFHQW�
work on Catholics in the north, where the war gave priests precisely the 

kind of  public role that Sinhala Catholics had been forced to abandon in 

the south. Nineteenth-century missionaries saw their role as mediators 

between man and God and between Catholics and the state. But with the 

ULVH�RI �PDVV�SROLWLFV��WKLV�VHFRQG�UROH�GHFOLQHG��DQG�LQ�¶WKH�SRVW�9DWLFDQ�,,�
world the role of  priests has shifted from being a mediator between man 

and God to being something closer to a social worker, salvation being 

GHÀQHG�DV�VRPHWKLQJ�WR�EH�JDLQHG�WKURXJK�WKH�EURWKHUKRRG�RI �PDQ�UDWKHU�
WKDQ�VSLULWXDO�DFWLYLWLHV·��6WLUUDW�������������$V�D�UHVXOW�RI �WKHVH�VKLIWV��WKH�
&DWKROLF�&KXUFK·V�DELOLW\�WR�WDFNOH�TXHVWLRQV�UHODWHG�WR�SRZHU�DQG�SHDFH�
has been highly circumscribed. As Stirrat put it in an overview of  the 

&KXUFK·V�UROH�DW�WKH�YHU\�VWDUW�RI �WKH�FLYLO�ZDU��

If  the Church attempts a mediating role, then it throws itself  open to 

attack from the Sinhalese Buddhists. If  it continues its present policy of  

accommodation with the government, then the split between Sinhalese 

DQG�7DPLO�&DWKROLFV�ZLOO�RQO\�EHFRPH�PRUH�H[WUHPH��5DFLVP�UHFRJQL]HV�
QR�UHOLJLRXV�IURQWLHUV���6WLUUDW������������

+RZHYHU��WKLV�GRHV�QRW�PHDQ�WKDW�WKH�PDLQOLQH�FKXUFKHV�ZHUH�LQKHUHQWO\�
FRQVHUYDWLYH� RU� DOZD\V� DYRLGHG� WDNLQJ� GLIÀFXOW� SRVLWLRQV�� HYHQ� LQ� DUHDV�
dominated by the forces of  Sinhala Buddhist nationalism. Since at least the 

����V��WKHUH�KDYH�EHHQ�RQ�JRLQJ�WHQVLRQV�EHWZHHQ�PRUH�FRQVHUYDWLYH�DQG�
more radical elements within all the churches. A case like the Batticaloa 

Council of  Religions shows that the driving force for a more active 

approach to peace-building has often come from the north and east, but 

there has also been a history of  progressive politics emerging from church 

JURXSV�LQ�WKH�VRXWK��3ULHVWV� LQÁXHQFHG�E\�9DWLFDQ�,,�EHJDQ�WR�ZRUN�IRU�
oppressed sections of  society such as the estate Tamils, while outspoken 

ÀJXUHV� VXFK� DV� )DWKHU� 7LVVD� %DODVXUL\D� DQG� )DWKHU� 3DXO� &DVSHUV]� ZHUH�
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actively involved in left-wing politics: ‘Although never very numerous, these 

UDGLFDO�SULHVWV�ZHUH�ZHOO�RUJDQLVHG�DQG�KLJKO\�DUWLFXODWH�:HVWHUQ�HGXFDWHG�
LQWHOOHFWXDOV�ZKRVH�DLP�ZDV�WR�SURGXFH�D�́ FRQWH[WXDO�WKHRORJ\µ�UHOHYDQW�WR�
WKH�SDUWLFXODU�VLWXDWLRQ�LQ�ZKLFK�&DWKROLFV�IRXQG�WKHPVHOYHV�LQ�6UL�/DQND·�
�6WLUUDW� ������ �����7KH\�KHOSHG� WR� FDWDO\VH� WKH� HPHUJHQFH�RI � D�QXPEHU�
of  organisations and networks that shaped debates on justice, human 

rights and the ethnic question, including the Movement for Inter-Racial 

-XVWLFH� DQG� (TXDOLW\� �0,5-(��� 6DW\RGD\D�� WKH� &HQWUH� IRU� 6RFLHW\� DQG�
5HOLJLRQ�� 3HRSOH·V� $FWLRQ� IRU� )UHH� DQG� )DLU� (OHFWLRQV� �3$))5(/�� DQG�
the Free Media Movement. Some activists from these organisations were 

also linked to the Student Christian Movement, which had strong north–

south connections, because of  the involvement of  university students 

from the north-east. At a time when donor-funded civil society had yet 

to emerge, the churches were one of  the few sources of  funding for such 

QRQ�JRYHUQPHQWDO� IRUPV� RI � SXEOLF� DFWLRQ�� )RU� H[DPSOH�� WKH� &DWKROLF�
&KXUFK� SURYLGHG� ODQG� IRU� QHZ� EXLOGLQJV� IRU� RUJDQLVDWLRQV� OLNH�0,5-(�
and the Centre for Society and Religion, and new specialist institutions 

FRQFHUQHG�ZLWK�HFRQRPLF�DQG�VRFLDO�¶XSOLIWPHQW·�VXFK�DV�6('(&��6RFLDO�
DQG�(FRQRPLF�DQG�'HYHORSPHQW�&HQWUH��ZHUH�IRUPHG��

These groups and their international allies adopted leftist positions on 

a range of  issues. The churches continued to play the role of  spawning 

and promoting progressive organisations – partly because some priests 

had been frustrated by the internal conservatism of  the Church and partly 

EHFDXVH�RUJDQLVDWLRQDO�SUROLIHUDWLRQ�UHGXFHV�WKH�H[SRVXUH�RI �WKH�&KXUFK·V�
IRUPDO�LQVWLWXWLRQDO�VWUXFWXUH��%XW�WR�D�JUHDW�H[WHQW�1*2V�DUH�VWLOO�VHHQ�E\�
WKHLU�QDWLRQDOLVW�FULWLFV�DV�SDUW�RI �D�¶&KULVWLDQ�PDÀD·��7KH�1DWLRQDO�3HDFH�
&RXQFLO� �13&�� IRU� H[DPSOH�ZDV� IRUPHG� E\� 6('(&� DQG� WKH�1DWLRQDO�
Council of  Churches (NCC) because they found that a Christian identity 

ZDV�D� OLPLWDWLRQ�IRU�H[SDQGLQJ�WKH�SHDFH�FRQVWLWXHQF\��7KH�UHVXOW�ZDV�D�
secular organisation which continues to have strong participation from 

religious people.

-RKQVRQ��������GHVFULEHV�WKH�SURPLQHQW�UROH�RI �WKH�&DWKROLF�&KXUFK�
LQ� 7DPLO�VSHDNLQJ� DUHDV� GXULQJ� WKH� \HDUV� RI � FRQÁLFW�� GUDZLQJ� RQ� LWV�
institutional and social base, the background and education of  its 

leadership, and its ideological position and rituals. This introduces another 

contrast within Christian organisations in the east – between the so-called 

¶PDLQOLQH·� FKXUFKHV� �LQFOXGLQJ� 0HWKRGLVWV� DQG� WKH� &KXUFK� RI � 6RXWK�
,QGLD�� DQG� WKH�QHZ�3HQWHFRVWDO� FKXUFKHV��:KLOH� WKH� ODWWHU� KDYH�� RQ� WKH�
ZKROH��ÁRXULVKHG�DQG�JURZQ�VLQFH�WKH�����V��WKH\�DUH�YHU\�FRQVSLFXRXVO\�
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absent from the sorts of  public engagement associated with the mainline 

FKXUFKHV��DQG�WKH�&DWKROLFV�DQG�-HVXLWV�LQ�SDUWLFXODU�
)URP�WKH�����V�RQZDUGV��LQ�WKH�QRUWK�DQG�HDVW�WKH�7DPLO�SROLWLFDO�ÀHOG�

ZDV� LQ� D� VHQVH� RYHU�GHWHUPLQHG� EHFDXVH� RI � WKH� RYHUZHHQLQJ� LQÁXHQFH�
RI � WKH� /77(��$IWHU� WKH� RXWEUHDN� RI �ZDU�� WKHUH�ZDV� YLUWXDOO\� QR� VSDFH�
IRU�DXWRQRPRXV�SXEOLF�DFWLRQ��H[FHSW�²�WR�D�YHU\�OLPLWHG�GHJUHH�²�LQ�WKH�
non-governmental sector (Goodhand and Lewer 1999). Tamil political 

leadership, at every level from village development committees to national 

political representatives, became scarcer and less visible with each year 

of  war. Few wanted to put their head above the parapet – ‘you only open 

\RXU�PRXWK�WR�HDW·�²�DQG�WKRVH�ZKR�GLG�RIWHQ�SDLG�WKH�SULFH��%\�WKHLU�RZQ�
account, Tamils had virtually no political voice or representation. 

As other forms of  leadership atrophied, the social authority of  

the churches, particularly the Catholic Church, increased in the east. 

5HOLJLRQ� ZDV� RQH� DUHQD� LQ� ZKLFK� OHDGHUVKLS� PLJKW� EH� H[HUWHG� ZLWKRXW�
EHLQJ�DXWRPDWLFDOO\� WDUJHWHG�E\� WKH�/77(�RU�RWKHU�SDUDPLOLWDU\�JURXSV��
This authority derived from several sources. First, in Batticaloa town, 

Catholics are a substantial presence (one informant estimated there were 

�������&DWKROLFV�LQ�WKH�HDVW�RYHUDOO��DQG�WKH�ODLW\�DUH�VWURQJO\�UHSUHVHQWHG�
ZLWKLQ� WKH� WRZQ� HOLWH��0RVW� RI � WKLV� HOLWH�ZHUH� HGXFDWHG� DW� 6W�0LFKDHO·V��
DUH�PHPEHUV�RI �WKH�LQÁXHQWLDO�2OG�%R\V�$VVRFLDWLRQ��2%$���ZKLFK�KDV�
branches in Colombo, UK, US, Canada and Australia, as well as Batticaloa 

itself, and hold, or have held, senior positions in the government service, 

the university, the law and other professions.3 But this does not mean 

there are no divisions within the Catholic laity – for instance within the 

2%$�GXULQJ�RXU�ÀHOGZRUN� WKHUH�ZHUH�GLYLVLRQV�EHWZHHQ� VXSSRUWHUV�RI �
WKH� /77(� DQG� .DUXQD·V� 7093�� 7KH� FDVH� RI � -RVHSK� 3DUDUDMDVLQJKDP��
murdered in the symbolic centre of  the Catholic community, highlights 

these divisions. Second, the moral authority of  the priests is enhanced 

E\�WKH�IDFW�WKDW�WKH\�DUH�(QJOLVK�VSHDNHUV��ZLWK�KLJK�OHYHOV�RI �HGXFDWLRQ�
DQG�WUDLQLQJ�²�WKH�-HVXLWV�EHLQJ�SDUDGLJPDWLF�LQ�WKLV�UHVSHFW��:KDW�6WLUUDW�
says of  priests and administrators during the colonial era resonates with 

contemporary Batticaloa: 

Missionary and administrator needed each other. For the administrators, 

the missionaries acted as unpaid assistants, settling local disputes not 

just between Catholic and non-Catholics. A word from a Government 

Agent (GA) to a priest was often enough to solve a problem, the power 

of  the missionary being something the administrator frequently envied. 

�6WLUUDW�����������
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The attenuation of  the power of  the Church which Stirrat describes 

so convincingly in the south, has not occurred in the east – the local 

DGPLQLVWUDWLRQ� �ERWK� WKH� VWDWH� DQG� WKH� VKDGRZ� /77(� DGPLQLVWUDWLRQ��
and the lay population (Catholic and non-Catholic) still viewed the 

Church as an important force politically and socially. In the words of  one 

Catholic priest: 

There is a tradition of  respect amongst the authorities for the priest 

«�3ULHVWV� DUH� DEOH� WR� SURYLGH� SURWHFWLRQ� WR� WKH� SHRSOH�� 7KH\� FRPH�
KHUH�WR�IHHO�SURWHFWHG�²�LQ�WKH�FKXUFK�WKHUH·V�DOZD\V�D�SULHVW�DWWDFKHG�WR�
it. And we have the institutional structures – local, national, regional, 

LQWHUQDWLRQDO��ZKLFK�WKH�+LQGXV�GRQ·W�KDYH��QRU�WKH�0XVOLPV. 

+RZHYHU��SOD\LQJ�D�PHGLDWLQJ�UROH�KDV�LQYROYHG�D�ÀQH�EDODQFH��DV�FRQÁLFW�
G\QDPLFV�DQG�SROLWLFDO�VKLIWV�UHGHÀQH�ZKDW�LV�FRQVLGHUHG�WR�EH�OHJLWLPDWH�
political action, and institutional structures have a limited capacity to 

protect (as the assassination of  Pararajasingham was to show). Many 

priests were forced to leave the country, either temporarily or permanently, 

EHFDXVH�RI �WKH�FRQÁLFW�DQG�VRPH��OLNH�&KDQGUD�)HUQDQGR�LQ�������ZHUH�
killed. But because of  the war, the consequent hardening of  boundaries 

DQG�WKH�GHQXGLQJ�RI �7DPLO� OHDGHUVKLS��WKHUH�DUH�IHZ�ÀJXUHV�EH\RQG�WKH�
Church who have been able and willing to cross communal or political 

boundaries without losing their legitimacy. In fact boundary-crossing has 

LQFUHDVHG�WKH�OHJLWLPDF\�RI �&KXUFK�ÀJXUHV��DV�RQH�LQIRUPDQW�QRWHG��¶7KH�
%LVKRS·V� VWDQGLQJ�KDV� LQFUHDVHG�GXULQJ� WKH�FRQÁLFW�DV�KH·V�EHHQ�DEOH� WR�
DFW� DV� D�PHGLDWRU�·� 7KH� GLSORPDWLF� VNLOOV� DQG� SHUVRQDO� FKDULVPD� RI � WKH�
Bishop have clearly also been a factor. Although what Stirrat describes 

DV�¶LQGLJHQLVDWLRQ·����������²���DQG�WKH�HWKQLF�FRQÁLFW�KDYH�DFFHQWXDWHG�
Tamil–Sinhala divisions within the Church, the fact remains that networks 

and linkages under the institutional umbrella of  the Church continue 

to span the divide. And these networks and relationships constitute a 

VLJQLÀFDQW�VRXUFH�RI �VRFLDO�FDSLWDO�WKDW�FDQ�EH�GUDZQ�XSRQ�IRU�PHGLDWLRQ�
and peace-building at both the macro and micro levels. For instance, it 

is reported that the churches (particularly the Bishop of  Mannar) were 

responsible for the opening up of  back-channel negotiations between the 

/77(�DQG� WKH�.XPDUDWXQJD�JRYHUQPHQW� LQ�������ZKLFK� OHG� LQ�SDUW� WR�
WKH�����²��SHDFH�WDONV��$W�WKH�PLFUR�OHYHO��SULHVWV�ZHUH�RIWHQ�DEOH�WR�JDLQ�
privileged access to army commanders who were Christian. The Catholic 

1*2��(+('��IRU�H[DPSOH�ZDV�DEOH�WR�JHW�EDQQHG�LWHPV�VXFK�DV�FRQFUHWH�
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LQWR� WKH�XQFOHDUHG�DUHD�RI �9DNDUDL�GXULQJ� WKH�����V��E\�H[SORLWLQJ�VXFK�
FRQWDFWV��ZKLOH�RWKHU�1*2V�ZHUH�SRZHUOHVV��

3DUDGR[LFDOO\�� UHOLJLRXV� OHDGHUV·� OHJLWLPDF\� FRPHV� IURP� WKHLU� DSSDUHQW�
distance from the dirty world of  politics, yet this in turn gives them a 

degree of  moral authority to act in the political realm. But becoming too 

enmeshed in politics and becoming too vocal an advocate, may undermine 

RQH·V� DELOLW\� WR� EH� D� EURNHU� RU� PHGLDWRU�� 6RPH� SULHVWV� DSSHDU� WR� KDYH�
irrevocably stepped over the political line – becoming either too close 

WR�WKH�/77(��RU�WR�D�VSHFLÀF�SROLWLFDO�SDUW\��VXFK�DV�WKH�78/)���RU�WRR�
outspoken a government critic. Therefore, priests are positioned differently 

in relation to different kinds of  boundaries and these differences, though a 

VRXUFH�RI �WHQVLRQ��FDQ�VRPHWLPHV�DOVR�EH�XVHIXO��$V�RQH�-HVXLW�QRWHG��¶7R�
SOD\�D�UROH�DV�D�PHGLDWRU�\RX�KDYH�WR�EH�QHXWUDO��EXW�SHRSOH�OLNH�)DWKHU�-��
[a priest alleged at one time to have had sympathies for the militants] who 

DUH�QRW�SHUFHLYHG�WR�EH�QHXWUDO�PD\�EH�XVHIXO� LQWHUPHGLDULHV�·�+RZHYHU��
EHFDXVH�UHOLJLRXV�OHDGHUV·�DXWKRULW\�LV�SULPDULO\�EDVHG�XSRQ�D�FRQVWLWXHQF\�
within one religiously bounded group, their ability to address wider 

political problems may sometimes be limited.

The churches are wealthy institutions and they have a strong 

organisational base at the international, regional, national and local levels. 

Batticaloa diocese (which incorporates Batticaloa and Trincomalee) is 

one of  13 dioceses island-wide. Until recently, Batticaloa had only one 

%LVKRS��%LVKRS�-RVHSK�.LQJVOH\�6ZDPSLOODL���EXW�DQ�$X[LOLDU\�%LVKRS�ZDV�
DSSRLQWHG�LQ�������7KHUH�LV�D�WRWDO�RI ����SULHVWV��SOXV�VRPH����-HVXLWV��DQG�
D�VPDOO�QXPEHU�RI �2EODWHV�RI �0DU\�,PPDFXODWH��20,���DQ�RUGHU�EDVHG�
in France whose members work in and around Trincomalee. Since the 

QLQHWHHQWK�FHQWXU\�� WKH�-HVXLW�SUHVHQFH�KDV�EHHQ�HVSHFLDOO\� LPSRUWDQW� LQ�
WKH�HDVW��)UHQFK�-HVXLWV�HVWDEOLVKHG�D�SUHVHQFH�DW�WKH�HQG�RI �WKH�QLQHWHHQWK�
FHQWXU\��DQG�WKH\�ZHUH�IROORZHG�E\�D� ODUJH�QXPEHU�RI �$PHULFDQ�-HVXLWV�
IURP�1HZ�2UOHDQV�ZKR�DUULYHG�DURXQG�WKH�WLPH�RI �,QGHSHQGHQFH��2QH�
RI �WKHVH��)DWKHU�+DUU\�0LOOHU��KDV�DFKLHYHG�VRPH�QDWLRQDO�IDPH�DV�D�ÁLQW\�
ZLWQHVV�WR�WKH�\HDUV�RI �ZDU��+H�DUULYHG�LQ�%DWWLFDORD�DW�WKH�DJH�RI ����LQ�
�����DQG��DSDUW� IURP�D�EULHI �H[SHULPHQW�DW� UHWLUHPHQW� LQ�1HZ�2UOHDQV�
LQ� ������ KDV� UHPDLQHG� WKHUH� HYHU� VLQFH�� /LQNV� ZLWK� ,QGLD� KDYH� DOZD\V�
been important, particularly in relation to the indigenisation process, and 

many priests still go to India (and the Philippines) for training.� Regional 

OLQNDJHV� DUH� DOVR� VLJQLÀFDQW� DQG�6UL�/DQND� LV�SDUW�RI � WKH�)HGHUDWLRQ�RI �
$VLDQ�%LVKRSV�&RQIHUHQFH�WKDW�KDV����PHPEHU�FRXQWULHV��
$W�WKH�QDWLRQDO�OHYHO�WKH�1DWLRQDO�%LVKRS·V�&RQIHUHQFH�LV�WKH�SULPDU\�

decision-making body, which is composed of  Bishops from the 13 dioceses. 
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)XUWKHUPRUH��WKHUH�DUH�VHYHUDO�QDWLRQDO�VWUXFWXUHV�IRUPHG�VSHFLÀFDOO\�WR�
support peace-building, dialogue or social welfare activities. These include 

WKH�1DWLRQDO�3HDFH�3URJUDPPH��WKH�1DWLRQDO�&RPPLVVLRQ�IRU�'LDORJXH��
WKH�1DWLRQDO�/DLW\�&RPPLVVLRQ�DQG�6('(&��UHQDPHG�&DULWDV�6UL�/DQND�
LQ� ������� 7KHUH� DUH� WHQ� VHPLQDULHV� ZLWK� WZR�PDMRU� RQHV� LQ� -DIIQD� DQG�
Kandy. Bishops are appointed by Rome, though people from the diocese 

DUH�FRQVXOWHG��$OO�7DPLO�%LVKRSV�LQ�%DWWLFDORD�KDYH�FRPH�IURP�-DIIQD��DQG�
this has been a source of  resentment among the priesthood and laity. The 

DSSRLQWPHQW�RI �DQ�$X[LOLDU\�%LVKRS�IURP�%DWWLFDORD�FDQ�EH�XQGHUVWRRG�LQ�
part as an attempt to address local dissatisfaction on this issue. 

The Batticaloa diocese gets an annual subsidy from Rome. In addition, 

UHVRXUFHV� DUH� UDLVHG� ORFDOO\�� GUDZLQJ� XSRQ� &KXUFK� DVVHWV�� IRU� H[DPSOH�
revenue raised through its coconut estates, the renting out of  church halls 

and the sale of  land for church construction. Individual donors, both local 

and from overseas, provide money on occasion for particular projects such 

as church construction. The parish raises money through local donations 

in addition to a stipend from the Bishop that varies according to the 

ZHDOWK�RI �WKH�SDULVK��2QO\�WKUHH�WR�IRXU�SDULVKHV�LQ�%DWWLFDORD�DUH�ZHDOWK\�
enough to be self-sustaining. Parish priests have a strong organisational 

base in society through a multitude of  grassroots organisations. In any one 

SDULVK�WKHUH�LV�OLNHO\�WR�EH�D�6W�9LQFHQW�GH�3DXO�VRFLHW\��DQ�$QELDP�6RFLHW\�
(prayer group), a Pius Association, a Catechist society, a Catholic Youth 

$VVRFLDWLRQ�� D�+RO\� &KLOGKRRG�0RYHPHQW�� WKH� /HJLRQ� RI �0DU\� DQG� D�
Parish Council. Finally, the Catholic priests are involved with and support 

D� UDQJH� RI � LPSRUWDQW� RUJDQLVDWLRQV� LQ� %DWWLFDORD�� LQFOXGLQJ� (+('�� 6W�
0LFKDHO·V��D�UHWUHDW�FDOOHG�¶0DQGUHVD·��WKH�%XWWHUÁ\�*DUGHQ��D�FRXQVHOOLQJ�
FHQWUH��(DVWHUQ�8QLYHUVLW\�DQG�WKH�-HVXLW�5HOLHI �6HUYLFHV�
,Q�VRPH�UHVSHFWV��WKH�&KXUFK·V�LQVWLWXWLRQDO�EDVH�SURYLGHV�WKH�SULHVWKRRG�

with a springboard to engage in political or social activities. Conversely, 

vested interests connected to these institutions may act as a brake on such 

activities. Because the Catholic Church is bigger in size and has a higher 

SURÀOH�WKDQ�WKH�3URWHVWDQW�&KXUFKHV��LW�KDV�PRUH�WR�ORVH�DQG�FRQVHTXHQWO\�
WHQGV�WR�EH�PRUH�ULVN�DYHUVH�WKDQ�WKH�3URWHVWDQWV��¶:KHQ�DQ�RUJDQLVDWLRQ�
LV� ELJJHU�� WKHLU� VXUYLYDO� EHFRPHV� PRUH� LPSRUWDQW� WKDQ� WKHLU� PLVVLRQ�·�
Catholic Bishops in the south have therefore sometimes been wary about 

WDNLQJ�FRQWURYHUVLDO�SRVLWLRQV�VR�DV�QRW�WR�HQGDQJHU�WKHLU�ÁRFNV�LQ�UHPRWH�
areas where they are a minority.

3RVW�9DWLFDQ� ,,� WHDFKLQJV�� SDUWLFXODUO\� OLEHUDWLRQ� WKHRORJ\�� IRXQG� D�
receptive audience in the east as the war unfolded, particularly from an 

increasingly radicalised priesthood. This accentuated tensions between a 
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politically careful and risk-averse centre and a radicalised, politically more 

HQJDJHG�DQG�H[SRVHG�SHULSKHU\��

7KH�>&DWKROLF@�&KXUFK�IHHOV�LVRODWHG�IURP�&RORPER��:H�DUH�QRW�JHWWLQJ�
HQRXJK�VXSSRUW�DV�&RORPER�LGHQWLÀHV�ZLWK�WKH�6LQKDOD�FRPPXQLW\�DQG�
Batticaloa with the Tamil community.

7KH�&KULVWLDQV�LQ�WKH�VRXWK�GLGQ·W�VSHDN�RXW�ZKHQ�-RVHSK�3DUDUDMDVLQJKDP�
was killed in Batti.

$OWKRXJK�ZLWKLQ� WKH�%LVKRSV·�&RQIHUHQFH� WKHUH� LV� D� 3HDFH�7DVN�)RUFH��
‘The Church has taken a moral or ethical position rather than a rights or 

MXVWLFH�SRVLWLRQ·�

Religion is supposed to play the overriding role for us – it should be 

above ethnicity, but this is not possible because of  racism. People are 

WDNHQ�IRU�JUDQWHG��,I �ZH�RUJDQLVH�D�SURWHVW�DJDLQVW� WKH�+LJK�6HFXULW\�
=RQH�LQ�7ULQFR��WKHUH·V�QR�RQH�WR�VSHDN�RQ�RXU�EHKDOI �ZLWKLQ�WKH�&KXUFK�

They [Bishops in the south] play politics – they want to curry favours 

ZLWK�WKH�SRZHUV�WKDW�EH�DQG�WKH\�ORRN�DIWHU�WKHLU�RZQ�&KXUFK·V�LQWHUHVWV��

Political action can be legitimated by the teachings of  the Church. As 

DOUHDG\�PHQWLRQHG��9DWLFDQ�,,�PDUNHG�D�WUDQVIRUPDWLRQ�LQ�WKH�VWDQFH�RI �
the Catholic Church and had a major impact on the Catholic community 

LQ�6UL�/DQND��6WLUUDW������������)LUVW��LW�PDUNHG�D�VKLIW�LQ�WKH�RIÀFLDO�DWWLWXGH�
of  the Church to other religions. The councils encouraged the view that 

RWKHU�UHOLJLRQV��LQVWHDG�RI �EHLQJ�VLPSO\�GLVPLVVHG�DV�¶KHUHVLHV·��HQVKULQHG�
different ways of  approaching God. This allowed priests to take a more 

H[SDQVLYH�YLHZ�RI �WKH�FRPPXQLW\�WKH\�VHUYHG��$V�RQH�SULHVW�WROG�XV��¶7KH�
SULHVW�LV�WKHUH�IRU�WKH�ZKROH�ÁRFN��QRW�MXVW�WKH�5RPDQ�&DWKROLFV�·�$QRWKHU�
pointed out that ‘The Catholic Church has taken a lead in the ecumenical 

PRYHPHQW�ZKLFK�LV�VWURQJHU�RQ�WKH�HDVW�FRDVW�WKDQ�HOVHZKHUH�·
The Protestant churches have also been strong supporters of  

HFXPHQLFDOLVP� ²� LQ� WKH� ����V�� IRU� H[DPSOH�� WKH�0HWKRGLVWV� VWDUWHG� DQ�
ecumenical centre and the NCC is linked to the South Asia ecumenical 

programme. Therefore, local organisations, like the Council of  Religions 

DQG�WKH�,QWHU�5HOLJLRXV�2UJDQLVDWLRQ�IRU�3HDFH��,523��LQ�%DWWLFDORD��DUH�
UHÁHFWLRQV� RI � D� ZLGHU� WUHQG� WRZDUGV� HFXPHQLFDOLVP�� 7R� VRPH� H[WHQW�
the trend towards stronger inter-church collaboration is logical in the 

SRVWFRORQLDO�FRQWH[W��JLYHQ� WKDW�&KULVWLDQV� IHOW� LQFUHDVLQJO\�XQGHU� WKUHDW�
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and pushed on the defensive. In many respects it can be seen as a 

risk-spreading strategy. 

9DWLFDQ�,,�DOVR� LQVWLWXWHG�PDMRU�FKDQJHV� WR� WKH� OLWXUJ\��3UH�9DWLFDQ�,,�
VHUYLFHV�ZHUH�KHOG�LQ�/DWLQ�DQG�SRVW�9DWLFDQ�,,�LQ�WKH�YHUQDFXODU��2WKHU�
changes included the priest saying mass facing the congregation and the 

HQFRXUDJHPHQW�RI �LQGLJHQRXV�FXVWRPV�LQ�WKH�OLWXUJ\��9DWLFDQ�,,�UHGHÀQHG�
the nature of  the priesthood and in so doing made it more legitimate for 

the Church to engage in political and social work:

,Q�WKH�SUH�9DWLFDQ�,,�&KXUFK��WKH�SULHVW�KDG�EHHQ�WKH�PHGLDWRU�EHWZHHQ�
PDQ� DQG�*RG�� WKH� FKDQQHO� WKURXJK�ZKLFK� JUDFH�ÁRZHG�� ,Q� WKH�QHZ�
YLVLRQ�RI �WKH�SULHVWKRRG�KH�EHFDPH�QRW�WKH�PHGLDWRU�EXW�WKH�H[HPSODU��
Grace comes not through such sacramental channels, but rather through 

LQGLYLGXDO�DFWLRQ���6WLUUDW����������

7KLV�YLHZ�ZDV�HFKRHG�E\�D�%DWWLFDORD�-HVXLW��

6RFLDO�DFWLYLWLHV�DQG�FRQÁLFW�UHVROXWLRQ�DFWLYLWLHV�DUH�SROLWLFDO�DFWLYLWLHV�
«�0DQ�FDQQRW�NHHS�TXLHW��<RX�KDYH�WR�EH�SROLWLFDOO\�LQYROYHG�DV�SROLWLFV�
FKDQJHV�VRFLDO�VWUXFWXUHV��DQG�VWUXFWXUHV�FDQ�EHFRPH�MXVW��QRW�VLQIXO�«�
The Catholic lay people must be involved politically. Communicating 

WKURXJK�WKH�PHGLD�LV�D�ZD\�RI �FRPPXQLFDWLQJ�WKH�PHVVDJH�RI �*RG�«�
Nothing is outside the purview of  the Church.

7KHUH� DUH�� WKHQ�� WKUHH� LPSRUWDQW� IDFWRUV� WKDW� VKDSHG� WKH� &KXUFK·V�
FDSDFLW\� IRU� SXEOLF� DFWLRQ� LQ� WKH� ZDU� \HDUV�� 2QH� LV� DQ� RUJDQLVDWLRQDO�
structure that has historical depth, transnational capacities and no small 

amount of  material wealth. A second is a theological shift that allowed 

the clergy to reimagine themselves as part of  a community considerably 

ODUJHU�WKDQ�WKHLU�RZQ�&DWKROLF�ÁRFN��$QG�WKH�WKLUG�ZDV�WKH�UHGHÀQLWLRQ�
of  the role of  the priesthood itself, which provided a template for young 

radical priests searching for a mission through which to realise their own 

aspirations for justice and radical change.

The Church’s Public Engagement 

There is a long history of  religious and non-religious public action in the 

east, especially in the spheres of  humanitarian action, development and 

SHDFH�EXLOGLQJ��)RU�H[DPSOH��LQ�%DWWLFDORD�WRZQ�LQ�WKH�����V��D�&KULVWLDQ�
discussion group was formed to promote better relationships between 
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the different church schools. This was subsequently broadened out to 

EHFRPH� WKH� &RXQFLO� RI � 5HOLJLRQV�� ZKLFK� LQFOXGHG� ¶RXWVWDQGLQJ� ÀJXUHV·�
from Batticaloa, including the Catholic Bishop and representatives from 

WKH� $QJOLFDQV�� 0HWKRGLVWV�� %XGGKLVWV� DQG� +LQGXV� �WKH� 5DPDNULVKQD�
0LVVLRQ�ZDV�D�PHPEHU��DV�ZHOO�DV�D�QXPEHU�RI �OD\�SHRSOH��:LWK�D�PDQGDWH�
WR� PHGLDWH� FRQÁLFWV� EHWZHHQ� DQG� ZLWKLQ� UHOLJLRQV�� WKH� RUJDQLVDWLRQ�
VXUYLYHG�IRU����\HDUV�XQWLO�WKH�EHJLQQLQJ�RI �WKH�ZDU�LQ�WKH�����V��%\�WKH�
PLG�����V�WKH�%DWWLFDORD�&RXQFLO�RI �5HOLJLRQV��ZKLFK�KDG�EHHQ�IRXQGHG�
by the Bishop, had stopped functioning, and during the period of  the 

Indian Peace Keeping Force (IPKF) a Citizens Committee was formed in 

UHVSRQVH�WR�D�GLIIHUHQW�VHW�RI �FKDOOHQJHV��7KLV�ZDV�UHÁHFWHG�LQ�D�GLIIHUHQW�
mandate and focus, which was largely concerned with addressing human 

rights abuses (primarily for Tamils) at the hands of  the military. The 

&LWL]HQV�&RPPLWWHH�WKHQ�EHFDPH�WKH�3HDFH�&RPPLWWHH��'XULQJ�WKH�,3.)�
SHULRG�� LW� EHFDPH� YHU\� GLIÀFXOW� WR� RSHUDWH� DV� WKH\� ZHUH� WKUHDWHQHG� E\�
both the IPKF and Tamil militants. The head of  the Citizens Committee, 

)DWKHU� &KDQGUD� )HUQDQGR� ZDV� NLOOHG� LQ� ������ SUREDEO\� E\� RQH� RI � WKH�
armed groups connected to the army. 

Following the withdrawal of  the IPKF there was a brief  hiatus, when 

WKH� /77(� PRYHG� LQWR� WKH� SRZHU� YDFXXP�� 7KLV� ZDV� IROORZHG� E\� WKH�
advance of  the Sri Lankan Army (SLA) into Batticaloa. Shifts from one 

SKDVH�RI � WKH� FRQÁLFW� WR� DQRWKHU�KDYH�XVXDOO\�EHHQ� DFFRPSDQLHG�E\� DQ�
LQWHQVLÀFDWLRQ�RI � WKH�YLROHQFH�DV�QHZ�SRVLWLRQV�DQG�UHJLPHV�RI �FRQWURO�
are established. The SLA advance led to widespread displacement, killing 

and destruction of  property and infrastructure. Also, during these periods 

RI � ÁX[�� ZKHQ� ERXQGDULHV� DUH� EHLQJ� UHFRQÀJXUHG�� WKH� LPSRUWDQFH� RI �
mediators and protectors within civil society rises to the fore. This was the 

period when Ben Bavinck started driving his trucks of  supplies to church 

SURMHFWV� LQ� WKH�QRUWK�DQG�HDVW� �&KDSWHU�����+LV�GLDULHV� IURP�WKLV�SHULRG�
SURYLGH�DQ�HVSHFLDOO\�YLYLG�DFFRXQW�RI �WKH�XQSUHGLFWDEOH�HEE�DQG�ÁRZ�RI �
violence, the work of  church groups trying to distribute relief  supplies to 

WKH�GLVSODFHG��DQG� WKH� ORQHO\�ÀJXUHV�VHHNLQJ� WR�GRFXPHQW� WKH�DWURFLWLHV�
PRXQWLQJ�XS�DQG�DURXQG�WKHP��$Q�H[FHUSW�IURP�1RYHPEHU�������ZKLFK�
GHVFULEHV�D�¶VROLGDULW\�YLVLW·�WR�WKH�HDVW�IURP�WKH�:RUOG�&RXQFLO�RI �&KXUFKHV�
XQGHU�%DYLQFN·V�JXLGDQFH��JLYHV�D�VHQVH�RI �WKH�WLPHV�

Trinco seemed much more normal. The Methodist pastor had 

DUUDQJHG�D�SURJUDP��ZKLFK�DOVR�LQFOXGHG�PHHWLQJV�ZLWK�SROLFH�RIÀFHUV�
and Buddhist monks, who all spoke in very positive terms about the 

VLWXDWLRQ�«�:KHQ�ZH�FRQWLQXHG�RXU�MRXUQH\�DQG�ZHQW�WR�%DWWLFDORD�WKH�
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QH[W�GD\��LW�ZDV�YHU\�VDG�WR�VHH�WKH�WRWDOO\�GHVHUWHG�7DPLO�DUHDV�EHWZHHQ�
9DODLFKHQQDL� DQG� (UDYXU�� DQG� DJDLQ� EHWZHHQ� (UDYXU� DQG� %DWWLFDORD�
WRZQ��$OO� WKH� 7DPLOV� KDG� ÁHG�� WKHLU� KRXVHV� VWRRG� GHVHUWHG�ZLWK� WKH�
GRRUV�RSHQHG�«�,Q�%DWWLFDORD�ZH�KDG�VRPH�JRRG�PHHWLQJV�ZLWK�ORFDO�
church groups. In a combined meeting, surprisingly critical comments 

DERXW�WKH�UROH�RI �WKH�7LJHUV�ZHUH�PDGH���%DYLQFN�����������

This was also the period when other foreign peace activists started to 

DSSHDU�VSRUDGLFDOO\�LQ�SODFHV�OLNH�%DWWLFDORD��2IWHQ�SDUWLFXODU�ÀJXUHV�KDG�
ÀUVW�FRPH�WR� WKH�FRXQWU\�EHFDXVH�RI �DQ� LQWHUHVW� LQ�%XGGKLVP��DQG�KDG�
only then become involved in relief  work for those affected by the war. 

Particularly important individuals moved between organisations, often 

HQGLQJ�XS�ZLWK�4XDNHU�3HDFH�DQG�6HUYLFH��ZKLFK�HVWDEOLVKHG�DQ�RIÀFH�LQ�
the town in 1991, or Peace Brigade International, which was active for a 

EULHI �SHULRG�DURXQG�WKH�VDPH�WLPH��2FFDVLRQDO�&RORPER�EDVHG�DFWLYLVWV��
both Sinhala and Tamil, joined in the Batticaloa activity. Foreign Quakers 

VWDUWHG� WUDLQLQJ� ORFDOV� LQ� QRQ�YLROHQW� FRQÁLFW� UHVROXWLRQ�� DQG� PDQ\� RI �
those who underwent this initial training in hard-pressed Batticaloa in 

WKH�HDUO\�����V�ZHQW�RQ�WR�FDUHHUV�HOVHZKHUH�LQ�WKH�LVODQG�DQG�EH\RQG�DV�
peace activists.

Patricia Lawrence provides a powerful description from this period, of  

WKH�VHOI�FRQVFLRXV�ZD\�LQ�ZKLFK�DFWLYLVWV�XVHG�WKH�¶VDIH·�VSDFH�RI �UHOLJLRXV�
activity to reclaim a public voice in the face of  atrocity:

2Q�6HSWHPEHU� �� ������ WKH� VL[WK� DQQLYHUVDU\� RI � WKH� ¶GLVDSSHDUDQFHV·�
>WKH�DEGXFWLRQ�RI �����7DPLO�UHIXJHHV�IURP�WKHLU�WHPSRUDU\�VKHOWHU�DW�
(DVWHUQ�8QLYHUVLW\�LQ�����@�����SHRSOH�KHOG�DQ�KRXU�ORQJ�YLJLO�DW�WKH�
9DQWKDUDPXODL�FDPS��7KUHH�IDPLO\�PHPEHUV�RI �WKH�¶GLVDSSHDUHG·�VSRNH�
before the gathered collectivity and a group meditation was held. The 

SXEOLF�HYHQW��RUJDQL]HG�E\�IDPLOLHV�RI �WKH�¶GLVDSSHDUHG·�ZDV�GHVFULEHG�
DV�D� ¶SUD\HU�·�6XFK�HYHQWV�RI �FROOHFWLYH��QRQ�YLROHQW�SXEOLF�H[SUHVVLRQ�
of  loss have seldom been organized in this region, and as the use of  

WKH�WHUP�¶SUD\HU·� LQGLFDWHV��WKH�SHRSOH�LQYROYHG�ZHUH�DQ[LRXV�WKDW�WKH�
gathering should be described in apolitical terms – a reasonable stance 

DW�D�WLPH�ZKHQ�¶GLVDSSHDUDQFHV·�FRQWLQXH�WR�RFFXU�LQ�WKH�9DQWKDUDPXODL�
DUHD���/DZUHQFH�����������

2IWHQ�UHOLJLRXV�OHDGHUV�ZHUH�OHVV�FRQFHUQHG�ZLWK�GHOLYHULQJ�JRRGV�DQG�
services than acting as brokers, communicators and protectors. Their 

comparative advantage in relation to other local organisations was their 
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ability to mediate between the national and local levels – to gain access 

to actors in the international and national spheres, to cross frontlines 

and to make connections with the local level. At the local level, we were 

frequently told stories that stressed the importance of  religious institutions 

DQG�DFWRUV�DV�DJHQWV�RI �SURWHFWLRQ��PHGLDWRUV�DQG�DGYRFDWHV��:KHQ�YLROHQW�
incidents occurred people would seek shelter in religious buildings or 

ZRXOG� JR� WR� UHOLJLRXV�ÀJXUHV� IRU� VXSSRUW� DQG� SURWHFWLRQ��:KHQ� \RXQJ�
men were abducted by the army or militant groups, people immediately 

went to the priest, pastor or mosque federation leader.

7KH� ,523� LV� WKH�PRVW� UHFHQW� LQ� D� FKDLQ�RI �RUJDQLVDWLRQV� FUHDWHG� WR�
support and protect the local population, squeezed as it was between often 

oppressive state security forces, and dangerous and capricious paramilitary 

IRUFHV��,523�ZDV�IRXQGHG�LQ������WR�DGGUHVV�WKH�¶DEVHQFH�RI �OHDGHUVKLS·�DW�
WKH�ORFDO�OHYHO�WR�PHGLDWH�DQG�DGGUHVV�LQWHU��DQG�LQWUD�FRPPXQLW\�FRQÁLFWV��
The main catalyst behind its formation was the Bishop, who called 

together representatives from all four religions to form the organisation, 

DQG�WKH�&DWKROLF�&KXUFK�FRQWLQXHV�WR�EH�WKH�GULYLQJ�IRUFH�EHKLQG�,523��
7KH�%LVKRS�KDV�EHHQ�D�FHQWUDO�DFWRU�IRU�DOO�VLJQLÀFDQW�LQWHUYHQWLRQV��DQG�
other members of  the Catholic clergy have been active participants.

/LNH�LWV�SUHGHFHVVRUV��LQFOXGLQJ�WKH�&RXQFLO�RI �5HOLJLRQV��WKH�&LWL]HQ·V�
&RPPLWWHH�DQG�WKH�3HDFH�&RPPLWWHH��,523·V�PHPEHUV�WHQG�WR�EH�IURP�
WKH�HOGHUO\�(QJOLVK�VSHDNLQJ�SURIHVVLRQDO�FODVVHV��EXW�WKH�RUJDQLVDWLRQ�LV�
VWUXFWXUHG�WR�HQVXUH�UHSUHVHQWDWLRQ�IURP�DOO�UHOLJLRQV��,Q�������WKH�&KDLU�
was Bishop Kingsley Swampillai, underneath which there is a Secretary 

*HQHUDO��0U�*DQHVKDQ���WZR�VHFUHWDULHV��ZKR�DUH�&KULVWLDQ��0U�-HEDUDMDK��
DQ�DFFRXQWDQW� IRU�:RUOG�9LVLRQ��DQG�0XVOLP��DQG� WKUHH�'HSXW\�&KDLUV�
ZKR�DUH�0XVOLP��+LQGX�DQG�%XGGKLVW��,Q�DGGLWLRQ�WKHUH�LV�D�&RRUGLQDWRU�
�0U�6HOYDUDMDK��D�UHWLUHG�78/)�03���DQ�DGPLQLVWUDWLYH�RIÀFHU��SOXV�FOHUNV�
DQG� SHRQV�� 7KHUH� DUH� ��� SHRSOH� LQ� DOO� LQ� WKH� IRUPDO� RUJDQLVDWLRQ�� 7KH�
&DWKROLF�&KXUFK�LV�,523·V�PDLQ�ÀQDQFLDO�VXSSRUWHU��$W�WKH�WLPH�RI �RXU�
ÀHOGZRUN� WKH\�ZHUH� UHFHLYLQJ� IXQGLQJ� IRU� DGPLQLVWUDWLRQ� IURP�(+('��
2WKHU�VRXUFHV�RI �PRQH\�LQFOXGHG�VXSSRUW�IURP�D�GLDVSRUD�JURXS�FDOOHG�
WKH� %DWWLFDORD� 'HYHORSPHQW� 6RFLHW\�� SOXV� PRQH\� IURP� *HUPDQ\� DQG�
Canada, directed to them via the Bishop. Following the tsunami, they 

UHFHLYHG� IXQGLQJ� IURP� VRPH� ,1*2V�� DV�ZHOO� DV� VXSSRUW� WR� LPSOHPHQW�
OLYHOLKRRG�SURJUDPPHV�IURP�-HVXLW�5HOLHI �6HUYLFHV��-56���,523�DOVR�KDG�
links to Catholic institutions at the national level including the National 

&RPPLVVLRQ�IRU�'LDORJXH��
:KHQ� WKH� WVXQDPL� KLW� LQ� 'HFHPEHU� ������ ,523�� OLNH� RWKHU� SHDFH�

organisations in the area, immediately got involved in the humanitarian 
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response, and similarly, following the military operations and displacement 

ZLWK�WKH�UHRSHQLQJ�RI �WKH�ZDU� LQ�������WKH\�LPSOHPHQWHG�KXPDQLWDULDQ�
SURMHFWV� IRU� ,'3V��7KH�DGGLWLRQDO� IXQGLQJ� WKDW�FDPH� WKURXJK� WKLV�ZRUN�
was used to increase the number of  paid workers, as previously they had 

UHOLHG�RQ�YROXQWHHUV��%HVLGHV� WKHLU�KXPDQLWDULDQ�ZRUN�� ,523·V� DFWLYLWLHV�
FDQ� EURDGO\� EH� GLYLGHG� LQWR� FRQÁLFW� PHGLDWLRQ� DQG� DGYRFDF\�� 7KHLU�
PHGLDWLRQ�ZRUN�LV�E\�GHÀQLWLRQ�UHDFWLYH�DQG�DG�KRF��DQG�WR�VRPH�H[WHQW�
LW� LV�GLIÀFXOW� WR�GLVWLQJXLVK�EHWZHHQ� LQWHUYHQWLRQV�E\� LQGLYLGXDOV�DQG�E\�
the organisation. It is clear that for high-level interventions, the Bishop 

PXVW� EH� LQYROYHG� DQG� ,523� QHHGV� WKH� %LVKRS� PRUH� WKDQ� WKH� %LVKRS�
QHHGV�,523��

Mediation in Post-Election Violence

In this section, we focus on one post-election incident on the border with 

.DWWDQNXG\�� LQ� RUGHU� WR� SURYLGH� D� VQDSVKRW� RI � WKH� FRPSOH[� ERXQGDU\�
politics in the east and the potential and limitations of  religious public 

DFWLRQ��DQG�VSHFLÀFDOO\�RI �RUJDQLVDWLRQV�VXFK�DV�,523��WR�DGGUHVV�FRQÁLFW�
dynamics. Three points are crucial to understanding this case. First, 

villages on the frontline between different ethnic enclaves have become 

]RQHV�RI �KLJK�FRQÁLFW�SRWHQWLDO�� ,Q�%DWWLFDORD�'LVWULFW��RQH�FDQ� LGHQWLI\�
WKUHH�VXFK�]RQHV�²�.DWWDQNXG\²$UD\DPSDWK\��(UDYXU�DQG�9DODFKFKHQDL²
2GGDPDYDGL�²�DQG�YLROHQW�LQFLGHQWV�LQ�RQH�]RQH�PD\�IUHTXHQWO\�JHQHUDWH�
copycat or revenge attacks in another. Second, there is something like a 

FRQWLQXXP�RI �FRQÁLFW��LQ�ZKLFK�GLVWLQFW�FDWHJRULHV�RI �YLROHQFH�²�LQGLYLGXDO��
interpersonal, communal and political – may become fused with one 

DQRWKHU�DV�WKH�FRQÁLFW�WDNHV�RQ�D�OLIH�RI �LWV�RZQ��7KLUG��WKH�¶SHDFH·�WKDW�
followed the government takeover of  the east involved an inherently 

XQVWDEOH� FRDOLWLRQ�RI �SROLWLFR�PLOLWDU\� JURXSV�� ,Q������� WKH�JRYHUQPHQW�
hoped to legitimise the new political dispensation through elections 

and the delivery of  a peace dividend in the form of  a donor-funded 

reconstruction programme.� By doing so, they also aimed to consolidate 

WKH�FRQWURYHUVLDO�GH�PHUJHU�RI �WKH�1RUWKHUQ�DQG�(DVWHUQ�3URYLQFHV��7R�
this end local council elections were held in March followed by Provincial 

&RXQFLO� HOHFWLRQV�RQ����0D\��7KH� HOHFWLRQV�ZHUH�KDLOHG� DV� D�ZDWHUVKHG�
WKDW�GHOLYHUHG�¶D�SHRSOH·V�PDQGDWH�IRU�GHPRFUDF\�RYHU�WHUURULVP·��FLWHG�LQ�
,QWHUQDWLRQDO�&ULVLV�*URXS����������
7KH� 0D\� ����� 3URYLQFLDO� &RXQFLO� HOHFWLRQV� VDZ� D� ULVH� LQ� WHQVLRQ��

especially between Muslims and Tamils in the communities in and around 

%DWWLFDORD�WRZQ��7KH�0DUFK�HOHFWLRQV�ZHUH�ZRQ�GHFLVLYHO\�E\�WKH�7093·V�
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QHZ� UHJLRQDO� OHDGHU�� 3LOOD\DQ�� 7KH� ��� 0D\� HOHFWLRQV� SLWWHG� WKH� 8QLWHG�
3HRSOH·V�)UHHGRP�$OOLDQFH��83)$��FRPSRVHG�RI �WKH�6/)3��7093��DQG�
a range of  smaller Muslim parties, against the UNP, running in coalition 

with the SLMC. President Rajapaksa, in order to undermine the SLMC 

YRWH�EDQN��DW�WKH�ODVW�KRXU�SHUVXDGHG�+L]EXOODK��WKH�NH\�0XVOLP�6/0&�03�
IURP�.DWWDQNXG\��VHH�&KDSWHU�����WR�VZLWFK�VLGHV��7KH�3UHVLGHQW�LV�VDLG�WR�
KDYH�SURPLVHG�WKH�&KLHI �0LQLVWHU�SRVLWLRQ�WR�HLWKHU�+L]EXOODK�RU�3LOOD\DQ�
depending upon who gained the most votes. This turned the elections 

into a direct inter-ethnic competition, with each community voting, not 

necessarily out of  support for a candidate, but to prevent a Tamil or 

0XVOLP�IURP�EHFRPLQJ�WKH�&KLHI �0LQLVWHU��:LWK�WKH�71$�ER\FRWWLQJ�WKH�
elections, and no well-known Tamil candidates on the UNP ticket, Tamil 

voters wanting a strong voice in the Provincial Council had no choice 

RWKHU�WKDQ�WKH�7093��,QWHUQDWLRQDO�&ULVLV�*URXS������������3ROOLQJ�ZDV�
affected by violence and intimidation of  candidates. Government thugs 

were brought in so that it was virtually impossible for opposition candidates 

WR�FDPSDLJQ��7KH�7093�UHPDLQHG�DUPHG�WKURXJKRXW�WKH�FDPSDLJQ��DQG�
the consensus from international observers was that there was a range of  

VHULRXV�PDOSUDFWLFHV��7KH�7093�LQWLPLGDWHG�RSSRVLWLRQ�YRWHUV�DQG�SDUW\�
workers, impersonated voters and took over polling stations to stuff  ballot 

ER[HV��,QWHUQDWLRQDO�&ULVLV�*URXS������������
8OWLPDWHO\��WKH�83)$�FRDOLWLRQ�ZRQ����SHU�FHQW�RI �WKH�YRWH�DQG����VHDWV�

LQ� WKH� ���VHDW� FRXQFLO� �,QWHUQDWLRQDO� &ULVLV�*URXS� ������ ����� $OWKRXJK�
more Muslim candidates were elected in the Provincial Council than 

7093�FDQGLGDWHV��3LOOD\DQ�ZDV�DSSRLQWHG�&KLHI �0LQLVWHU��7KLV�DQJHUHG�
the Muslims and accentuated animosities that had been building up during 

the election period.

2Q� WKH� .DWWDQNXG\²$UD\DPSDWK\� IDXOWOLQH�� WKHVH� DQLPRVLWLHV� VSLOOHG�
RYHU� LQWR� YLROHQFH�� ,W� VWDUWHG� RQ� ��� 0D\�� ZKHQ� WKH� 7093� OHDGHU� IRU�
Arayampathy, Shantan and his bodyguard were killed in Kattankudy by 

WZR�PHQ�RQ�D�PRWRUF\FOH��6KDQWDQ�KDG�HVWDEOLVKHG�VHYHUDO�7093�RIÀFHV�
in the Tamil village of  Arayampathy and had reportedly been stirring up 

inter-communal passions during the election campaign. Many interpreted 

WKH�DVVDVVLQDWLRQ�DV�D�SD\EDFN�IRU�WKLV�E\�PLOLWDQW�\RXQJ�0XVOLPV��+RZHYHU�
there were at least two other theories about the attack. First, given the 

PRGH�RI � DWWDFN� DQG� LWV� VNLOOHG� H[HFXWLRQ�� LW�PLJKW� KDYH�EHHQ� DQ�/77(�
pistol gang. Second, it might have been the result of  the growing struggle 

ZLWKLQ�WKH�7093�EHWZHHQ�IDFWLRQV�OR\DO�WR�.DUXQD�DQG�IDFWLRQV�OR\DO�WR�
Pillayan. But most people interpreted the event as an attack by Muslims 

RQ� 7DPLOV� DQG� LW� WULJJHUHG� DQ� LPPHGLDWH� UHWDOLDWLRQ��2Q� WKH� VDPH� GD\��

Spencer T02267 01 text   132 02/09/2014   07:55



Boundary Politics  133

DV�VRRQ�DV�7093�FDGUHV�KHDUG�WKH�QHZV�WKH\�FDPH�RXW�RI �WKHLU�RIÀFHV�
LQ�$UD\DPSDWK\� DQG� ÀUHG� UDQGRPO\� RQ�0XVOLPV�� 7KUHH�ZHUH� NLOOHG� RQ�
the spot. 

This was followed on the same day by the kidnapping and killing of  

WZR�0XVOLPV�IURP�WKH�WRZQ�RI �(UDYXU�����NP�QRUWK�HDVW�RI �%DWWLFDORD��
who were travelling to Batticaloa to pay their electricity bills. The police 

called a two-day curfew, and Muslim leaders called a hartal. Transportation 

routes with Colombo were blocked. There were rumours that Muslims 

ZHUH�SODQQLQJ�WR�DWWDFN�WKH�7DPLOV�ERUGHULQJ�(UDYXU��ZKLFK�SURPSWHG�WKH�
GLVSODFHPHQW�RI �DURXQG������7DPLOV� LQ�(UDYXU�ZKR�� IHDULQJ�UHWDOLDWLRQ��
sheltered in a school and Catholic church to the south. Muslims organised 

D�SURWHVW�PDUFK� LQ�(UDYXU�WKDW�VSLOOHG�RYHU� LQWR�YLROHQFH�DQG�OHG�WR�WKH�
security forces shooting into the crowd and killing a Muslim woman. 

)LQDOO\�� DQRWKHU�0XVOLP� IURP� (UDYXU� ZDV� NLOOHG� ZKHQ� KH� OHIW� WRZQ� WR�
sell vegetables. 

The precise details of  the negotiations that followed these killings are 

hard to ascertain. But most accounts appear to agree on the following. 

A high-level meeting was held which involved direct talks between 

3LOOD\DQ·V�SHUVRQDO�VHFUHWDU\��5DJX��WKH�6XSHULQWHQGHQW�RI �3ROLFH��DQG�UHS-

UHVHQWDWLYHV�RI �WKH�.DWWDQNXG\�0RVTXH�)HGHUDWLRQ��([WHUQDO�IDFLOLWDWRUV�
RI � WKLV�SURFHVV�ZHUH�UHSRUWHG� WR�EH� WKH�%LVKRS��,523��(+('�DQG�WKH�
1RQ�9LROHQW�3HDFH�)RUFH��193)��D�SURPLQHQW�,1*2�DFWLYH�LQ�%DWWLFDORD�
DW� WKH� WLPH��� $FFRUGLQJ� WR� RQH� DFFRXQW�� WKH�0XVOLPV� ÀUVW� DSSURDFKHG�
International Committee of  the Red Cross (ICRC) representatives for 

help in transporting the three Muslim bodies back to Kattankudy from 

Batticaloa town for burial, which they were unable to do because of  the 

FXUIHZ��%HFDXVH�WKLV�IHOO�RXWVLGH�RI �,&5&·V�PDQGDWH��WKH\�DSSURDFKHG�WKH�
Bishop instead. In any event, the meeting occurred with the support of  

,523�²�¶ZKHQ�WKH�FRQÁLFWLQJ�SDUWLHV�FDPH�WRJHWKHU�WKH\�WDONHG�GLUHFWO\�
DQG�ZH�VWRRG�EHKLQG·�²�DQG�DQ�DJUHHPHQW�ZDV�PDGH�DERXW�WUDQVSRUWLQJ�
the bodies. Both sides agreed to a joint statement which emphasised 

SHDFHIXO� FRH[LVWHQFH� DQG� WKLV� ZDV� VXEVHTXHQWO\� GLVVHPLQDWHG� LQ� ERWK�
Batticaloa and Kattankudy.

,W�DOVR�DSSHDUV�WKDW�QHJRWLDWLRQV�ZLWK�FRPPXQLW\�OHDGHUV�LQ�(UDYXU�ZHUH�
going on from 23 May onwards and a high-level meeting involving the 

0XVOLP�OHDGHU�0LU�$OL�DQG�3LOOD\DQ�ZDV�DOVR�KHOG��7KH�7093�ZHUH�YHU\�
DFWLYHO\�LQYROYHG�ZLWK�WKH�GLVSODFHG�7DPLOV�IURP�(UDYXU��SURYLGLQJ�WKHP�
ZLWK�OXQFK�SDFNV�DQG�HYLGHQWO\�WU\LQJ�WR�H[SORLW�WKH�VLWXDWLRQ�WR�JHQHUDWH�
SROLWLFDO�FDSLWDO�IRU�WKHPVHOYHV��193)�ZRUNHUV�WDONHG�DERXW�EHLQJ�DFWLYHO\�
involved in negotiations with the two communities and attempting to 
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SUHYHQW�UXPRXUV�IURP�VSUHDGLQJ��2Q����0D\��ZLWK�QHJRWLDWLRQV�FRQFOXGHG��
the displaced Tamils were able to move back to their homes.

7R� VRPH� H[WHQW�� WKH� LQWHUYHQWLRQ� E\� ,523� DQG� RWKHUV� KHOSHG� WR�
SUHYHQW� WKH� FRQÁLFW� IURP� HVFDODWLQJ�� DQG� DOORZHG� D� QHZ� HTXLOLEULXP� WR�
HPHUJH��$W�WKH�WLPH�RI �RXU�ÀHOGZRUN�LQ�ODWH�������D�GHWHQWH�RI �VRUWV�KDG�
GHYHORSHG� EHWZHHQ� 3LOOD\DQ� DQG� +L]EXOODK�� EXW� WKH� VLWXDWLRQ� UHPDLQHG�
inherently unstable. Tensions between Karuna and Pillayan appeared to 

EH�JURZLQJ�²�D�JUHQDGH�DWWDFN�RQ�D�QHZO\�FUHDWHG�7093�RIÀFH�OLQNHG�WR�
.DUXQD·V�IDFWLRQ�LQ�%DWWLFDORD�WRZQ�ZDV�V\PSWRPDWLF��.DUXQD�DSSHDUHG�WR�
EH�LQFUHDVLQJO\�ÁH[LQJ�KLV�PXVFOHV�DQG�WKHUH�ZHUH�UXPRXUV�RI �LPPLQHQW�
GHIHFWLRQV� IURP� WKH� 3LOOD\DQ� FDPS�� )XUWKHUPRUH�� /77(� LQÀOWUDWLRQ� LQ�
WKH� HDVW�ZDV� VDLG� WR� EH� JURZLQJ��ZLWK� VWRULHV� RI � D�7093�RIÀFH� EHLQJ�
WDNHQ�RYHU�WHPSRUDULO\�E\�/77(�FDGUHV��,Q�WKLV�GL]]\LQJO\�FRPSOH[�DQG�
XQSUHGLFWDEOH� FRQWH[W�� WKH� ,523� LQWHUYHQWLRQ� KHOSHG� WR� GDPSHQ� WKH�
LPPHGLDWH�FRQÁLFW�G\QDPLFV� WHPSRUDULO\��EXW�GLG� OLWWOH� WR� WUDQVIRUP�WKH�
structures and incentives underlying it.

6XFK� ¶ORZ�LQWHQVLW\·� FRQÁLFW� LV� FOHDUO\� QRW� UDQGRP�� DQG� IRU� SRZHUIXO�
DFWRUV�LW�IXOÀOV�LPSRUWDQW�IXQFWLRQV��)RU�WKH�VWDWH��¶WRS�GRZQ·�YLROHQFH�FDQ�
be an instrument of  governance – a level of  instability helps to prevent the 

emergence of  powerful coalitions that might have challenged its particular 

brand of  state-building in the east. The means of  violence are franchised 

out to non-state actors to evade accountability, but these actors are never 

DOORZHG� WR� EHFRPH� WRR� SRZHUIXO��2QH� LQWHUYLHZHH�� SHUKDSV� WDNLQJ� WKH�
IXQFWLRQDOLW\� DUJXPHQW� WRR� IDU�� HYHQ� DUJXHG� WKDW� WKH�JRYHUQPHQW·V�RZQ�
Special Task Force (STF) were responsible for stoking up violence in 

WKH�HDVW�WR�DYRLG�EHLQJ�SRVWHG�WR�WKH�QRUWK��)RU�ORFDO�DFWRUV��¶ERWWRP�XS·�
YLROHQFH� LV� D� PHDQV� RI � KDUGHQLQJ� LQ�JURXS�RXW�JURXS� ERXQGDULHV��
H[WHQGLQJ�WKHLU�FRQWURO��RU�H[WUDFWLQJ�UHVRXUFHV��ERWK�ORFDOO\�DQG�IURP�WKH�
FHQWUH��9LROHQFH�RIWHQ�WHQGV�WR�KDYH�LWV�RZQ�UK\WKPV�DQG�SDWWHUQV�DQG�LQ�
a sense is choreographed – it can be understood as a dramatic production, 

SDUW� RI � DQ� RQ�JRLQJ� ¶FRQYHUVDWLRQ·� EHWZHHQ� FRPSHWLQJ� PLOLWDU\� DQG�
political actors.

-XVW�DV�FRQÁLFW�FDQ�EH�VHHQ�DV�IXQFWLRQDO��VR�WRR�FDQ�FRQÁLFW�PDQDJHPHQW�
SURFHVVHV� ZKLFK� NHHS� FRQÁLFWV� ZLWKLQ� FHUWDLQ� ERXQGV� EXW� GR� QRW�
transform them. Peace-building organisations may inadvertently be useful 

DOOLHV�IRU�WKRVH�VHHNLQJ�WR�EHQHÀW�IURP�FRQÁLFW��5HVROYLQJ�FRQÁLFW�RQFH�
and for all would undermine the power base of  many actors who rely on 

YLROHQFH�RU�WKH�WKUHDW�RI �YLROHQFH��7KHUHIRUH��RUJDQLVDWLRQV�OLNH�,523�PD\�
be useful, because of  their ability to mediate across boundaries without 

DFWXDOO\�FKDOOHQJLQJ�WKRVH�ERXQGDULHV��3DUDGR[LFDOO\��ZLWK�LWV�TXRWD�V\VWHP�
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RI � UHOLJLRXV� UHSUHVHQWDWLRQ�� ,523�PD\� SOD\� D� UROH� LQ� UHSURGXFLQJ� DQG�
UHLQIRUFLQJ�WKH�ERXQGDU\�SROLWLFV�RI �WKH�FRQÁLFW�LWVHOI��7KH�RUJDQLVDWLRQV�
WKDW�PDNH�XS�WKH�SDWFKZRUN�RI �,523��VXFK�DV�WKH�PRVTXH�IHGHUDWLRQV�DQG�
the Catholic Church, are hardly indifferent to the policing of  their own 

boundaries. Religious groups that are more genuinely indifferent to the 

VRFLDO�RULJLQV�RI � WKHLU�PHPEHUVKLS�²�WKH�QHZ�FKXUFKHV��GHPRWLF�+LQGX�
and Muslim healers – are conspicuous by their absence. 

+RZHYHU�� ,523� KDG� HVWDEOLVKHG� D� QLFKH� LQ� WKH� FRPSOH[� HFRORJ\� RI �
YLROHQFH�DQG�FRQÁLFW�PDQDJHPHQW�LQ�WKH�HDVW�DW�WKH�WLPH�RI �RXU�ÀHOGZRUN�
for the following reasons. First, its religious base means it has some 

authority and legitimacy, as it is seen to be separated from the dirty world of  

SROLWLFV��6HFRQG��PHPEHUV�RI �,523�DUH��JHQHUDOO\��HOGHUO\�DQG�UHWLUHG��DQG�
DV�VXFK�DUH�QRQ�WKUHDWHQLQJ�WR�PRUH�RYHUWO\�SROLWLFDO�ÀJXUHV��7KHLU�DJH�DQG�
background gives them a level of  authority within their own constituencies 

that makes them useful to the politically engaged. Third, the authority of  

WKH�RUJDQLVDWLRQ�GHSHQGV�WR�D�ODUJH�H[WHQW�RQ�WKH�%LVKRS��¶7KH�%LVKRS�KDG�
WKH�DXWKRULW\�WR�FDOO�WKH�7093��ZKLFK�ZH�GLGQ·W�KDYH.·�)RXUWK��DOWKRXJK�
WKH�&DWKROLF�&KXUFK�LV�WKH�SLYRWDO�SOD\HU�ZLWKLQ�,523��IURP�WKH�&KXUFK·V�
point of  view, the larger organisation plays a useful role in diluting the 

risks of  being solely involved in such sensitive processes. As one member 

commented about another intervention process which involved talking to 

the armed forces: ‘7KHUH�DUH����RI �XV��ZKLFK�JLYHV�XV�VRPH�SURWHFWLRQ�·
,Q�VKRUW�� ,523�KDV�EHHQ� LQYROYHG� LQ�D�VHULHV�RI �ad hoc interventions, 

ZKLFK� DUH� SULPDULO\� DLPHG� DW� SUHYHQWLQJ� FRQÁLFW� IURP� HVFDODWLQJ� UDWKHU�
WKDQ�WUDQVIRUPLQJ�WKH�EDVHV�RI �FRQÁLFW��7KH�PHPEHUV�RI �,523�DUH�QRW�
naive about this and are keenly aware of  the limitations of  their work: 

‘Religious leaders have a role in dealing with tensions but without political 

VXSSRUW�WKH\�FDQ·W�GR�DQ\WKLQJ�«�DQG�WKH�OHDGHUVKLS�DUH�XVLQJ�PHGLDWLRQ�
WR�JHQHUDWH�JRRG�SXEOLFLW\�IRU�WKHPVHOYHV�·

After the War

7KH�PLOLWDU\�YLFWRU\�LQ�WKH�HDVW�LQ������WUDQVIRUPHG�WKH�SROLWLFDO�ODQGVFDSH�
for peace-building. Initially, the military prevented human rights and peace 

organisations from gaining access to newly cleared areas and international 

VWDII �ZRUNLQJ�IRU�WKHVH�RUJDQLVDWLRQV�H[SHULHQFHG�SUREOHPV�JHWWLQJ�WKHLU�
YLVDV�UHQHZHG��7KHUH�ZDV�D�JUHDW�GHDO�RI �SUHVVXUH�RQ�1*2V��DQG�GRQRUV��
to support the government resettlement and reconstruction programme. 

Peace and human rights organisations were seen as an irritant, which 

PLJKW�VORZ�GRZQ�RU�REVWUXFW�WKH�JRYHUQPHQW·V�HIIRUWV�WR�SDFLI\�WKH�HDVW��
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,Q� WKH� QHZ� SROLWLFDO� FRQWH[W�� FRQÁLFW� UHVROXWLRQ� RUJDQLVDWLRQV� DOVR�
IRXQG� LW� GLIÀFXOW� WR� RSHUDWH� EHFDXVH� WKHLU� ROG� FRQWDFWV�ZLWK� WKH�/77(�
were no longer relevant, and the Pillayan–Karuna split within the newly 

DOO�SRZHUIXO�7093�PDGH�LW�GLIÀFXOW�WR�NQRZ�ZKR�WR�QHJRWLDWH�ZLWK��,Q�
VXFK�D�ÁXLG�FRQWH[W�� LQ�ZKLFK�WKH�ERXQGDULHV�EHWZHHQ�SROLWLFDO�YLROHQFH�
and criminal violence, including robbery and kidnappings, became 

increasingly blurred, and with the reappearance of  white vans (the 

SUH�HPLQHQW�V\PERO�RI �VWDWH�VXSSRUWHG�¶GLVDSSHDUDQFHV·���LW�ZDV�IDU�PRUH�
GLIÀFXOW�WR�PHGLDWH�EHWZHHQ�VLGHV�LQ�RUGHU�WR�GDPSHQ�FRQÁLFW�RU�SURWHFW�
WKH�SRSXODWLRQ��$������HYDOXDWLRQ�RI �WKH�KLWKHUWR�KLJKO\�VXFFHVVIXO�HDUO\�
ZDUQLQJ� SURJUDPPH�� VHW� XS� E\� WKH� )HGHUDWLRQ� IRU� &RH[LVWHQFH� �)&(���
showed that its effectiveness had been severely circumscribed, because it 

was no longer able to maintain relationships with key military and political 

ÀJXUHV� �*RRGKDQG� DQG�:DOWRQ� �������:KLOH� WKH� /77(� DOZD\V� KDG� DQ�
LQÁXHQFH�RQ�WKH�1*2�VHFWRU��HVSHFLDOO\�ORFDO�1*2V���WKH\�ZHUH�XVXDOO\�
conscious of  the need for the sector to at least appear to be independent. 

$IWHU�WKH�ZDU��WKH�ÀHOG�RI �SURWHFWLRQ�DQG�SHDFH�EXLOGLQJ�ZDV�WKHUHIRUH�
much smaller and less powerful than it had been earlier. The Peace 

Committee had continued, with Catholics playing a central role, with 

)DWKHU�0LOOHU� DV�3UHVLGHQW� DQG�0U�0XWW� RI �(+('�DV� 6HFUHWDU\��%XW� LW�
had limited leverage. The key institutional innovation of  the Norwegian 

EURNHUHG�FHDVHÀUH��WKH�6UL�/DQND�0RQLWRULQJ�0LVVLRQ��FUHDWHG�WR�RYHUVHH�
WKH�WUXFH���KDG�EHHQ�GLVEDQGHG�DQG�WKH�+XPDQ�5LJKWV�&RPPLVVLRQ�ZDV�
powerless. The Muslim Peace Secretariat remained and there was talk of  

HVWDEOLVKLQJ�D�QHZ�7093�DOLJQHG�3HDFH�6HFUHWDULDW�� ,&5&��81�+XPDQ�
5LJKWV� &RXQFLO�� 81,&()�� 1RUZHJLDQ� &KXUFK� $LG� �1&$�� DQG� 193)�
were the main international agencies with a protection role and mandate 

in Batticaloa, but there were divisions between them about how best to 

UHVSRQG��2Q�WKH�RQH�KDQG��81+&5�KDG�EHHQ�D�VWURQJ�SURSRQHQW�RI �WKH�
need to support the government resettlement programme and to shift into 

ORQJHU�WHUP�GHYHORSPHQWDO�SURJUDPPHV��2Q�WKH�RWKHU�KDQG��1&$�DUJXHG�
that it was not a conducive environment for development, and there was 

a need for more robust advocacy on human rights and protection issues. 

¶,W·V�HVSHFLDOO\�SUHFDULRXV�ULJKW�QRZ�«�7KH�KXPDQLWDULDQ�FRPPXQLW\�KDYH�
GHSULRULWL]HG�WKH�HDVW�DV�LW·V�QR�ORQJHU�VHHQ�WR�EH�DQ�DFWLYH�FRQÁLFW�·
2Q�WKH�JRYHUQPHQW�VLGH�WKHUH�DSSHDUHG�WR�KDYH�EHHQ�D�VXEWOH�VKLIW�LQ�

SRVLWLRQ��2Q�WKH�RQH�KDQG��WKH�JRYHUQPHQW�VRXJKW�WR�PDUJLQDOLVH�KXPDQ�
rights groups or critics of  government policy in the east – for instance, 

WKH� 3UHVLGHQW·V� SRZHUIXO� EURWKHU� %DVLO� 5DMDSDNVD� UHIXVHG� WR� H[WHQG� WKH�
YLVD�RI �WKH�812&+$��81�2IÀFH�IRU�WKH�&RRUGLQDWLRQ�RI �+XPDQLWDULDQ�
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Affairs) coordinator when she was critical of  the human rights situation 

at a meeting with him in Batticaloa. But the government seemed to have 

WDNHQ�D�GLIIHUHQW�WDFN�LQ�UHODWLRQ�WR�FRQÁLFW�UHVROXWLRQ�RUJDQLVDWLRQV��VRPH�
RI � ZKLFK�� LQFOXGLQJ� ,523� DQG� 193)�� ZRUNHG� DORQJVLGH� PLOLWDU\� DQG�
JRYHUQPHQW�RIÀFLDOV�LQ�RUGHU�WR�SUHYHQW�FRQÁLFWV�IURP�HVFDODWLQJ��&RQÁLFW�
resolution organisations might have a longer-term role in stabilising the 

¶SHDFH·� LQ� WKH� HDVW�� VR� ORQJ� DV� WKH\� VHHN� WR� GDPSHQ� FRQÁLFW� G\QDPLFV��
working within the paradigm set by the government. The Colombo-based 

&RQVRUWLXP� IRU� +XPDQLWDULDQ� $JHQFLHV� �&+$�� IRU� LQVWDQFH� LQLWLDWHG�
D� SURJUDPPH� IXQGHG� E\� 81+&5� FDOOHG� WKH� &RQÀGHQFH�%XLOGLQJ� DQG�
Stabilisation Measures (CBSM) programme, which essentially was focused 

on forging more cooperative civil–military relationships. So long as civil 

society agencies are supportive of  hegemonic actors and do not question 

the foundations upon which peace is to be built, they are seen to be useful 

SDUWQHUV�LQ�WKH�SDFLÀFDWLRQ�SURFHVV��
This chapter has brought out the dialectical nature of  the relationship 

EHWZHHQ�UHOLJLRQ�RQ�WKH�RQH�KDQG��DQG�SHDFH�DQG�FRQÁLFW�RQ�WKH�RWKHU��
7R�D�JUHDW� H[WHQW� WKH�PRVW� LQWHUHVWLQJ� DQG�SHUWLQHQW�TXHVWLRQV� FRQFHUQ�
WKH�ZD\V� LQ�ZKLFK� UHOLJLRQ� LWVHOI �PD\� EH� WUDQVIRUPHG� E\� FRQÁLFW��$QG�
we need to be able to go some way towards answering these questions 

before addressing the more obvious and instrumental question of  how 

UHOLJLRXV�ÀJXUHV�DQG�RUJDQLVDWLRQV�PD\�RU�PD\�QRW�EH�DEOH�WR�EXLOG�SHDFH�
�RU�IXHO�FRQÁLFW��
<HW�DJDLQ��RXU�VWRU\�PDNHV�FOHDU� WKDW� WKHUH�DUH�VLJQLÀFDQW�GLIIHUHQFHV�

both between and within different religious traditions and institutions, 

especially in styles of  public engagement. The Catholic Church, with its 

long history and robust transnational institutions, emerges as a major 

participant in the attenuated space for public action that was available 

during and immediately after the war. Muslims, stereotypically regarded 

DV�¶ZHOO�RUJDQLVHG·�DQG�¶XQLWHG·�E\�RWKHU�UHOLJLRXV�FRPPXQLWLHV��EXW�QRW�VR�
much by themselves), are not far behind, with their political parties and their 

mosque federations. But the leaders who emerge from these institutional 

structures are as often as not concerned to police the boundaries of  their 

RZQ�UHOLJLRXV�FRPPXQLW\��'LDORJXH�LV�SRVVLEOH��EXW�RQO\�LI �SUHPLVHG�RQ�WKH�
idea of  a dialogue between discrete, well-bounded religious communities 

LQ� WKH�ÀUVW� SODFH��2WKHU� UHOLJLRXV� VSHFLDOLVWV� ²� FKDULVPDWLF� KHDOHUV� IURP�
DOO�FRPPXQLWLHV��IRU�H[DPSOH�²�VHHP�IDU�PRUH�RSHQ�WR�WKH�PRYHPHQW�RI �
devotees across conventional boundaries, but do not themselves emerge 

as major actors in the public arena. This is a world of  healers and leaders, 

but the healers are rarely leaders, and the leaders are less enthusiastic 
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about the charismatic gift of  healing. At an early meeting with representa-

WLYHV�IURP�,523��ZH�DVNHG�DERXW�WKH�NLQGV�RI �UHOLJLRXV�ÀJXUH�VR�YLYLGO\�
GHVFULEHG�E\�/DZUHQFH�LQ�WKH�����V��$K�\HV��ZH�ZHUH�WROG�E\�DQ�HYLGHQWO\�
embarrassed Catholic priest, there are such people in the area. But, he said 

EULJKWHQLQJ�XS��IRU�¶WUDXPD·�ZH�SUHIHU�¶FRXQVHOOLQJ·�
Religious practices and institutions look very different when viewed 

from only slightly different political and geographical circumstances. 

6WLUUDW·V�DFFRXQW�RI �D�GHFOLQH�LQ�WKH�VWDQGLQJ�DQG�DXWKRULW\�RI �WKH�&DWKROLF�
Church may be true in the south, but out in the east the reverse has been 

WKH�FDVH��ZLWK�SULHVWV�ÀQGLQJ�QHZ�UROHV�DQG�UHOHYDQFH� LQ� WKH�PDHOVWURP�
of  the war. These differences are very obvious to the actors themselves: 

Tamil Catholics are only too aware of  the limitations of  the Colombo 

hierarchy, just as Buddhist monks in border villages are eager to distance 

WKHPVHOYHV�IURP�WKHLU�PRUH�LQÁDPPDWRU\�FROOHDJXHV�ZKR�OLYH�IDU�IURP�WKH�
consequences of  their actions in Colombo and Kandy.

7KLV�FKDSWHU�KDV�DOVR�LOOXVWUDWHG�WKH�G\QDPLF�DQG�FRPSOH[�UHODWLRQVKLS�
EHWZHHQ�UHOLJLRQ�DQG�ERXQGDULHV��2Q�WKH�RQH�KDQG��UHOLJLRQ��DQG�UHOLJLRXV�
institutions in particular, seems to provide a safe, bounded space, a form 

RI �SURWHFWLRQ�IURP�WKH�YLFLVVLWXGHV�RI � WKH�ZDU�� ¶,Q�P\�GDLO\� OLIH�,�GRQ·W�
KDYH�FRQWURO�VR�,�JUDE� LW�EDFN� LQ�UHOLJLRQ�·�2Q�WKH�RWKHU�KDQG�� UHOLJLRXV�
leaders gain their legitimacy precisely because of  their ability to transgress 

ERXQGDULHV��5HOLJLRXV�ÀJXUHV�KDYH�WR�DQ�H[WHQW�EHHQ�DEOH�WR�HQJDJH�LQ�WKH�
very political act of  boundary transgression because they can pretend to 

be apolitical, or above the world of  dirty politics. But this then creates 

its own limitations, as overtly political engagement can only reduce the 

protective mantle provided by claims to religious authority.

)LQDOO\�� DV� WKH� ,523� FDVH� VKRZV�� UHOLJLRXV� SXEOLF� DFWLRQ� GRHV� QRW�
UHSUHVHQW�D�PDJLF�EXOOHW�IRU�WUDQVIRUPLQJ�YLROHQW�FRQÁLFW��SDUWLFXODUO\�LQ�D�
FRQWH[W�ZKHUH�UHOLJLRXV�DFWRUV�DUH�RIWHQ�WKHPVHOYHV�GLYLGHG�DQG�SROLWLFDOO\�
marginal. This is not to say that religious actors and organisations have 

not been an important part of  the story of  how people survive, cope 

DQG�VRPHWLPHV�ÁRXULVK�LQ�D�FRQWH[W�RI �FKURQLF�FRQÁLFW��:KHWKHU�LW�LV�E\�
providing a story to tell the grieving about where their disappeared family 

KDYH�JRQH��DV�/DZUHQFH·V�RUDFOHV�KDYH�GRQH�IRU�\HDUV�QRZ��RU�WDNLQJ�KLV�
PRWRUELNH�RQ� WKH� IHUU\� DFURVV� WKH� ODJRRQ� WR� WDON� WR� WKH�/77(� LQ� WKHLU�
territory, as one of  our informants used to do routinely during the years 

RI �ZDU��UHOLJLRXV�ÀJXUHV�FDQ�GR�PXFK�WR�PDNH�WKH�ZDU�HQGXUDEOH��%XW�WKH\�
cannot, it seems, do a great deal by themselves to make it stop or to change 

the political mechanisms that keep it going.
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The outskirts of  Trincomalee, the historical harbour town to the north of  

our main research area, used to be a contested borderland during the war. 

Along the coastal road to the north, one would arrive at Sambaltivu lagoon, 

a muddy backwater with a small checkpoint on the causeway. From this 

point on, the eroded gravel road traverses a sparsely populated coastline, 

VXEMHFW� WR�QDY\�VXUYHLOODQFH��:DWFK�SRVWV�DORQJ�WKH�URDG�ZHUH�QHYHU�IDU�
apart. The scrubby forest in the interior was known to provide shelter for 

/77(�FDGUHV�DQG�WKH�YDVW�IRUHVWHG�DUHD�WR�WKH�QRUWK�DQG�HDVW��NQRZQ�DV�
WKH�9DQQL��ZDV� WKH�/77(·V�PDLQ� VWURQJKROG��$IWHU�GXVN�� FDGUHV�PRYHG�
around relatively freely through the Tamil and Muslim settlements along 

the coastal belt. After dawn, in turn, navy sailors would patrol the road to 

FOHDU�LW�RI �SRVVLEOH�DPEXVKHV��7KLV�DOWHUQDWLQJ�F\FOH�RI �FRQWURO��LQÀOWUDWLRQ�
and surveillance routinely repeated itself, everyday again and again. 

7UDYHOOLQJ� WKH� VDPH� URDG� DIWHU� WKH� GHIHDW� RI � WKH� /77(� LQ� �����ZDV�
D� GLIIHUHQW� H[SHULHQFH�� 7KH� VKRUH� WKDW� KDG�PDUNHG� WKH� EHJLQQLQJ� RI � D�
VFUXEE\� DQG� LQVHFXUH� IRUHVW� ZDV� QRZ� KRPH� WR� 7ULQFRPDOHH·V� ELJJHVW�
+LQGX�WHPSOH�FRPSOH[��LWV�JROGHQ�URRI �YLVLEOH�IURP�IDU�DZD\��7KLV�GLVSOD\�
of  prosperity stood in stark contrast to the impoverished state of  most 

+LQGX�VHWWOHPHQWV�LQ�WKH�DUHD��7KH�PDQ�EHKLQG�WKH�6UL�/DNVKLPL�3HUXPDO�
VKULQH��RXU�+LQGX�LQWHUORFXWRUV�ZKLVSHUHG�WR�XV��ZDV�RQH�RI �7ULQFRPDOHH·V�
most successful Tamil businessmen, who also owned some of  the newly 

UHIXUELVKHG� WRXULVW� LQIUDVWUXFWXUH� LQ�7ULQFRPDOHH� WRZQ�� 6LJQLÀFDQWO\�� KH�
had accumulated his capital thanks to – rather than despite of  – the war. 

Notwithstanding the apparently impure antecedents of  its funds, many 

Tamil visitors witnessed the Krishna temple with awe, and the stalls at the 

HQWUDQFH�ZHUH�JUDGXDOO\�H[SDQGLQJ�
7KH�WHPSOH�SUHVHQWHG�D�QXPEHU�RI �SDUDGR[HV��1RW�RQO\�GLG�LW�VHHP�WR�

connect, for some at least, spiritual devotion and the war and its associated 

world of  smuggling, bribery and military connections, it also comprised 

DQ�DXGDFLRXV�GHPDUFDWLRQ�RI �7DPLO�+LQGX�VSDFH�LQ�D�SRVW�ZDU�ODQGVFDSH�
that was otherwise seen to be shaped by Sinhala Buddhist triumphalism. 
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5LJKW�EHKLQG�WKH�.ULVKQD�WHPSOH��D�QHZ�URDG�NQRZQ�DV�WKH�2XWHU�&LUFXODU�
Road had been constructed. More than anything else, it was a security 

measure: it was built by the army and it put a military ring around the 

VWUDWHJLF�QDY\�WRZQ�RI �7ULQFRPDOHH��-XVW�EH\RQG�WKDW�URDG��OD\�WKH�9LOJDP�
9LKDUD��D�QHZO\�UHMXYHQDWHG�VKULQH�WKDW�FDWHUHG�WR�EXVORDGV�RI �WRXULVWV�DQG�
SLOJULPV��9LOJDP�9LKDUD�KDV�KDG�D�FRQWHVWHG�KLVWRU\�ZLWK�PL[HG�7DPLO²
6LQKDOD�LQÁXHQFH��EXW�WKH�JRYHUQPHQW�WULXPSK�RYHU�WKH�7DPLO�LQVXUJHQF\�
has been the impetus for a very public reassertion of  Buddhist claims to 

WKH�VLWH��FI��.HPSHU�������������
$Q� LPSUHVVLYH� QHZ� +LQGX� WHPSOH�� QHZ� DUP\� URDGV�� UHIXUELVKHG�

religious sites, crowds of  tourists and pilgrims – all in a formerly military 

ERUGHUODQG��2XU�ERRN�ZDV�QRW�H[SHFWHG�WR�EH�DERXW�WKH�HQG�RI �WKH�ZDU�
LQ�6UL�/DQND��:KHQ�ZH�VWDUWHG�RXU�ÀHOGZRUN�� WKH�1RUZHJLDQ�IDFLOLWDWHG�
peace process was falling apart and armed hostilities were in full force. In 

WKH�PRQWKV�WKDW�IROORZHG��JRYHUQPHQW�IRUFHV�RXVWHG�WKH�/77(�IURP�WKH�
east. In the north, the war continued with widespread anticipation that it 

ZRXOG�FRPH�EDFN�WR�WKH�HDVW�FRDVW�LQ�GXH�FRXUVH��7KH�/77(�KDG�VWDJHG�
many comebacks in the past. But as the frontlines moved and the losses 

kept rising, it started to become clear that this time such a reversal was not 

RQ�WKH�FDUGV��*RYHUQPHQW�IRUFHV�FRUQHUHG� WKH�/77(�DQG�D�ÀQDO�EDWWOH�
HQVXHG��LQ�ZKLFK�WKH�/77(�ZHUH�ÀQDOO\�DQG�FRPSUHKHQVLYHO\�GHIHDWHG�LQ�
0D\������
%XLOGLQJ� RQ� QHZ� UHVHDUFK� LQ�7ULQFRPDOHH�'LVWULFW�� MXVW� QRUWK� RI � WKH�

other sites discussed in this book, this chapter tries to do two things. 

First, we aim to get a sense of  changes and continuities after the end of  

the war. If  the war created a common predicament that enabled us to 

H[SORUH�GLYHUVH�UHOLJLRXV�WUDGLWLRQV�IURP�D�VLQJOH�YDQWDJH�SRLQW��DV�DUJXHG�
in Chapter 2, are there equivalent shared post-war predicaments? Second, 

ZKDW�GR�SRVW�ZDU�REVHUYDWLRQV�WHOO�XV�DERXW�WKH�UHFHQW�SDVW"�:KDW�FKDQJHV�
have taken place, what has become possible or impossible, what forms of  

leadership have emerged – or disappeared?

A Post-War Frontier

¶,�DP�KHUH�WR�FXOWLYDWH�DQG�FRQWULEXWH�WR�WKH�QDWLRQ�·�7KH�VSHDNHU�ZDV�D�
Sinhala agricultural labourer, recently settled in a rather modest dwelling 

DORQJ�D�QHZO\�FRQVWUXFWHG�GLUW�URDG�LQ�WKH�VRXWK�RI �7ULQFRPDOHH�'LVWULFW��
For poor rural families with limited access to land, the prospect of  

D� IUHH�SORW� LQ� WKH�QHZO\� ¶OLEHUDWHG·�HDVW�FRDVW� �DORQJ�ZLWK�VHHGV�DQG�GU\�
rations) promised the start of  a better life. Until very recently, the soil 
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on which they settled had been a scrubby jungle, an uncultivated place 

where wild elephants and boar roamed freely. More importantly, their 

QHZ�KDELWDW� XVHG� WR�PDUN� WKH�ERXQGDU\�RI �ZKDW�KDG�EHHQ�/77(�FRQ-

trolled territory during the war. After the insurgents were driven out, the 

army had constructed a new road, straight through the forest, connecting 

Seruvila and surrounding peasant towns with the Sinhala interior and the 

¶DQFLHQW�FLW\·�RI �3RORQQDUXZD��ZKLOH�SDVVLQJ�WKH�LVRODWHG�%XGGKLVW�WHPSOH�
at Somawathie on the way. The prime purpose of  the road was to enable 

pilgrims to travel between these different religious sites. But the journey 

was rough. The uninhabited area had no facilities and wild animals posed 

a threat, particularly after dark. That is why the chief  monk of  the Seruvila 

temple had invited landless labourers from elsewhere to settle here, ‘to 

SURWHFW� WKH� SLOJULPV·�� $OO� VHWWOHUV� DORQJ� WKLV� QHZ� URDG� KDG� SHUVRQDOO\�
UHJLVWHUHG� ZLWK� WKLV� PRQN�� ¶&RQWULEXWLQJ� WR� WKH� QDWLRQ·� WKXV� QRW� RQO\�
meant taming the jungle by making it productive for agriculture, it also 

meant settling a Buddhist population around a network of  Buddhist sites.

The Seruvila temple has a history as a Sinhala outpost in predominantly 

7DPLO�DQG�0XVOLP�WHUULWRU\�UHDFKLQJ�EDFN�WR�WKH�����V��EXW� LQWHQVLI\LQJ�
with the involvement of  a hardline nationalist politician, Cyril Mathew in 

WKH�����V�DQG�����V��.HPSHU����������²������0DWKHZ·V�QDPH�LV�IUHTXHQWO\�
FLWHG� LQ� DOOHJDWLRQV� RI � JRYHUQPHQW� LQYROYHPHQW� LQ� WKH� �����%ODFN� -XO\�
ULRWV���'XULQJ�WKH�ZDU��6HUXYLOD�ZDV�VXUURXQGHG�E\�7DPLO²0XVOLP�WRZQV�
�0XWKXU�� 7KRSSXU�� DQG� /77(�FRQWUROOHG� WHUULWRU\� �6DPSXU�� 9HUXJDO���
7KH�GHIHDW�RI �WKH�/77(�PDGH�LW�SRVVLEOH�WR�EXLOG�URDGV�WR�%XGGKLVW�VLWHV�
that had been inaccessible before. Following the improvised signposts 

GLUHFWLQJ�WUDYHOOHUV�WKURXJK�ZKDW�ZDV�RQFH�GH�IDFWR�7DPLO�(HODP��YLVLWRUV�
DUULYH�DW�/DQNDSDWXQD��.HPSHU�������������7KLV�QDWXUDO�DQFKRUDJH�ZLWKLQ�
YLHZ�RI �WKH�6HUXYLOD�VWXSD�LV�EHOLHYHG�WR�EH�WKH�SODFH�ZKHUH�WKH�%XGGKD·V�
WRRWK�UHOLF�ZDV�EURXJKW� DVKRUH� LQ�����ce��$�SODTXH� DW� WKH� VLWH� H[SODLQV�
WKDW� /DQNDSDWXQD� ZDV� VXEVHTXHQWO\� FRQWUROOHG� E\� WKH� ¶WHUURULVWV·�� 7KH�
strategic location – a rock at the mouth of  the lagoon – was well suited 

IRU� D� JXQ�SRVW�� QRW� OHDVW� EHFDXVH� LWV� DUFKDHRORJLFDO� VLJQLÀFDQFH� ZRXOG�
GHWHU�KRVWLOH�DWWDFN��)ROORZLQJ�UHFDSWXUH�E\�WKH�DUP\�LQ�������WKH�VLWH�KDV�
now become a popular destination for pilgrims and tourists. The military 

retains a small checkpoint at the entrance of  the site and a large camp with 

SHUPDQHQW�KRXVLQJ�VWUXFWXUHV�ULJKW�QH[W�WR�LW��
6L[� NLORPHWUHV� WR� WKH� VRXWK�� DW� D� SODFH� NQRZQ� DV�.DOODG\� �QRW� WR� EH�

FRQIXVHG� ZLWK� WKH� .DOODG\� LQ� %DWWLFDORD� 'LVWULFW� GLVFXVVHG� LQ� &KDSWHU�
��� WKHUH� LV� DQRWKHU�$UFKDHRORJ\�'HSDUWPHQW� LQIRUPDWLRQ�ERDUG��ZKLFK�
UHIHUV� WR�������\HDU�ROG� LQVFULSWLRQV� IURP�D�%XGGKLVW� WHPSOH��7KH� VLWH·V�
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most obvious feature – a tall metal mast – belongs to a more recent past: 

WKH�9RLFH�RI �7LJHUV��WKH�/77(�UDGLR�VWDWLRQ��XVHG�WR�EURDGFDVW�IURP�KHUH��
$IWHU� WKH�/77(�GHIHDW�� WKH� DQWHQQD�ZDV�SXW� WR�QHZ�XVH�� LW�QRZ� IRUPV�
the base for a golden Buddha statue, sitting on its top. The transmission 

room, housed in a shipping container, has been converted into a home for 

the newly arrived monk. Born in Ratnapura, in the south, and trained as 

a medical doctor in Kolkata (he proudly recalls meeting Mother Theresa), 

WKH�PRQN�ZDV�RQO\�UHFHQWO\�RUGDLQHG��+H�GHFLGHG�WR�GR�VR�EHFDXVH�RI �WKH�
ZDU��+H�ZDV�ZRUNLQJ�DV�D�GRFWRU�LQ�6DXGL�$UDELD��ZKHQ�KH�OHDUQW�WKDW�D�
WHPSOH�WKDW�KH�IHOW�SDUWLFXODUO\�FORVH�WR�KDG�EHHQ�DWWDFNHG�E\�WKH�/77(��¶,�
decided to come back and become a monk. I wanted to change my life and 

KHOS�WKH�SRRU�SHRSOH�·�+H�KHOSHG�WR�UHIXUELVK�WKDW�WHPSOH��DQG�ZKHQ�LW�ZDV�
ÀQLVKHG��FDPH�WR�.DOODG\�WR�GR�WKH�VDPH�WKLQJ��:KLOH�WKH�VROGLHUV�RI �WKH�
neighbouring camp are helping with the construction of  a visitor centre, 

he uses his medical knowledge to run a small dispensary. This is mostly 

frequented by Sinhala people, but he does not mind helping Tamils. ‘I 

GRQ·W�PDNH�D�GLIIHUHQFH��$OO�FDQ�FRPH�KHUH��,�ZLOO�KHOS�DQ\RQH�·�+DYLQJ�
OHDUQW�7DPLO�ZKHQ�KH�ZRUNHG�LQ�WKH�+LOO�&RXQWU\��KH�FRPSODLQV�WKDW�PRVW�
bhikkhus�GR�QRW�NQRZ�WKH�ODQJXDJH��¶7KHQ�LW�LV�D�SUREOHP�WR�ZRUN�KHUH�·�
%HFDXVH�KH�SULRULWLVHG�PDNLQJ�D�SUDFWLFDO�FRQWULEXWLRQ��KH�H[SODLQV��¶,�QHYHU�
had the chance to properly learn the prayers and other religious activities. 

,�KDYH�WR�WDNH�D�FRXUVH�DW�RQH�RI �WKH�PDLQ�WHPSOHV�·�0HDQZKLOH��PRUH�KHOS�
is needed in this area, he continues, for the people and for the temple, but 

the government has not been forthcoming. ‘This is only a small site, but 

we have to preserve it for the future generation. I want to do some more 

ZRUN�KHUH�DQG�WKHQ�JR�WR�6LQJDSRUH��7KHUH·V�D�WHPSOH�WKHUH�>WR�JR�WR@�·
A casual observer might conclude that the creation of  new shrines 

and sites is a purely Buddhist activity. That is far from the truth. The 

Krishna temple described at the beginning of  this chapter provides us 

ZLWK�D�+LQGX�HTXLYDOHQW��DQG��LQ�VLPSOH�PDWHULDO�WHUPV��D�PXFK�ELJJHU�RQH�
at that. New churches, to which we will turn in a minute, are probably 

the most visible new structures in the post-war landscape. And Muslims 

KDYH�EXLOW�QHZ�PRVTXHV��DQG�H[SDQGHG�H[LVWLQJ�RQHV��RIWHQ�DV�SDUW�RI �WKH�
JURZWK�RI �PRYHPHQWV�OLNH�7DZKLG�DQG�7DEOLJKL�-DPDDW��%XW�RWKHU�0XVOLP�
sites seem to combine devotion and leisure rather like the development at 

/DQNDSDWXQD��-XVW�RXWVLGH�$NNDUDLSDWWX��RQ�WKH�URDG�WR�$PSDUD�DQG�QRW�
IDU�IURP�'LJKDYDSL��D�QHZ�6XÀ�VLWH�KDV�VSUXQJ�XS��3HRSOH�YLVLW�WKH�VLWH�IRU�
devotion and to present their problems to the resident sheikh. In addition, 

YLVLWLQJ�IDPLOLHV�HQMR\�WKH�GD\�RXW�LQ�WKH�QLFHO\�ODQGVFDSHG�H[WHULRU��ZKHUH�
they have picnics, play games and take snapshots. As much as a centre of  
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spiritualism, devotion and mysticism, the site is a public attraction, a stage 

IRU�SHUIRUPLQJ�JRRG�IDPLO\�OLIH��D�IDFW�WKDW�LV�DOVR�UHÁHFWHG�LQ�WKH�HQWU\�
fees that are levied. Until very recently, Cegu Issadeen had been one of  

$NNDUDLSDWWX·V�PRVW�SURPLQHQW�SROLWLFLDQV��+DYLQJ�EHHQ�RXWPDQRHXYUHG�
E\�WKH�WRZQ·V�FXUUHQW�03��,VVDGHHQ�GHFLGHG�WR�WXUQ�KLV�EDFN�RQ�SROLWLFV�DQG�
SXW�KLV�OHDGHUVKLS�VNLOOV�WR�QHZ�XVH��+H�GHFODUHG�KLPVHOI �D�6XÀ�DQG�FUHDWHG�
this public space for consultation, devotion and leisure (cf. McGilvray 

��������²���
1HZ�0XVOLP��&KULVWLDQ�DQG�+LQGX�VLWHV�DWWUDFW�DWWHQWLRQ�DQG�VRPHWLPHV�

controversy, but not on the scale of  Buddhist sites in the east. Buddhist 

sites invoke controversy among the Tamil and Muslim community 

EHFDXVH�RI �WKH�ODUJHU�SROLWLFDO�KLVWRU\�RI �6UL�/DQND·V�QRUWK�HDVWHUQ�IURQWLHU�
�.RUI ��������,Q�WKH�WZHQWLHWK�FHQWXU\��JRYHUQPHQW�VSRQVRUHG�LUULJDWLRQ�
schemes converted unruly forest into orderly paddy land. They also 

involved large-scale movement of  people, dramatically altering the ethnic 

composition of  the east, and they came accompanied by dense allusions to 

the glorious past of  a hydraulic society of  Sinhala Buddhist kingdoms (see 

&KDSWHU�����$OO� WKLV�ZDV�SHUFHLYHG�DV� ¶FRORQLVDWLRQ·�E\�PDQ\�7DPLOV�DQG�
Muslims. The restoration of  Buddhist sites is interpreted as the religious 

FRPSRQHQW�RI � D� UHVXPHG� ¶FRORQLVDWLRQ·��ZKLFK� DOVR� LQYROYHV� VHWWOHPHQW�
processes, military infrastructure, patriotic monuments like war memorials 

and increased centralisation of  government power. The east, in short, is 

VHHQ�WR�EH�LQFUHDVLQJO\�LQWHJUDWHG�LQWR�D�¶6LQKDOD�NLQG�RI �JHRJUDSK\·��.RUI �
������DQG�VDFUHG�VLWHV�DUH�SDUW�RI �WKDW�SURFHVV��$V�RXU�IDUPHU�SXW�LW��WKH\�
¶FRQWULEXWH�WR�WKH�QDWLRQ·�

New Churches

7KH�FDVH�RI �&HJX�,VVDGHHQ��$NNDUDLSDWWX·V�SROLWLFLDQ�WXUQHG�6XÀ��LOOXVWUDWHV�
WKH�UHPDUNDEOH�ÁXLGLW\�RI � OHDGHUVKLS� LQ�HDVWHUQ�6UL�/DQND��,Q�WKH�PL[HG�
Tamil–Muslim town of  Muthur, during the war, a respected Muslim 

FLWL]HQ�DQG�FLYLO�VHUYDQW�H[SODLQHG�WR�XV�

7KH�PRVTXHV�KDG�WKH�SRZHU�WR�FRQWURO�HYHU\WKLQJ�«�,W·V�LPSRUWDQW�WR�
FRQWURO�WKH�SHRSOH��7KH�PRVTXH�ZRXOG�FRQWURO�WKH�\RXQJVWHUV��:KHQ�
they were drunk, or doing bad things like theft. The mosque federation 

would punish them.

%XW�RQO\�WZR�\HDUV�DIWHU�WKH�GHIHDW�RI �WKH�/77(��WKH�IHGHUDWLRQ·V�DXWKRULW\�
VHHPHG�WR�EH�HURGLQJ��¶7KH\�FDQ·W�H[HUFLVH�SXQLVKPHQWV�DQ\�PRUH��3HRSOH�
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go to the police. And the courts have resumed functioning as well. If  there 

LV�D�SUREOHP��SHRSOH�FDQ�FRPSODLQ�HYHU\ZKHUH�·�0RYHPHQW�DQG�IUHHGRP�
from one sort of  surveillance, could lead into other forms of  surveillance. 

:KHQ� WKH�/77(�ZDV�VWLOO� WKHUH��SHRSOH�FRXOG�QRW� MXVW�JR�DQ\ZKHUH��KH�
H[SODLQHG��7KLV�PDGH�SRVVLEOH�DQ�HYHU\GD\�IRUP�RI �VXUYHLOODQFH�E\�IDWKHUV�
DQG�UHOLJLRXV�OHDGHUV��DQG��E\�H[WHQVLRQ��WKH�PRVTXH�IHGHUDWLRQ��¶%XW�QRZ��
WKH�\RXQJVWHUV�DUH�IUHH�WR�JR��3HRSOH�DUH�WKLQNLQJ�WR�ZRUN�LQGLYLGXDOO\�·
$V�VRPHWKLQJ�PRUH�OLNH�¶QRUPDO·�SROLWLFV�UHWXUQHG�WR�ZDU�DIIHFWHG�DUHDV�

�.OHP�����D���ZH�PLJKW� H[SHFW� WKH� VSDFH� IRU� UHOLJLRXV�SXEOLF� DFWLRQ� WR�
shrink. At the same time, the scope for circulation increased after the war, 

SDUWLFXODUO\� LQ� IRUPHUO\� /77(�FRQWUROOHG� DUHDV��(YHU\GD\�PRYHPHQW� LQ�
eastern Sri Lanka had long been problematic because of  the dilapidated 

infrastructure and checkpoints, but this had not prevented the creation 

RU� DUULYDO� RI � QHZ� UHOLJLRXV�PRYHPHQWV� DQG�PXWDWLRQV�� 7DZKLG� -DPDDW��
QHZ�6XÀ� VHFWV��3HQWHFRVWDO� FKXUFKHV� DQG�$PPDQ� WHPSOHV� WRRN� URRW� LQ�
WKH�UHJLRQ�RYHU�WKH�GHFDGHV�RI �ZDU��:LWK�WKH�GHIHDW�RI �WKH�/77(��QHZ�
FKXUFKHV�PXVKURRPHG�LQ�DUHDV�OLNH�9HUXJDO��9DNDUDL�DQG�WKH�LQWHULRU�RI �
%DWWLFDORD� 'LVWULFW�� DQG� WKH\� DWWUDFWHG� +LQGXV� DQG� PDLQOLQH� &KULVWLDQV�
DOLNH��¶7KH\�DUH�WURXEOHVRPH��EXW�WKH\�DUH�QRZ�WKH�PDMRULW\�·�RQH�&DWKROLF�
SULHVW�FODLPHG�� ¶7KHUH�DUH�QRZ�����GLIIHUHQW�FKXUFKHV� LQ�%DWWLFDORD�DQG�
$PSDUD�'LVWULFW�·�

Along with two other new churches, the Assembly of  God arrived 

LQ� RQH� YLOODJH� DIWHU� WKH� /77(�ZDV� RXVWHG� IURP� WKH� DUHD�� $� \HDU� ODWHU��
DERXW�KDOI �WKH�YLOODJH�ZDV�VDLG�WR�KDYH�MRLQHG�WKHVH�FKXUFKHV��:KLOH�WKH�
musical element of  their service might have provided a welcome change 

to the more scripture- and sermon-oriented services of  the mainline 

FKXUFKHV��LW�ZDV�WKHLU�KHDOLQJ�SRZHU�WKDW�KDG�WKH�JUHDWHVW�DSSHDO��$�+LQGX�
ZRPDQ�H[SODLQHG��

7KH\�FXUH�SHRSOH·V�VLFNQHVV�DQG�WKHQ�SHRSOH�MRLQ��7KH\�WHOO�SHRSOH�GRQ·W�
VPRNH�� GRQ·W� GULQN� DOFRKRO�� GRQ·W� GR� WKLV� DQG� WKDW�� %XW� SHRSOH�ZHUH�
really cured. It was no trick. That is their faith. Then one person joins, 

and then their mother, and so on.

)URP�WKH�HDUO\�����V�RQZDUGV��SURVHO\WLVDWLRQ�E\�QRQ�PDLQOLQH�FKXUFKHV�
has become an increasingly common phenomenon, and chanting and the 

miraculous treatment of  illnesses have always been part of  the equation. 

7KH� IHPDOH� SULHVW� OHDGLQJ� D� ¶-HVXV� /LYHV·� FKXUFK� QHDU� $NNDUDLSDWWX�
H[SODLQHG�WR�XV�WKDW�VKH�XVHG�WR�EH�D�0HWKRGLVW��
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0\�ERG\�ZDV�IXOO�RI �UDVKHV��,�ZHQW�WR�-HVXV�/LYHV�DQG�,�ZDV�FXUHG��)RU�
forty days, I took one meal a day only. My father had tuberculosis. It 

ZHQW�WKH�VDPH�ZD\��0\�VLVWHU·V�VRQ�PLVVHG�D�NLGQH\��+H�ZDV�YHU\�VLFN��
The same way, he was cured.

6KH�KDQGHG�XV�WKH�ODWHVW�FKXUFK�SHULRGLFDO��DQ�(QJOLVK�ODQJXDJH�ERRNOHW�
containing pages and pages of  letters bearing testimony to the miracles 

the church had made possible: blind people regain their vision, asthmatics 

start to breathe properly, cancer patients fully recover and demons are 

driven out. Through these activities, they show that they are different from 

&DWKROLFV�DQG�0HWKRGLVWV�� ¶:H�UHDOO\�EHOLHYH� WKH�ZRUG�RI � WKH�%LEOH��:H�
DFWXDOO\�FXUH�WKH�SHRSOH�·�

The rise of  the new churches has caused some concern. ‘Church 

SODQWLQJ·� RFFDVLRQDOO\� PHW� UHVLVWDQFH� IURP� WKH� QHLJKERXUV�� VRPHWLPHV�
YLROHQW��DV�ZHOO�DV�PRUH�VXEWOH�IRUPV�RI �GLVDSSURYDO��+LQGXV�DQG�PDLQOLQH�
&KULVWLDQV�DOLNH�FRPSODLQHG�DERXW�WKH�¶QRLVH·��3DUWLFXODUO\�LQ�WRZQV��ZKHUH�
the new churches had powerful loudspeakers, regular late-night chanting 

and screaming was not appreciated. Catholic leaders were critical of  the 

XQVDQFWLRQHG�¶SDJDQ·�LQÁXHQFHV��:KLOH�&DWKROLF�SULHVWV�WHQGHG�WR�UHMHFW�WKH�
DSSURDFK�RI �WKHVH�FKXUFKHV�ZLWK�VRPH�ÀUPQHVV�� WKH�0HWKRGLVW�&KXUFK�
appeared torn between concern and admiration. ‘These new churches are 

QRW�DOZD\V�ZLVH��EXW�H[WUHPHO\�]HDORXV�·�D�SURPLQHQW�0HWKRGLVW�SDVWRU�LQ�
Colombo observed:

Not all their pastors are theologically competent to handle the 

scriptures. But what they lack in depth and understanding, they make 

up for with zeal. And people listen to them. Many people join them 

because of  miracles.

+LV� XVH� RI � WKH� ZRUG� ¶PLUDFOH·� ZDV� VLJQLÀFDQW�� 2WKHU� SULHVWV� WKDW� ZH�
interviewed – Catholics in particular – resorted to more derogatory terms. 

:KHQ�ZH�DVNHG�KLP�DERXW�WKLV�KH�VDLG��¶6RPH�RI �WKHVH�PLUDFOHV��,�WKLQN��
are authentic. But certainly not all of  what is reported. They do work 

ZLWK� FKDUPV� DQG� GHPRQV�·� )RU� KLP�� WKLV� ZDV� LQ� QR� FRQWUDGLFWLRQ� ZLWK�
&KULVWLDQ�WKHRORJ\��¶,�DFFHSW�WKH�H[LVWHQFH�RI �GHPRQV��7KH\�DUH�QRW�EHKLQG�
every bush, as some people seem to think, but I think the devil manifests 

KLPVHOI �LQ�GLIIHUHQW�ZD\V�LQ�GLIIHUHQW�VRFLHWLHV�·�+H�FRQWLQXHG�

To us, it is very real. People come with cases of  possession. Some of  

these may have been psychologically induced. Charismatic churches go 
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to town on this. They see demons in every home and place. For the 

SHRSOH��WKHLU�FDSDFLWLHV�DUH�D�VLJQ�RI �*RG·V�SRZHU��,�ZRXOGQ·W�NQRZ�ZKDW�
to do with these charms. All I could do is pray.

By now there was an element of  awe in his voice, which was precisely 

what bothered some of  his Catholic colleagues. As a Catholic priest in 

Batticaloa put it: ‘The Methodist Church has completely fallen into the 

JULS�RI �HYDQJHOLFDO�FKXUFKHV��7KH\�KDYH�EHFRPH�OLNH�D�3HQWHFRVWDO�FKXUFK�·�
And indeed, some of  the Methodist priests that we interviewed in the east 

DGPLWWHG� WKH\�ZHUH�DGDSWLQJ� WKHLU� VHUYLFHV� WR�DYRLG� ORVLQJ�PRUH� ¶ÁRFN·��
7KHUH� ZDV� PRUH� ¶VLQJLQJ�� FODSSLQJ�� VKRXWLQJ�� SUDLVLQJ·�� D� SDVWRU� IURP�
$NNDUDLSDWWX�VDLG��¶,�GRQ·W�OLNH�LW��EXW�WKH�SHRSOH�GR�·
7KH�SRVW�ZDU�H[SDQVLRQ�RI �QHZ�&KULVWLDQ�FKXUFKHV� LQ� WKH�QRUWK�DQG�

east of  the country is an important enough development to deserve much 

fuller investigation than we can give here. In the Sinhala areas of  the 

VRXWK��%XGGKLVW�DWWDFNV�RQ�VR�FDOOHG�¶XQHWKLFDO·�FRQYHUVLRQ�KDYH�FRQWLQXHG�
WKURXJK�WKH�ODWHU�\HDUV�RI �WKH�ZDU�DQG�DIWHU��0DKDGHY��������1HZ�²�RU�
allegedly new – churches (and mosques) in some cases have been physically 

attacked by crowds accompanied by Buddhist monks. There is little sign 

of  such overt hostility to the new churches in the north and east, which 

is an indication in itself  of  persistent differences in the space for public 

action between predominantly Tamil and Muslim areas and predominantly 

6LQKDOD� DUHDV��$OWKRXJK� WKHUH� LV� VWLOO� OLWWOH� VLJQ�RI �ÀJXUHV� IURP� WKH�QHZ�
churches taking on the kinds of  public leadership role we discussed in 

the previous chapter, there are signs that the more ambitious churches are 

beginning to move into more or less developmental activity in areas like 

housing and, in some cases, income generation.

Moral Disturbance 

,Q� ������ .DWWDQNXG\� EULHÁ\� EHFDPH� WKH� REMHFW� RI � D� VWRU\� LQ� WKH�
LQWHUQDWLRQDO�QHZV�PHGLD��2Q����-XQH��WKH�%%&�UHSRUWHG�DQ�DWWDFN�RQ�WZR�
young women in the town, who were accused by a group of  young men 

of  visiting an internet café in order to watch pornography. A day later, it 

was reported that local mosques had been forced to broadcast an apology 

to the girls following legal intervention by their parents.1 Kattankudy is, as 

ZH�KDYH�H[SODLQHG��DQ�HWKQLF�HQFODYH�SDU�H[FHOOHQFH��ZKLOH�LQWHUQHW�FDIHV�
have become a convenient symbol for the moral danger created by the end 

of  the war and the consequent opening up of  the enclave.
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0XWKXU�LV�D�VLPLODU�HQFODYH��6XUURXQGHG�E\�/77(�FRQWUROOHG�MXQJOH�RQ�
one side, and the sea on the other, in the war years the only route in and 

out of  town was either by a highly unreliable ferry to Trincomalee, or a 

long and circuitous road through the forest that was inaccessible after 

dark and during most of  the monsoon period. Few outsiders would visit 

Muthur, and internet access and mobile phone coverage were patchy at 

best. That is not to say, of  course, that the Tamil and Muslim communities 

– that inhabited different parts of  the town – were completely cut off. 

Many Tamil families had relatives in the diaspora and not a few Muslims 

ZHQW�WR�WKH�0LGGOH�(DVW�WR�ZRUN�IURP�WKH�ODWH�����V�RQZDUGV��
The following transcript of  an interview with a senior citizen illustrates 

a local sense of  moral stability in the face of  political collapse:

For us the main thing is Islam. Police and army and all may be there, but 

ZKDW�UHDOO\�JXLGHV�XV�LV�WKH�4XUDQ��2XU�ODGLHV�ZHDU�EODFN�GUHVVHV�WKDW�
FRYHU�WKHLU�IDFH��7KDW�ZD\��ZH�FDQ·W�VHH�ZKHWKHU�VKH·V�XJO\�RU�QRW��7KHQ��
WKHUH�LV�QHYHU�D�PLVXQGHUVWDQGLQJ��$OVR��D�WKLHI �FDQ·W�VHH�ZKHWKHU�VKH·V�
ZHDULQJ�MHZHOOHU\��0HQ�DOVR�KDYH�WKLV�GHVLUH�IRU�VH[��,I �D�ODG\�JRHV�DORQH�
DQG�VKH·V�KDOI �GUHVVHG��VKRZLQJ�SDUW�RI �KHU�ERG\��PHQ�DUH�DWWUDFWHG�DQG�
VH[�LV�FRPLQJ��7KHQ�UDSH�PD\�KDSSHQ��WKDW�FRXOG�KDSSHQ�WR�PH��7KDW·V�
why Muhammad gave us guidance.

2XU�0XVOLP�LQWHUORFXWRU�LQ�IDFW�KDG�DQ�XQVKDNDEOH�EHOLHI �LQ�WKH�GXUDELOLW\�
of  Muslim community values, despite his awareness of  post-war changes 

in the town:

Change may happen, but our religion will not change. It is always under 

Muhammad. The community will not accept change. If  I drink, the 

people will not respect me. If  I take interest on a loan, the people will 

QRW�UHVSHFW�PH��:H�KDYH�WR�GR�HYHU\WKLQJ�LQ�DQ�,VODPLF�ZD\��:KHQ�,�
come home, I have to say salaam. After all, the woman may be sleeping 

and her clothing might be open or something. And in the family we 

DOO� HDW� IURP�RQH� SODWH�� 7KH� ER\� WHOOV� WKH� IDWKHU�� ¶<RX� WDNH� ÀUVW�·� DQG�
vice versa.

1RW� HYHU\ERG\� VKDUHG� WKLV�PDQ·V� FRQÀGHQFH� LQ� WKH� UHVLOLHQFH�RI � WKH�
FRPPXQLW\·V�WUDGLWLRQV��SLHW\�DQG�FKDVWHQHVV��KRZHYHU��1HZ�SHRSOH�ZHUH�
FRPLQJ�WR�0XWKXU��WKH�WRZQ·V�LQKDELWDQWV�FRXOG�PRYH�DURXQG��DQG�PRUH�
DQG�PRUH�SHRSOH�KDYH�PRELOH�SKRQHV��¶<RXQJ�SHRSOH�DUH�WDNLQJ�DOFRKRO�·�
RQH�RI �0XWKXU·V�UHVSHFWHG�0XVOLP�JRYHUQPHQW�RIÀFHUV�REVHUYHG��¶7KH\�
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are even smoking. Because they are connected to the other areas. People 

DUH�ZRUULHG�DERXW�WKLV��EXW�ZH�FDQ·W�FRQWURO�WKDW�·�7KHUH�ZHUH�XQH[SHFWHG�
QHZ�LQÁXHQFHV�DOVR��&KLQD�+DUERXU��D�&KLQHVH�FRQVWUXFWLRQ�FRPSDQ\��ZDV�
contracted to construct the main road passing Muthur. The Chinese staff  

who now frequented the town left distinct traces: ‘Fried chicken used to 

be a rare dish, now we can get it anytime. The disadvantage is the effect 

on our culture. Like the Chinese, most people start drinking, smoking and 

VR�RQ�·
:KHQ�WKH�/77(�ZDV�WKHUH��SHRSOH�FRXOG�QRW�MXVW�JR�WR�WKH�QH[W�WRZQ�

People were with their families. So children were under close control of  

their father. Now, the youngsters are free to go. People are thinking to 

ZRUN�LQGLYLGXDOO\��WKH�VRFLDO�RUJDQLVDWLRQ�FDQ·W�EH�FRQWUROOHG�VR�HDVLO\�

7KH�/77(�XVHG�WR�FRQWURO�7DPLO�VRFLHW\��LQ�SDUWLFXODU��)RU�H[DPSOH��WKH\�
effectively forbade alcohol consumption:

1RERG\� FRXOG� GULQN�� 1RZDGD\V�� WKH\� GRQ·W� FRQWURO� WKH� 7DPLO�
FRPPXQLW\��(YHU\ERG\�GRHV�WKHLU�RZQ�KREELHV��1RZ��SHRSOH�IURP�KHUH�
JR�WR�WKH�7DPLO�SODFHV�WR�GR�WKHVH�WKLQJV��+RZ�FDQ�ZH�FRQWURO�WKH�JRRG�
ZD\�LI �SHRSOH�KDYH�WKH�LQWHQW�WR�GR�WKHVH�WKLQJV"�,�FDQ·W�FRQWURO�P\�VRQ�
not to use the internet. I teach him to use it for his future. But when 

KH�JRHV�RXW��,�GRQ·W�NQRZ�ZKDW�NLQG�RI �LQWHUQHW�KH·V�XVLQJ��:KDW�NLQG�
RI �SDJHV�KH�LV�ZDWFKLQJ��,Q�7DPLO�ZH�VD\��ZH�FDQ·W�VHH�WKH�RWKHU�VLGH�RI �
WKH�ZDOO��:H�DUH�WKLQNLQJ��PD\EH�WKDW�LV�EHWWHU��+RZHYHU��ZH�DUH�WU\LQJ�
to see what is on the other side. Muslim youth may also want to see 

ZKDW·V�RQ�WKH�QH[W�SDJH��*UDGXDOO\��LW�ZLOO�LQFUHDVH��7KH�VDOH�RI �DOFRKRO�
LV�KLJK��7KH�VHOOLQJ�RI �FLJDUHWWHV�LV�KLJK��3HRSOH·V�XVH�RI �SXEOLF�SODFHV��
also very high. They think, after freedom, we need entertainment. They 

go here and there for picnics. That affects all kinds of  cultural and 

religious things.

These signs of  post-war moral disturbance were not only heard among 

0XVOLPV��:H�ZHUH� WROG� YHU\� VLPLODU� VWRULHV� E\� 6LQKDOD� DQG�7DPLOV��7KH�
JHQHUDO�VHQVH�RI �D�WUDGLWLRQDO�VRFLHW\�RI �FKDVWH�DQG�GLJQLÀHG�SHRSOH�EHLQJ�
HQJXOIHG�LQ�D�ZRUOG�RI �LPSXUH�LQÁXHQFHV�FRXOG�EH�IRXQG�DFURVV�DOO�HWKQLF�
and religious groups. The opening up of  the region after years of  wartime 

closure has, it seems, created a common predicament. 

There were positive sides to the changes, of  course: increased 

mobility, the ability to travel at night, visits to unfamiliar places, access to 
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higher-quality education in schools that were further away, stable phone 

networks, and cable television. There was a regained sense of  freedom, we 

were told in a conversation with a Sinhala school principal and a Buddhist 

monk at one of  the small temples near Mullipotana (near Trincomalee). 

¶$IWHU�WKH�ZDU��ZH�DUH�EORVVRPLQJ�·�VDLG�WKH�IRUPHU��

<HV� >FRQÀUPHG� WKH�PRQN@�� WKH�SHRSOH� DUH� HQMR\LQJ��7KH�\RXQJ�RQHV�
in particular. [The problem was, though], they are also enjoying liquor. 

:H�DUH�WU\LQJ�WR�VWRS�WKDW��,OOLFLW�OLTXRU�LQ�SDUWLFXODU��7KH�RSHQ�PDUNHW�
also brings drugs and internet and mobile phones. Unnecessary things 

FRPH��:H�DUH�FORVHU�WR�WKH�ZRUOG��6R�WKRVH�WKLQJV�DUH�DOVR�FORVHU�WR�XV��
That is a challenge. People used to read books, now they sit in front of  

the television. The new technology is a challenge.

Most of  these concerns, of  course, sound awfully familiar – to anyone, 

frankly, who has ever been young and subject to parental scrutiny. Clearly 

one does not need to travel to erstwhile war zones to hear people lamenting 

the decay of  traditional values, the vices of  youth, the corruption of  

VH[XDO�PRUDOLW\��DQG�WKH�VWHDG\�HURVLRQ�RI �SLHW\��:KDW�LV�LQWHUHVWLQJ�LQ�WKLV�
SDUWLFXODU�FRQWH[W��WKRXJK��LV�WKDW�ZH�PLJKW�H[SHFW�SHRSOH�WR�KDYH�PRUH�
pressing concerns when they are picking up the pieces of  their battered 

lives after nearly three decades of  war. But looseness and movement 

KDYH� ORQJ� EHHQ� FHQWUDO� DQWDJRQLVWV� RI � SXULÀFDWLRQ� DQG� SODFH�PDNLQJ��
with movement viewed as a threat to purity and – by the same token – 

PLJUDWLRQ�D�VRXUFH�RI �PRUDO�GLVRUGHU��*DPEXUG�������6SHQFHU��������

Demons and Disorientation

The pervasive sense of  moral vulnerability in the east crystallised 

XQH[SHFWHGO\�LQ�D�IHZ�PRQWKV�LQ�������,Q�-XO\��SROLFH�DUUHVWHG�WZR�PHQ�
DIWHU�D�VHULHV�RI �PXUGHUV�RI �HOGHUO\�ZRPHQ�LQ�5DWQDSXUD�'LVWULFW�LQ�WKH�
VRXWK��7KH�PXUGHUV�� LW�ZDV�UXPRXUHG��ZHUH�WKH�ZRUN�RI �D�¶JUHDVH�GHYLO·�
(grease yaka in Sinhala). The grease devil is a long-established presence 

LQ� WKH� LVODQG·V� IRONORUH�� D� WKLHI �ZKR� VWULSV� WR�KLV� XQGHUZHDU� DQG� FRYHUV�
himself  with grease in order to evade capture.2 In some versions, the 

JUHDVH�GHYLO�VWHDOV�ZRPHQ·V�XQGHUZHDU�DQG�SK\VLFDOO\�DWWDFNV�XQSURWHFWHG�
women. By the middle of  August, rumours of  grease devil sightings were 

sweeping the island, and reports of  injuries and deaths in vigilante attacks 

VWDUWHG� WR� DFFXPXODWH�� ,QLWLDOO\�� VLJKWLQJV�ZHUH� FRQÀQHG� WR� WKH� VRXWKHUQ�
and central parts of  the island, then, after the killing of  two strangers on 
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DQ�8S�&RXQWU\�WHD�HVWDWH�QHDU�+DSXWDOH�RQ����$XJXVW��WKH�UXPRXUV�VSUHDG�
to the east. 

As rumours spread up and down the east coast, angry protesters 

targeted the security forces, either for failing to protect the women of  

the community or, for many, because it was believed the grease devils 

were members of  the police, army or navy, or at the very least were 

operating with their active collusion. In the earlier attacks in Sinhala areas, 

a slightly different interpretation prevailed – not active members of  the 

security forces, but roaming deserters, unattached and dangerous men, 

were believed to be responsible. Many argued that the government was 

UHVSRQVLEOH��JRYHUQPHQW�VSRNHVPHQ�LQ�WXUQ�VRXJKW�WR�EODPH�OHIWLVW�FULWLFV��
DQWL�QDWLRQDO� IRUFHV� DQG� WKH� SUR�/77(�7DPLO� GLDVSRUD��$V� WKH\� GLG� VR��
relations between the security forces – still present in massive numbers 

in the Tamil areas of  the north and east – and local communities became 

LQFUHDVLQJO\� IUDXJKW�� 7ZR� SROLFH� RIÀFHUV� ZHUH� DWWDFNHG� DQG� FKDVHG� LQ�
Sammanthurai, then the naval base close to Kinniya, near Trincomalee, 

was surrounded by an angry crowd. The sightings moved to the Tamil 

KHDUWODQG�RI � WKH� -DIIQD�SHQLQVXOD��ZKHUH� DJDLQ� WKH� VHFXULW\� IRUFHV�ZHUH�
accused of  complicity. Then on 21 August, the most serious incident yet 

VDZ� WKH� NLOOLQJ�RI � D� SROLFH�RIÀFHU�E\� DQJU\� FURZGV� LQ�3XWWDODP�RQ� WKH�
north-west coast. Press conferences were called. The powerful Secretary 

WR�WKH�0LQLVWU\�RI �'HIHQFH��WKH�3UHVLGHQW·V�EURWKHU�*RWDED\D�5DMDSDNVD��
summoned the mosque federation leaders of  the north and east to a 

PHHWLQJ��+H�WROG�WKHP��¶$OOHJDWLRQV�EHLQJ�OHYHOOHG�DJDLQVW�WKH�JRYHUQPHQW�
and security forces were baseless and the harassment of  Muslims in the 

(DVWHUQ�3URYLQFH� DQG�3XWWDODP��ZDV� WKH�ZRUN� RI � FHUWDLQ� EDG� HOHPHQWV�
living in the respective areas, who wanted to create chaos and stall the 

GHYHORSPHQW�SURFHVV�·3

And then? And then – nothing. The rumours and attacks petered out 

MXVW�DV�P\VWHULRXVO\�DV�WKH\�KDG�ÀUVW�DSSHDUHG��%\�WKH�HQG�RI �������WKH�
H[FLWHPHQW�KDG�EHHQ�DOPRVW�IRUJRWWHQ�
2QH�VWULNLQJ�IHDWXUH�RI �WKH�JUHDVH�GHYLO�SDQLF�ZDV�WKH�SUROLIHUDWLRQ�RI �

SXEOLF�LQWHUSUHWDWLRQ��:KHWKHU�LW�ZDV�WKH�JRYHUQPHQW��WKH�RSSRVLWLRQ��WKH�
army, the navy, deserters, anti-national elements, everyone seemed to agree 

that someone had to be responsible for what was happening. The status 

of  the grease devils themselves was the subject of  much confusion – were 

WKH\�PHQ� GLVJXLVHG� DV� GHYLOV�� ÀJPHQWV� RI � SHRSOH·V� IHYHUHG� LPDJLQLQJV��
RU� ¶UHDO·� GHYLOV�� DFFHSWHG�PHPEHUV� RI � WKH� SRSXODU� FRVPRORJ\� RI � JRGV��
JKRVWV� DQG� GHPRQV� ZLGHO\� EHOLHYHG� WR� EH� HYHU� LQWHUIHULQJ� LQ� SHRSOH·V�
OLYHV"�'HVSLWH�WKH�VXUIDFH�FRQIXVLRQ��WKHUH�ZHUH�DW�OHDVW�WKUHH�VXUSULVLQJO\�
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FRQVLVWHQW�VWUDQGV�LQ�WKH�JUHDVH�GHYLO�WDON��2QH�ZDV�WKH�HPSKDVLV�RQ�WKH�
SK\VLFDO� DQG� VH[XDO� YXOQHUDELOLW\� RI � ZRPHQ�� $� VHFRQG� ZDV� WKH� ZD\� LQ�
ZKLFK� WKH�JUHDVH�GHYLO� VHHPHG�WR�JLYH�VKDSH�DQG�VXEVWDQFH� WR�DQ[LHWLHV�
DERXW�WKH�PLOLWDU\�ZKLFK�RWKHUZLVH�ODFNHG�D�PHDQV�RI �SXEOLF�H[SUHVVLRQ��
in the south the focus was on military deserters, the murky underside of  

WKH� SXEOLF� FHOHEUDWLRQV� RI � KHURLVP� DQG� YLFWRU\�� LQ� WKH� QRUWK� DQG� HDVW��
the focus was on more visible manifestations of  the security order, real 

military men in their bases and manning their checkpoints. The third, 

which has gone almost entirely unremarked, is the way in which rumours 

effortlessly crossed religious and ethnic boundaries – in stark contrast 

to the circulation of  rumours in times of  earlier collective violence, for 

H[DPSOH�� ZKHQ� WKHLU� FLUFXODWLRQ� LV� WLJKWO\� ERXQG� WR� WKH� JURXSV� ZKRVH�
VWHUHRW\SHV�WKH\�PRVW�FORVHO\�FRUUHVSRQG�WR��6SHQFHU�������

The fact that the grease devil panic occurred at a time of  drastic political 

change, raises some interesting questions. After all, the conjunction of  

demons and supernaturally oriented violence and fundamental political 

transformation is not without precedent in anthropology. Among many 

SRVVLEOH�H[DPSOHV��ZH�FRXOG�SRLQW�-DPHV�6LHJHO·V��������IDVFLQDWLQJ�ZRUN�
RQ�WKH�VXGGHQ�VSUHH�RI �ZLWFK�KXQWV�LQ�(DVW�-DYD��ZKLFK�RFFXUUHG�DORQJVLGH�
6XKDUWR·V�GRZQIDOO� LQ�������:KLOH� WKLV�SDUW�RI � ,QGRQHVLD�KDV� D�KLVWRULF�
reputation for witchcraft and sorcery, these cases were different, mainly 

EHFDXVH�RI � WKH�QXPEHUV� LQYROYHG��6LHJHO�FRXQWHG�����ZLWFK�KXQWV�ZLWK�
many people killed in three months in one area), but also because the 

witchcraft allegations seemed to escape the level of  individual malevolence 

and brought into play forces that were beyond the traditional world 

RI � -DYDQHVH� VSLULWV� �6LHJHO� ������ ������7KH� RFFXUUHQFH� RI � WKHVH� YLROHQW�
outbursts at the moment of  abrupt collapse of  a dictatorship that had 

ÀUPO\�UXOHG�WKH�FRXQWU\�IRU�RYHU�WKUHH�GHFDGHV�ZDV�FOHDUO\�QRW�FRLQFLGHQWDO��
In the east (but not in the south of  the island) irrespective of  the occult 

and magical elements that were often woven in, accounts of  the grease yaka 

ZRXOG�LQYDULDEO\�SRLQW�WR�WKH�JRYHUQPHQW��PRUH�VSHFLÀFDOO\�WKH�PLOLWDU\��
as the orchestrator of  disturbance. Increasingly, incidents were reported 

of  the grease man running away to an army camp to hide. In other cases, 

the culprit was said to have been caught with an army identity tag around 

their neck, and there were versions of  the story where the police or armed 

forces would make sure the offender was either not caught or released 

after capture. 

A Muslim government servant told us about the Kinniya incident:
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There was an incident at the navy camp near our town. They saw a group 

of  young girls, shouting. They had seen someone come into their yard. 

7KH�SHRSOH�WULHG�WR�FDWFK�KLP��+H�UDQ��7KH\�IROORZHG��+H�HQWHUHG�WKH�
navy camp. People demanded the man was handed over to them. The 

navy denied there was anyone. There was a small crisis. The navy opened 

ÀUH�DQG�WKUHH�ZHUH�LQMXUHG��WZR�RI �ZKLFK�ZHUH�DGPLWWHG�WR�WKH�.DQG\�
hospital and are still in critical condition. That night, there was a lot of  

tension. Afterwards, the army established checkpoints everywhere.

This was considered quite ironic, and it fuelled suspicions of  ulterior 

JRYHUQPHQW�PRWLYHV��$IWHU� DOO��.LQQL\D�²� DQ� DOPRVW� H[FOXVLYHO\�0XVOLP�
town – had not had many checkpoints during the war, but following the 

grease yaka, the army was on the streets and the whole town was under 

VXUYHLOODQFH��¶<D��WKH�JUHDVH�PDQ�«�LV�LW�UXPRXU�RU�IDFW"·�D�ORFDO�SROLWLFLDQ�
IURP�.LQQL\D�DVNHG�KLPVHOI �GXULQJ�DQ�LQWHUYLHZ��(LWKHU�ZD\��KH�ZHQW�RQ��
¶,W�LV�JRRG�WLPLQJ�IRU�WKH�JRYHUQPHQW�«�0D\EH�LW�KDV�WR�GR�ZLWK�WKH�OLIWLQJ�
RI � WKH� HPHUJHQF\� ODZV�·� 7KLV� ZDV� LQ� IDFW� D� TXLWH� FRPPRQ� H[SODQDWLRQ�
among suspicious political commentators. The government was under 

international pressure to end emergency rule and this might deprive the 

security establishment of  a whole range of  privileges and powers. The 

military could be thought to have an interest in subtle forms of  unrest. 

But if  people believed that the military was behind the whole thing, 

was the grease yaka�HYHQ�D�GHPRQ"�¶1R��KH·V�QRW�D�GHPRQ�·�DQ�ROG�7DPLO�
man in a newly built relocation village told us, as if  we had made a silly 

VXJJHVWLRQ�� ¶+H·V� D� PDQ�·� ¶,Q� IDFW·�� KH� ZHQW� RQ�� ¶+H·V� D� SDUW\� PDQ�·� $�
JRYHUQPHQW�RSHUDWLYH�LQ�RWKHU�ZRUGV��+LV�QHLJKERXU�WROG�XV�DQ�DQHFGRWH�
that illustrated just how closely related the grease devil and the military 

ZHUH�LQ�SHRSOH·V�PLQGV��¶2QH�GD\·��KH�VDLG��¶ZH�VDZ�D�PDQ�FRPLQJ�IURP�WKH�
VN\��:H�WKRXJKW�WKH�JUHDVH�PDQ�ZDV�JRLQJ�WR�ODQG�KHUH�ZLWK�D�SDUDFKXWH��
%XW�LW�ZDV�WKH�DLU�IRUFH�«�,W�ZDV�D�WUDLQLQJ��EXW�ZH�ZHUH�VFDUHG��EHFDXVH�
ZH�WKRXJKW�LW�ZDV�WKH�JUHDVH�PDQ�·�

After the War

,Q�WKLV�FKDSWHU��ZH�KDYH�H[SDQGHG�RXU�DUJXPHQW�LQ�ERWK�WLPH�DQG�VSDFH��
0DQ\� RI � WKH� H[DPSOHV� FRPH� IURP� .OHP·V� ÀHOGZRUN� LQ� DQG� DURXQG�
7ULQFRPDOHH�LQ������DQG�������.OHP�����D������E���WZR�\HDUV�DIWHU�WKH�
ÀQDO�YLFWRU\�RYHU�WKH�/77(�LQ�0D\�������2XU�VXEWLWOH�IRU�WKLV�ERRN�LV�¶$Q�
(WKQRJUDSK\�RI �:DU�DQG�3HDFH·��DQG�WKLV�FKDSWHU�SURYLGHV�DQ�RSSRUWXQLW\�
WR�UHVWDWH�RXU�JHQHUDO�VFHSWLFLVP�DERXW�WKH�H[LVWHQFH�RI �WZR�VWUDLJKWIRU-
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ZDUG� FRQGLWLRQV�� ¶ZDU·� DQG� ¶SHDFH·��:H� EHJDQ� RXU� UHVHDUFK� LQ� D� SHULRG�
FKDUDFWHULVHG�E\�VRPH�DV�RQH�RI �¶ZDU�DQG�QR�ZDU·��D�SHULRG�RI �RIÀFLDO�WUXFH��
but a period characterised by persistent violent episodes from all sides. 

7KH� RIÀFLDO� FKURQRORJ\� UHLQIRUFHV� RXU� VHQVH� RI � LQFRKHUHQFH�� ¶YLFWRU\·�
ZDV�GHFODUHG� LQ� WKH�HDVW� LQ�������EXW� ¶ZDU·�RQO\�RIÀFLDOO\� UHVWDUWHG�ZLWK�
WKH�IRUPDO�DEURJDWLRQ�RI �WKH������FHDVHÀUH�WKH�IROORZLQJ�\HDU� LQ�������
2YHUDOO�YLFWRU\�RYHU�WKH�/77(�LQ�0D\������ZDV�PXFK�PRUH�XQDPELJXRXV��
in the sense that the organisation seems to have been entirely destroyed in 

Sri Lanka itself, and there has been not the slightest evidence of  renewed 

operations in its name in the years since. But many of  those in the north 

and the east, living with a heavy military presence and a sense of  constant 

VXUYHLOODQFH��ZRXOG�FRQWHVW�DQ\�FDVXDO�XVH�RI �WKH�ZRUG�¶SHDFH·�WR�GHVFULEH�
WKHLU�SRVW������FRQGLWLRQ�

The government has focused its attention on infrastructure development 

in the years since the end of  the war. Travel to Batticaloa, and along the 

coast to the north and south, has been transformed by new highways 

WKDW� ZHUH� VZLIWO\� EXLOW� DIWHU� WKH� ÀJKWLQJ� VWRSSHG�� &KHFNSRLQWV� RQ� WKH�
road to the east have also disappeared (although not on the main road to 

the north). A few sites like Passekudah to the north of  Batticaloa, have 

been appropriated for intense tourist development. There seems to be a 

house-building boom in progress in towns like Batticaloa. 

Politically, though, the government has not been able to move so 

GHFLVLYHO\�� ,Q� WKH� SUHYLRXV� FKDSWHU��ZH� GHVFULEHG� WKH�ÁXUU\� RI � YLROHQFH�
DURXQG� WKH� ÀUVW� SRVW�ZDU� HOHFWLRQV� LQ� WKH� HDVW�� WKRVH� IRU� WKH� (DVWHUQ�
3URYLQFLDO�&RXQFLO�LQ�������7KRVH�HOHFWLRQV�ZHUH�ER\FRWWHG�E\�WKH�PDLQ�
7DPLO�SDUW\��WKH�7DPLO�1DWLRQDO�$OOLDQFH��71$���ZKLFK�DOORZHG�WKH�7093��
WKH� UHPDLQV� RI � WKH� /77(� IDFWLRQ�� ZKLFK� GHIHFWHG� WR� WKH� JRYHUQPHQW�
VLGH� XQGHU� WKH� HDVWHUQ� FRPPDQGHU� .DUXQD� LQ� ������ WR� HPHUJH� DV� WKH�
JRYHUQPHQW·V�NH\�SROLWLFDO�SDUWQHU�LQ�WKH�UHJLRQ��%XW�LQ�QDWLRQDO�HOHFWLRQV�
LQ�������ZKLFK�ZHUH�FRQWHVWHG�E\�WKH�PDLQ�7DPLO�SDUWLHV��WKH�7093�YRWH�
FROODSVHG�WR�OHVV�WKDQ����SHU�FHQW��VWULSSLQJ�WKH�SDUW\�RI �ZKDWHYHU�VKUHG�
RI �OHJLWLPDF\�LW�FOXQJ�WR�IURP�LWV�VXFFHVV�LQ�WKH�WXUEXOHQW������FDPSDLJQ��
$�VLPLODU�SDWWHUQ�HPHUJHG�LQ������ZKHQ�3URYLQFLDO�&RXQFLO�HOHFWLRQV�ZHUH�
KHOG�IRU�WKH�ÀUVW�WLPH�HYHU�LQ�WKH�QRUWK��WKH�JRYHUQPHQW�DOOLDQFH��KHDYLO\�
GHSHQGHQW�RQ�WKH�(HODP�3HRSOH·V�'HPRFUDWLF�3DUW\��DQRWKHU�SDUW\�ZLWK�
URRWV� LQ�D�SDUDPLOLWDU\� IDFWLRQ��� WRRN� OHVV� WKDQ����SHU�FHQW�RI � WKH�YRWH��
and the TNA won a convincing victory. In both the north and the east, 

the Provincial Councils have had to operate under tight constraints, every 

action subject to possible veto by a centrally appointed Governor, with the 

PLOLWDU\�LQVLVWLQJ�RQ�D�ÀQDO�VD\�RQ�PDQ\�LQLWLDWLYHV�
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Crucially for the story we are telling, we have yet to see a new generation 

of  political leaders emerge in the Tamil community of  the north and 

HDVW��$OWKRXJK� WKH�/77(�QR� ORQJHU�SRVHV� WKH�VDPH� WKUHDW� LW�GLG� LQ� WKH�
years of  its dominance, politics remains a dangerous game for anyone 

challenging the powers that be. In this respect it is perhaps not surprising 

to see collective aspirations being invested so heavily in the new churches 

�DV�ZHOO�DV�WKH�WKULYLQJ�+LQGX�WHPSOHV��RI �WKH�HDVW��LQVWLWXWLRQV�WKDW�UHPDLQ�
happy to operate beneath the political radar, but which still provide some 

scope for collective activity and a glimmer of  hope for the future.

:KDW��WKRXJK��RI �WKH�ZLGHVSUHDG�ODPHQWDWLRQV�DERXW�LPPLQHQW�PRUDO�
FROODSVH"�:K\�VKRXOG�WKH�HQG�RI �D�ZDU��ZKLFK��DW�LWV�ZRUVW�PRPHQWV��VHHSHG�
LQWR�HYHU\�DVSHFW�RI �OLIH��:DONHU��������EH�IROORZHG�E\�VXFK�D�VWURQJ�VKDUHG�
VHQVH�RI �FXOWXUDO�DQG�PRUDO�LQVHFXULW\"�7KHUH�LV�D�VLPSOH�H[SODQDWLRQ��EXW�
it does, however, require a single counter-intuitive move on the part of  the 

reader: that we learn to see the war not primarily as a source of  disorder, 

but instead as a source of  order every bit as encompassing and durable 

LQ�LWV�ZD\�DV�6XKDUWR·V�1HZ�2UGHU�KDG�VHHPHG�WR�WKH�SHRSOH�ZKRVH�OLYHV�
DUH�GRFXPHQWHG�LQ�6LHJHO·V�ZRUN��,QGHHG��VRPHWKLQJ�OLNH�WKLV�ZDV�SXW�YHU\�
GLUHFWO\� WR� XV� DW� D�PHHWLQJ� LQ� -DIIQD�ZLWK� ¶FLYLO� VRFLHW\·� OHDGHUV� LQ� HDUO\�
������:KHQ�DVNHG�ZKDW�ZDV�WKH�ELJJHVW�FKDOOHQJH�IDFLQJ�-DIIQD�VRFLHW\��WKH�
talk was much less of  the aftermath of  the war and continuing military 

occupation. Instead, we were told about teenage pregnancies, rising crime 

OHYHOV�DQG�D�JHQHUDO�VHQVH�RI �LPPLQHQW�PRUDO�GDQJHU��(YHQWXDOO\�D�VWXGHQW�
OHDGHU�H[SODLQHG�WKH�SUREOHP�VXFFLQFWO\�� ¶8QWLO�WKUHH�\HDUV�DJR�>L�H��XQWLO�
WKH�GHIHDW�RI �WKH�/77(@�WKHUH�ZDV�DW�OHDVW�D�SURSHU�VRXUFH�RI �RUGHU�DQG�
GLVFLSOLQH�LQ�WKLV�VRFLHW\�·�
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,Q�WKLV�ÀQDO�FKDSWHU�ZH�UHWXUQ�WR�VRPH�RI �WKH�LVVXHV�ZH�UDLVHG�DW�WKH�VWDUW�
RI �WKLV�ERRN��:H�EHJLQ�ZLWK�WKH�WKHRUHWLFDO�DQG�PHWKRGRORJLFDO�FKDOOHQJH�
RI �D�SOXUDO�UHOLJLRXV�ÀHOG��:H�WKHQ�UHWXUQ�WR�WKH�WKHPH�RI �SXEOLF�DFWLRQ��
DQG�VSHFLÀFDOO\�WR�WKH�TXHVWLRQ�RI �VRPHWKLQJ�WKDW�PLJKW�EH�GHVFULEHG�DV�
GLVWLQFWLYHO\�¶UHOLJLRXV·�SXEOLF�DFWLRQ��)LQDOO\��ZH�UHWXUQ�WR�WKH�TXHVWLRQ�RI �
religion and politics, arguing that there is a need to devote more attention, 

theoretically and empirically, to the problem of  the political, rather than 

VLPSO\�SUREOHPDWLVLQJ�WKH�FRQFHSW�RI �UHOLJLRQ�DQG�WKH�UHOLJLRXV��:H�VWDUW��
though, with the problem of  pluralism.

The project on which this book is based was born, in part, of  a sense of  

mild dissatisfaction with academic writing on Sri Lanka. As the war gained 

LWV� VORZ�PRPHQWXP� LQ� WKH� ODWH� ����V� DQG� HDUO\� ����V��RQH�GLVFLSOLQH�²�
anthropology – took the lead in early analyses of  the crisis (Uyangoda 

������ �²���� %XW� WKH� JUHDW� VWUHQJWK� RI � FODVVLF� DQWKURSRORJLFDO� ÀHOGZRUN�
LV� LWV�FORVH�IRFXV�RQ�YHU\�VSHFLÀF� ORFDO�GHWDLO��XQGHUVWDQGLQJ�WKH�ZDU��DV�
it developed and matured, would seem to demand a very different scale. 

7R�WDNH�DQ�REYLRXV�H[DPSOH��7UDZLFN·V�ERRN�RQ�WKH�/77(�LQ�%DWWLFDORD��
is so trapped by its own close focus, that it completely fails to grasp any 

ELJJHU�SLFWXUH��HYHQ�LQ�WKH�LPPHGLDWH�DUHD�RI �WKH�VWXG\��7UDZLFN�������FI��
'DV�������'H�$OZLV��������7KH�ULFKHVW�DQG�PRVW�QXDQFHG�DQWKURSRORJLFDO�
work on the war in Sri Lanka has been written, perhaps not surprisingly, 

E\�6UL�/DQNDQ�DQWKURSRORJLVWV��%RWK�9DOHQWLQH�'DQLHO·V�Charred Lullabies 

�������DQG�6KDULND�7KLUDQDJDPD·V�In my Mother’s House��������HQJDJH�ZLWK�
the dispersed effects of  the war by building a composite narrative out of  

very disparate materials – an interview with a torture survivor, the story 

RI �D�0XVOLP�IDPLO\�IRUFHG�WR�ÁHH�-DIIQD�E\�WKH�/77(�LQ�������DQG�VR�RQ��
The individual components of  their carefully crafted books bring a certain 

intensity to the narrative, while the deployment of  differently located 

points of  view, among other things, successfully undermines the otherwise 

inescapable teleologies of  nationalist historiography. Individuality is 

central to the analyses in both books, because as Thiranagama herself  
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H[SODLQV��WKH�PRGH�RI �RSHUDWLRQ�RI �PRYHPHQWV�OLNH�WKH�/77(�IRUFHV�XV�
to think about the ways in which the war changes the very conditions of  

SRVVLELOLW\�IRU�SURFHVVHV�RI �LQGLYLGXDWLRQ��7KLUDQDJDPD���������²����
2XU�SURMHFW�LV�QRW�LQWHQGHG�DV�D�FKDOOHQJH�WR�WKLV�NLQG�RI �ZRUN��EXW�PRUH�

as a complement, and, as such, our focus is rather different. In this book, 

we have looked at alternative forms of  public action that have developed, 

and in some cases blossomed, during the war years – alternative, that is, 

WR�WKH�FODLPV�RI �WKH�PLOLWDQW�PRYHPHQWV�OLNH�WKH�/77(�DQG�PDLQVWUHDP�
Sinhala Buddhist nationalism. The question we have asked is how much, 

DQG�LQ�ZKDW�ZD\V��GRHV�¶UHOLJLRQ·�SURYLGH�D�SRLQW�RI �GHSDUWXUH��D�WDFWLFDO�
ground if  you will, for these emerging forms. Individuality is part of  

our picture too, in so far as leadership emerged as an important part 

of  our story. But we have tried to think about leadership in terms of  

the conditions of  possibility that have enabled some kinds of  people to 

HPHUJH�DV�SXEOLF�ÀJXUHV�LQ�FLUFXPVWDQFHV�RI �H[WUHPH�GDQJHU��DQG��DV�RIWHQ�
as not, those conditions of  possibility seem to be institutional. This is 

most obviously evident in the changing role of  the Catholic priesthood 

GXULQJ�WKH�FRXUVH�RI �WKH�ZDU��%XW��DV�ZH�H[SODLQHG�DW�WKH�VWDUW�RI �RXU�ERRN��
some of  the institutional preconditions that made Catholic priests so 

prominent in a place like Batticaloa – the protection afforded by a strong 

WUDQVQDWLRQDO�LQVWLWXWLRQDO�VWUXFWXUH�DQG�WKH�PRGHO�RIIHUHG�E\�SRVW�9DWLFDQ�
II visions of  a more socially engaged priesthood – had rendered otherwise 

similar priests increasingly marginal in the south of  the island (Stirrat 

1992). In other words, the factors we have discussed are conditions, not 

GHWHUPLQDQWV��:KDW� DFWXDOO\� KDSSHQHG� LQ� SDUWLFXODU� SODFHV� DW� SDUWLFXODU�
times is not reducible to a simple causal story about religion in general, or 

DERXW�VSHFLÀF�UHOLJLRXV�WUDGLWLRQV�LQ�SDUWLFXODU�
6RPHKRZ�ZH�QHHGHG�WR�ÀQG�D�ZD\�RI �ZRUNLQJ�WKDW�ZRXOG�KROG�IDVW�WR�

the immediacy of  the best ethnographic reporting, while also allowing 

us to take tentative steps towards the construction of  a bigger and more 

V\VWHPLF�SLFWXUH��2I �FRXUVH��QRW�DOO�ELJ�SLFWXUHV�DUH�HTXDO��DQG�ELJ�SLFWXUHV�
constructed from the comfortable distance of  Colombo (or often even 

further) are less valuable than bigger pictures built, as it were, from the 

JURXQG�XS��2U�VR�ZH�WKLQN��,Q�WKLV�FORVLQJ�VHW�RI �UHÁHFWLRQV��ZH�ZLOO�WU\�WR�
assess the gains, and in some cases, losses that resulted from the decision 

to research and write a collaborative ethnography. 

2QH� SRLQW� RI � GHSDUWXUH�PLJKW� EH� WKH� LVVXHV� RI � VSDFH� DQG� VFDOH��$V�
&KDSWHUV� ��� �� DQG� WR� VRPH� H[WHQW� ��� LOOXVWUDWH�� LQ� RXU� DQDO\VLV� VSDFH�
EHFRPHV�DW�RQFH�D�WRNHQ�IRU�UHOLJLRXV�LGHQWLÀFDWLRQ�²�DQG�WKXV�D�SRWHQWLDO�
VRXUFH�RI �WHQVLRQ��H�J��%XGGKLVW�VDFUHG�VLWHV�VXFK�DV�'LJKDYDSL��²�DQG�D�
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zone of  possibility for protective public action (the compound of  the 

church or temple). At the same time, the spatial qualities of  the east, which 

is not made of  separate territorial blocks, but is rather a jigsaw of  different 

religious sites and spaces, side by side and folding into each other, makes 

FRQÁLFW�DQ�HYHU\GD\�H[SHULHQFH��HYHQ�DV�LW�PDNHV�FRRSHUDWLRQ�D�QHFHVVLW\�
to make civic life possible.

9HHQD�'DV��������VXJJHVWV�IRXU�VFDOHV�LQ�ZKLFK�ZH�FDQ�DVN�TXHVWLRQV�
DERXW�UHOLJLRXV�SOXUDOLVP��WKHRORJLFDO�UHÁHFWLRQ��VWDWHFUDIW��FLUFXODWLRQ�DQG�
PHGLDWLRQ�EHWZHHQ�FRPPXQLWLHV��DQG�LQWLPDF\�DQG�VXEMHFW�IRUPDWLRQ��2XU�
ERRN�FRQFHQWUDWHV�RQ�WKH�VHFRQG�DQG�WKLUG�RI �WKHVH��:H�KDYH�VKRZQ�WKDW�
UHOLJLRXV�DFWRUV�KDYH�ÀOOHG�VSDFHV�LQ�SROLWLFDO�PHFKDQLVPV�WKDW�WKH�FRQÁLFW�
KDV� FUHDWHG� ²� PRVTXH� IHGHUDWLRQV�� &DWKROLF� SULHVWV�� ,523�� 5HOLJLRXV�
DFWRUV�KDYH�DOVR�IRVWHUHG�DQ� ¶LQWHQVLÀFDWLRQ�RI �SROLWLFV·�� LQ� WKH�VHQVH�RI �
deepening the friend–enemy boundary between friend and enemy, us and 

WKHP��LQ�PRUH�VXVWDLQHG�ZD\V��,Q�'LJKDYDSL��IRU�H[DPSOH��UHOLJLRXV�DFWRUV�
sometimes bridge communities, as with the early Buddhist monks who 

settled there, and sometimes drive them apart, as in the case of  Soma and 

his successors, while politicians under certain circumstances can also build 

links between communities, as Ashraff  tried to do with his support for the 

'LJKDYDSL�WHPSOH��:H�KDYH�FHUWDLQO\�ZRUNHG�RQ�FLUFXODWLRQ�DQG�PHGLDWLRQ�
between and within religious communities, within a single community 

in the Kattankudy case, between Muslim and Buddhist communities 

LQ� 'LJKDYDSL�� :H� KDYH� KDG� OHVV� WR� VD\� RQ� ZKDW� 'DV� FDOOV� ¶WKHRORJLFDO�
SX]]OHV·��DOWKRXJK�ZH�KDYH�VNHWFKHG�LQ�VRPH�RI �WKH�VSHFLÀFDOO\�UHOLJLRXV�
background to public action among both Catholics and Muslims. And 

LI � RXU� ÀHOGZRUN� VWUDWHJ\� ZDV� PRVW� VXFFHVVIXO� LQ� XQFRYHULQJ� LVVXHV� RI �
statecraft and mediation, it was necessarily much less illuminating on 

issues of  intimacy and subject formation. For these, we have to defer 

WR�RWKHU� HWKQRJUDSKHUV� DQG� WKHLU� FRPSHOOLQJ� DFFRXQWV� �/DZUHQFH�������
7KLUDQDJDPD�������:DONHU�������

A Single Religious Field?

Can eastern Sri Lanka be coherently thought of  as constituting a single 

UHOLJLRXV�ÀHOG"�7KLV�ZDV�RXU�SUHPLVH�DW�WKH�VWDUW�RI �WKH�ERRN�DQG�WKH�WLPH�
has come to take a reckoning of  what might be gained, and what might 

EH�ORVW��DV�D�UHVXOW��)LUVW��WKRXJK��D�YHU\�REYLRXV�FDYHDW��2XU�XVH�RI �WKH�
LGHD�RI �D�ÀHOG�LV�KHXULVWLF�DQG�QR�PRUH��,W�DOORZV�XV�WR�VFDOH�XS�DERYH�WKH�
level of  the village study, without collapsing into the obvious alternative, 

which is to treat the nation-state as the object of  study. There are, in fact, 
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some quite good grounds for thinking of  the east as a unity: we believe 

that there is potentially a single story to be told about the ways people have 

PDGH�D� OLYLQJ� LQ� WKLV� ODQGVFDSH�RI �SDGG\�ÀHOGV�DQG�FRDVWDO� VHWWOHPHQWV��
The ecology and political economy reviewed in Chapter 3 do constitute 

an important source of  shared history and economic interdependence, 

a centripetal counter-force to the centrifugal forces of  mass politics and 

their divisions along ethnic and religious lines. People have moved in to 

WKH� DUHD�� IRU� H[DPSOH� RQ� JRYHUQPHQW� VHWWOHPHQW� SURMHFWV� LQ� WKH� ����V��
and products – surplus rice to feed the north and the workers on the 

FHQWUDO�WHD�HVWDWHV�²�KDYH�ORQJ�EHHQ�H[SRUWHG��,Q�SROLWLFDO�HFRQRPLF�WHUPV��
a coherent tale can be told. 

6R�WRR�ZLWK�WKH�LGHD�RI �D�UHOLJLRXV�ÀHOG��$�YHU\�KLJK�SURSRUWLRQ�RI �WKH�
institutional apparatus of  the religious traditions we encountered – the 

Catholic hierarchy, the Buddhist sangha – has obvious roots outside Sri 

Lanka, let alone outside eastern Sri Lanka. Many of  the new religious 

phenomena are more or less global in their scope: Pentecostal churches 

KDYH�JURZQ�UDSLGO\�LQ�/DWLQ�$PHULFD�DQG�$IULFD��,VODPLF�UHIRUP�FXUUHQWV�
are as ubiquitous in Southeast Asia and Africa as they are across South 

$VLD��$�SXUHO\� ORFDO�H[SODQDWLRQ�RI �WKHLU�WUDMHFWRULHV�RI �FKDQJH�LQ�VRPH�
TXLWH� VSHFLÀF� VHWWLQJ� LV� LQ� FOHDU� GDQJHU� RI �PLVVLQJ� WKH� JOREDO� SRLQW�� 6R�
RXU�UHOLJLRXV�ÀHOG�LV�QRW�LQ�DQ\�VHQVH�D�ERXQGHG��GLVFUHWH�HQWLW\�²�UDWKHU�
it is something dynamic and rapidly changing, in which the movement of  

people, practices and ideas, both in and out of  the particular geographic 

setting, is an especially important part of  what we have to study. Movement 

generates disturbance, and this in turn invites attempts to manage, contain 

RU�GHÁHFW� LWV�HIIHFWV��7KLV�FDQ�EH�VHHQ�PRVW�REYLRXVO\� LQ� WKH�ZRUN� WKDW�
goes into making and maintaining boundaries, work which has been one 

of  the most persistent themes in our analysis.

If  we begin with the idea of  the boundary, we can start with something 

so simple and obvious that it almost goes unremarked, but something 

that provides an early vindication of  our commitment to the idea of  a 

VLQJOH� ÀHOG�� 7KLV� LV� WKH� WDFLW� DJUHHPHQW� WR� UHVSHFW� H[LVWLQJ� ERXQGDULHV�
and to refrain from overly public attempts to convert members of  one 

UHOLJLRXV�FRPPXQLW\�LQWR�DQRWKHU��:KDW��RI �FRXUVH��PDGH�WKLV�RWKHUZLVH�
KLGGHQ�QRUP�H[SOLFLW�ZDV�WKH�GLVWXUEDQFH�RFFDVLRQHG�E\�WKH�DUULYDO�RI �WKH�
new Pentecostal churches. Unlike the Catholic Church, or indeed Muslim 

UHIRUP�JURXSV�OLNH�7DEOLJKL�-DPDDW��IRU�WKH�QHZ�FKXUFKHV�SURVHO\WLVDWLRQ�
DQG�FRQYHUVLRQ�DUH�D[LRPDWLF�DFWLYLWLHV��FRPSOHWHO\�IXQGDPHQWDO�WR�WKHLU�
entire religious project. The effect of  their arrival has been to generate a 

surprisingly unanimous disdain among religious leaders from all the other 
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WUDGLWLRQV� LQ� WKH� DUHD��2I � FRXUVH��ZH�KDYH�QRW� DWWHPSWHG�DQ\� VXVWDLQHG�
empirical test of  the claim that no one attempted conversion in the past, 

and clearly the claim has to be of  quite recent provenance, but even a 

shared pretence of  non-conversion is worthy of  note.

2XU� VHFRQG� SRLQW� LV� DOPRVW� DV� REYLRXV�� EXW� VWLOO� QHHGV� UHVWDWLQJ��
institutions matter. Catholicism is pre-structured to produce leaders. 

,PPHGLDWH� FLUFXPVWDQFHV� ²� WKH� /77(·V� FORVLQJ� RII � RI � DOWHUQDWLYH�
spaces for more overtly political leadership – gave Catholic priests the 

opportunity to take on the mantle of  social engagement many of  them 

KDG�EHHQ�WUDLQHG�IRU�LQ�WKH�SRVW�9DWLFDQ�,,�&KXUFK��1RW�DOO�&DWKROLF�SULHVWV�
responded to these circumstances in the same way: some tried to keep 

RXW� RI � GDQJHURXV� SXEOLF� HQJDJHPHQWV�� DQG� VRPH� LGHQWLÀHG� WKHPVHOYHV�
PRUH�ZKROHKHDUWHGO\�ZLWK� WKH�PLOLWDQWV�RI � WKH�/77(��%XGGKLVW�PRQNV�
in the border villages often assumed a more service-oriented role than 

their counterparts elsewhere in the island, but here the causality is more 

FRPSOH[��DV�LW�LV�RIWHQ�WKH�DWWUDFWLRQV�RI �VXFK�D�UROH�WKDW�EURXJKW�WKH�PRQNV�
WR�WKHVH�RXW�RI�WKH�ZD\�YLOODJHV�LQ�WKH�ÀUVW�SODFH��7KH�0XVOLP�FRPPXQLW\�
had institutions in the form of  mosques, and they had would-be leaders 

of  various sorts, but the old mosque leadership had lost authority in the 

����V�DQG�����V��DQG�WKH�QHZ�FLUFXPVWDQFHV�RI �WKH�ZDU�SURPSWHG�WKHP�
to create new institutional structures to provide vehicles for their leaders: 

a new political party, the SLMC, and the new mosque federations. 

The most visible and enduring – by their own reckoning at least – 

UHOLJLRXV�LQVWLWXWLRQV�LQ�WKH�HDVW�DUH�WKH�ELJ�+LQGX�kovils. Although reports 

RI �WKHLU�VHHPLQJO\�SDUDGR[LFDO�ÁRXULVKLQJ�DW�WKH�SHDN�RI �WKH�ZDU��:KLWDNHU�
1999) helped us frame our research from the start, it was not long before 

ZH�QRWLFHG�WKHLU�UHODWLYH�LQYLVLELOLW\�LQ�D�ORW�RI �RXU�ÀHOGZRUN��7KH�UHDVRQ�
ZDV�SDUWO\�HPSLULFDO�DQG�SDUWO\�PHWKRGRORJLFDO��2XU�UHVHDUFK�IRFXVHG�RQ�
public religion, in the sense of  religious engagement in civil life broadly 

XQGHUVWRRG�� DQG� RXU� ÀHOGZRUN� RIWHQ� VWDUWHG�ZLWK� WKH�PRVW� YLVLEOH� DQG�
engaged religious leaders. Few of  those we encountered were based in 

the big kovils, a point sometimes commented on by members of  other 

religious communities. The Kattankudy Mosque Federation members, for 

H[DPSOH�� ODPHQWHG� WKH� GLIÀFXOWLHV� WKH\� H[SHULHQFHG�ÀQGLQJ� DSSURSULDWH�
LQWHUORFXWRUV�LQ�QHLJKERXULQJ�+LQGX�YLOODJHV��ZKLOH�&DWKROLF�SULHVWV�RIWHQ�
EHFDPH� GH� IDFWR� UHSUHVHQWDWLYHV� IRU� +LQGX� DQG� &DWKROLF� 7DPLOV� DOLNH��
Important religious ÀJXUHV� emerged in Tamil society in the war years – 

ÀJXUHV�OLNH�/DZUHQFH·V�IULHQG�6DNWLUDQL��&KDSWHU����²�EXW�WKHVH�ZHUH�RIWHQ�
ZRPHQ�� DQG�PXFK� RI � WKHLU� HIÀFDF\� DV� KHDOHUV� DQG� VHHUV� GHSHQGHG� RQ�
WKHLU� DELOLW\� WR�RSHUDWH�� LQ�7LPPR�*DDVEHHN·V� SKUDVH�� ¶EHORZ� WKH� UDGDU·�
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�*DDVEHHN� �������$JDLQ��ZLWK� RXU� IRFXV� RQ� YLVLEOH� SXEOLF� HQJDJHPHQW��
ÀJXUHV�OLNH�6DNWLUDQL�RIWHQ�SDVVHG�EHORZ�RXU�UDGDU�WRR�
:K\� ZHUH� WKHUH� VR� IHZ� +LQGX� OHDGHUV� LQYROYHG� ZLWK� RUJDQLVDWLRQV�

OLNH� ,523� �&KDSWHU� ��"� 2QH� DQVZHU� PLJKW� EH� LQVWLWXWLRQDO� ²� WKH� NH\�
SROLWLFDO�ÀJXUHV�LQ�DQG�DURXQG�WKH�kovils are not the priests, but the chief  

trustees. But we know that political leaders can use temples as their 

personal political vehicles at other times and in other places, not least in 

WKH�6UL�/DQNDQ�7DPLO�GLDVSRUD��0DXQDJXUX�DQG�6SHQFHU��������&ODVV�DQG�
HGXFDWLRQ�PLJKW�H[SODLQ�VRPH�RI � WKH�UHODWLYH�SUH�HPLQHQFH�RI �&DWKROLF�
SULHVWV� DV� ORFDO� OHDGHUV�� DW� OHDVW� FRPSDUHG� WR�+LQGX� SULHVWV� WKHPVHOYHV��
But the trustees of  the big kovils�� ZKR� LQ� RWKHU� FRQWH[WV� URXWLQHO\� XVH�
WKH� WHPSOHV�DV�SROLWLFDO�SODWIRUPV��0LQHV�DQG�*RXULVKDQNDU�������������
XVXDOO\�FRPH�IURP�H[DFWO\�WKH�VDPH�HOLWH�VHFWLRQV�RI �ORFDO�VRFLHW\�DV�WKH�
&DWKROLF�SULHVWKRRG��7KLV�OHDYHV�WKH�RWKHU��SDLQIXOO\�REYLRXV��H[SODQDWLRQ��
WKH�SK\VLFDO�WKUHDW�IURP�DOO�VLGHV�²�DUP\��/77(��RWKHU�SDUDPLOLWDU\�JURXSV�
²�H[SHULHQFHG�E\�DQ\RQH�ZKR�SXW�WKHPVHOYHV�IRUZDUG�DV�D�OHDGHU�LQ�WKH�
Tamil community. In this case, then, and in contrast to the situation 

of  some of  the Catholic priesthood, grim political reality trumped the 

possibilities offered by other local religious institutions. Those institutions, 

the kovils��ÁRXULVKHG�WKURXJK�LW�DOO��EXW�LQ�D�FXULRXVO\�LQYROXWHG�ZD\��WKHLU�
backs half  turned on local politics.

7KH�H[DPSOH�RI �WKH�kovils, and of  charismatic healers like Saktirani, can 

help us think our way into a more systematic mapping of  the religious 

ÀHOG��7R�EH�D�OLWWOH�PRUH�SUHFLVH��LW�FDQ�KHOS�XV�VWDUW�WR�PDS�WKH�UHOLJLRXV�
ÀHOG�RI �WKH�HDVW��DV�LW�KDV�HPHUJHG�DQG�XQIROGHG�LQ�WKH�FRXUVH�RI �WKH�ZDU��
$�VLPLODU�H[HUFLVH�LQ��VD\��WKH�����V��EHIRUH�WKH�ZDU�WRRN�RII��ZRXOG�KDYH�
been perfectly feasible, but it is unlikely that it would have highlighted 

H[DFWO\�WKH�VDPH�GLPHQVLRQV�RI �VLPLODULW\�DQG�GLIIHUHQFH��:H�VXJJHVW�WKDW�
WKH� UHOLJLRXV� ÀHOG�� DV� ZH� HQFRXQWHUHG� LW�� FDQ� EH� LPDJLQHG� DV� RSHUDWLQJ�
in terms of  two contrasting styles of  religiosity and religious leadership, 

RQH� IRXQGHG� LQ� KLHUDUFK\�� WKH� RWKHU� LQ� KHDOLQJ�� 7KH� ÀUVW�� H[HPSOLÀHG�
by Catholic priests, bhikkhus, and mosque federation leaders, is based 

in strong institutional structures and provides a ground for visible, and 

VRPHWLPHV�YHU\�HIIHFWLYH��SXEOLF�DFWLRQ��7KH�RWKHU��H[HPSOLÀHG�E\�HFVWDWLF�
healers like Saktirani and many of  the new Pentecostal churches, and 

DOVR�E\�QHZ�NLQGV�RI �6XÀ�OHDGHU�OLNH�3D\LOYDQ��LV�PXFK�OHVV�GHSHQGHQW�RQ�
institutional structure – what structure there is, whether it be a new shrine 

WR�D�GHLW\��D�QHZ�FKXUFK��RU�D�EUHDNDZD\�IURP�DQ�H[LVWLQJ�FKXUFK��WHQGV�
WR�EH�EXLOW�DURXQG�DQ�LQGLYLGXDO�ÀJXUH�ZKR�KDV�HVWDEOLVKHG�WKHPVHOYHV�DV�
possessed of  special gifts which can help those dealing with the trauma 

Spencer T02267 01 text   160 02/09/2014   07:55



5HÁHFWLRQV� � ���

RI �ZDU��:H�DUH�OLNHO\�WR�HQFRXQWHU�ZRPHQ�DV�PXFK�DV�PHQ�LQ�WKLV�VHFRQG�
category, but, as we have seen throughout this book, we are far less likely 

WR� ÀQG� SHRSOH� IURP� WKLV� EDFNJURXQG� FRPLQJ� IRUZDUG� DV� PHGLDWRUV� LQ�
ÁDVKSRLQW�VLWXDWLRQV��RU�DV�IRUPDO�PHPEHUV�RI �FLWL]HQ·V�FRPPLWWHHV�DQG�
inter-religious groups. The new churches and the ecstatic healers from 

RWKHU�WUDGLWLRQV�DGGUHVV�WKH�PRVW�H[SHULHQWLDOO\�LPPHGLDWH�FRQVHTXHQFHV�
of  war, but they do this through the register of  the body and healing, 

rather than through more conventional public engagement. 

:KHQ�ZH�WXUQ�WR�WKH�LVVXH�RI �ERXQGDULHV��DQG�WKH�LGHD�RI �D�UHOLJLRXV�
FRPPXQLW\��WKH�FRQWUDVW�EHFRPHV�PRUH�LQWHUHVWLQJ��:KHUH�OHDGHUV�IURP�
RXU� VWURQJ� LQVWLWXWLRQDO�SROH� FDQ� VHOI�FRQVFLRXVO\� ¶FURVV·� WKH�ERXQGDULHV�
between one group and another, our less institutional healers and ecstatics 

RIWHQ� VHHP� VLPSO\� LQGLIIHUHQW� WR� WKH� VDPH� ERXQGDULHV��+HDOLQJ� VKULQHV�
attract supplicants from all communities, and new churches, in principle 

at least, convert from all communities. The mosque federations, though, 

DUH�DFFXVHG�E\�RWKHUV��OLNH�3D\LOYDQ·V�IROORZHUV��RI �SROLFLQJ�WKH�ERXQGDULHV�
RI �WKH�FRPPXQLW\�DQG�HQFRXUDJLQJ�WKH�YLROHQW�H[SXOVLRQ�RI �WKRVH�ZKR�
would transgress its internal rules of  purity. Catholic priests, it goes 

without saying, are quite familiar with the need to police the boundaries 

RI �WKHLU�ÁRFN��,Q�RWKHU�ZRUGV��VHHQ�WKURXJK�WKH�OHQV�RI �ERXQGDU\�ZRUN��
ZH� KDYH� D� FRQWUDVW� EHWZHHQ� WKH� DFWXDOO\� H[LVWLQJ� SOXUDOLVP� RI � GHPRWLF�
religious practice, often focused on healing and solace, and a rather 

different pluralism, in which certain leaders can mediate between separate 

and bounded religious or ethnic communities, but only because their 

very position is predicated on the idea of  a world of  discrete and tightly 

ERXQGHG�UHOLJLRXV�FRPPXQLWLHV�LQ�WKH�ÀUVW�SODFH�
In this contrast between everyday pluralism, usually lived below the 

radar, and self-conscious public pluralism, predicated on a landscape 

RI �SUHFLVH�GLYLVLRQV�EHWZHHQ�JURXSV��ZH�PD\�DOVR�ÀQG�RQH�RI �WKH�PDQ\�
reasons why it is hard to imagine a scaling up of  the sort of  interventions 

ZH�H[SORUHG� LQ�WKLV�UHVHDUFK��7R�IXOO\�XQGHUVWDQG�WKH� OLPLWV�RI �UHOLJLRXV�
interventions, we need to think through two other issues: one is the issue 

RI �SXEOLF�DFWLRQ��DQG�VSHFLÀFDOO\�ZKHWKHU�RU�QRW�ZH�FDQ�SRVLW�VRPHWKLQJ�
GHVFULEDEOH�DV�VSHFLÀFDOO\�UHOLJLRXV�SXEOLF�DFWLRQ��7KH�RWKHU�LV�WKH�LVVXH�RI �
politics and the political.

Non-Governmental Public Action

Is there anything to be gained by trying to bring together the different 

phenomena we have discussed under a single rubric? Before we discuss the 
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FRKHUHQFH�RI �WKH�¶UHOLJLRXV·�DV�D�ELQGLQJ�WKHPH��LW�PLJKW�KHOS�WR�UHWXUQ�WR�
the term under which we started – non-governmental public action – and 

DVN�ZKDW�LW�PLJKW�GR�WR�FODULI\�WKH�GLVWLQFWLYH�IHDWXUHV�ZH�HQFRXQWHUHG��:H�
PD\�VWDUW�ZLWK�WKH�LGHD�RI �WKH�¶QRQ�JRYHUQPHQWDO·��DV�ZH�IRXQG�LW�LQ�HDVWHUQ�
6UL�/DQND��EHIRUH�DVNLQJ�ZKDW�¶SXEOLF·�PLJKW�FRQQRWH�LQ�WKDW�VHWWLQJ��

Before rehearsing the history of  the idea of  the non-governmen-

WDO� LQ� 6UL� /DQND�� LW� PD\� EH� ZLVH� EULHÁ\� WR� FRQVLGHU� LWV� DQWRQ\P�� WKH�
JRYHUQPHQWDO�� :KHQ� ,1*2V� SRXUHG� LQWR� WKH� FRXQWU\� DIWHU� WKH� �����
tsunami, veteran disaster workers were often slow to realise that, in 

most important respects, Sri Lanka did not correspond to the standard 

H[SHFWDWLRQV� RI � D� ¶IDLOHG� VWDWH·��%HKLQG� WKH� QDUURZ� VWULS� RI � GHYDVWDWLRQ�
DORQJ� WKH� FRDVWOLQH�� SRVW� RIÀFHV�� VFKRROV� DQG� KRVSLWDOV� IXQFWLRQHG�ZHOO�
enough, as they had done through the war years. Civil servants carried on 

with the everyday workings of  a postcolonial bureaucracy, even in areas 

XQGHU�WKH�FRQWURO�RI �WKH�/77(��.OHP��������:KDW�ZDV�DW�VWDNH�LQ�PDQ\�
areas was not so much an absence of  the institutional structures of  the 

VWDWH��EXW�DQ�H[FHVV�RI �VXFK�VWUXFWXUHV��HVSHFLDOO\�LQ�WKRVH�SHULRGV��VXFK�DV�
WKH�ODWH�����V�DQG�WKH�SRVW�FHDVHÀUH�\HDUV��ZKHQ�WKH�/77(�ZDV�NHHQHVW�WR�
H[KLELW�LWV�RZQ�VWDWH�OLNH�FDSDFLWLHV�WR�WKH�ZRUOG��:KDW�GLIIHUHQWLDWHG�DQG�
separated different spaces was not governmentality as such, but violence. 

9LROHQFH�ZDV�WKH�FXUUHQF\�LQ�ZKLFK�FODLPV�WR�VRYHUHLJQW\�ZHUH�PDGH�DQG�
contested, and the quantity and style of  violence varied with the degree 

of  contestation in any particular place at any particular time. For ordinary 

people negotiating their way through these times, typical dilemmas might 

EH��IRU�H[DPSOH��ZKHWKHU�HYHU\GD\�GLVSXWHV�VKRXOG�EH�WDNHQ�WR�WKH�SROLFH�RU�
WR�WKH�/77(��RU�LQ�0XVOLP�DUHDV��WR�WKH�PRVTXH�IHGHUDWLRQ"�(DFK�RI �WKHVH�
could be seen as attempting to constitute its own sovereignty through its 

GHSOR\PHQW�RI �YLROHQFH�LQ�D�SDUWLFXODU�WHUULWRU\��VHH�+DQVHQ��������
Conventional non-governmental activity was above all shaped and 

conditioned by the pattern of  violence, and here we need to acknowledge 

WKH�VSHFLÀFLW\�RI �WKH�FLUFXPVWDQFHV�RI �RXU�ÀHOGZRUN��:ULWLQJ�LQ�WKH�ODWH�
����V��*RRGKDQG�DQG�/HZHU��������PDSSHG�WKH�HIIHFWV�RI �WKH�ZDU�RQ�WKH�
organisational landscape in a range of  villages in the east. Not surprisingly, 

they found a correlation between relative stability – which might often 

PHDQ�D�VWDEOH�SDWWHUQ�RI �/77(�FRQWURO�²�DQG�WKH�UHODWLYH�KHDOWK�RI �ORFDO�
RUJDQLVDWLRQV��([WHUQDO�1*2V�ZHUH�DFWLYH�LQ�WKH�UHJLRQ��EXW�ZHUH�DOUHDG\�
the object of  criticism, for their failure to attend to local concerns and for 

WKHLU�ODFN�RI �FRRUGLQDWLRQ��'HVSLWH�WKLV��WKH\�DOVR�QRWHG�WKH�RSSRUWXQLWLHV�
1*2�ZRUN�RIIHUHG�IRU�DPELWLRXV�SHRSOH�ZKR�PLJKW�RWKHUZLVH�²�RWKHUZLVH�
than the war and the dangers it posed – have been drawn into political 
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FDUHHUV� LQ� WKH� DUHD�� 7KH� SHULRG� DIWHU� WKH� ����� FHDVHÀUH� VDZ� D� PDUNHG�
LQFUHDVH� LQ�1*2� DFWLYLW\�� IXHOOHG� E\� GRQRU� VXSSRUW� IRU� SHDFH�EXLOGLQJ�
SURMHFWV�LQ�SDUWLFXODU��,Q�VRPH�FDVHV��WKH������WVXQDPL�UHVSRQVH�EXLOW�RQ�
RUJDQLVDWLRQDO�FDSDFLW\�WKDW�KDG�JURZQ�LQ�UHVSRQVH�WR�WKH�FHDVHÀUH��,Q�RWKHU�
FDVHV��LQFRPLQJ�,1*2V��KXQJU\�IRU�IXQFWLRQLQJ�ORFDO�SDUWQHUV��GLYHUWHG��
RU� HYHQ� XQGHUPLQHG�� WKH�ZRUN� RI � VPDOO� ORFDO� RUJDQLVDWLRQV� �+DVEXOODK�
DQG�.RUI ��������6RPH�VHQVH�RI �WKH�FXPXODWLYH�LPSDFW�RI �WKLV�DFWLYLW\�FDQ�
EH�JOHDQHG�IURP�DQ�LQFLGHQW�LQ�������ZKHQ�UXPRXUV�VZHSW�WKH�WRZQV�RI �
WKH�HDVW�DERXW�WKH�GLVWULEXWLRQ�RI �SRUQRJUDSKLF�'9'V��PDGH�E\�,1*2�
VWDII �ZLWK�WKH�SDUWLFLSDWLRQ�RI �ORFDO�\RXQJ�ZRPHQ��*DDVEHHN�����E��������
It remains unclear if  there was ever any basis for these stories, but, as 

ever with rumour, the speed with which they circulated demonstrated 

RQO\�WRR�FOHDUO\�DQ�HPHUJLQJ�FRQVHQVXV�WKDW�H[WHUQDO�1*2V�PLJKW�EH�EHVW�
understood as morally threatening outsiders.

2I �FRXUVH��LQ�PDQ\�FDVHV��ORFDO�UHOLJLRXV�OHDGHUV�ZHUH�DOVR�QHFHVVDULO\�
LQYROYHG� ZLWK� ERWK� ORFDO� DQG� IRUHLJQ� 1*2V�� EXW�� ZH� ZHUH� WROG�� WKHLU�
capacities as leaders derived from their institutional support within a 

SDUWLFXODU�UHOLJLRXV�FRPPXQLW\��UDWKHU�WKDQ�IURP�WKHLU�1*2�FRQQHFWLRQV��
:KDWHYHU� WKH� VRXUFHV� RI � WKHLU� OHJLWLPDF\� DV� OHDGHUV�� WKH\� DOO� KDG� WR�
RSHUDWH�LQ�DQ�HQYLURQPHQW�LQ�ZKLFK�WKH�YHU\�LGHD�RI �¶WKH�SXEOLF·�ZDV�DW�
EHVW� XQVWDEOH� DQG� VKLIWLQJ��7KH�ZRUG� ¶SXEOLF·� FRQMRLQV� WZR�RYHUODSSLQJ�
connotations: the public is a space where things are visible, and, in 

normative terms, where argument is open and accessible, and the public is 

a collection of  people, the audience that sees and hears whatever happens 

in that space. The two senses are strongly interdependent, and it is easy 

to see why and how the war rendered both problematic. The idea of  the 

SXEOLF�DV�FROOHFWLYLW\�²�ERWK�VXEMHFW�DQG�REMHFW�RI �¶SXEOLF�DFWLRQ·�²�LV�DQ�
early victim of  civil war, and much of  our ethnography can be read as 

evidence of  attempts to remake a public, often partial and incomplete, 

but always necessary for the possibility of  public action.1�2WKHU�REVHUYHUV·�
IDYRXULWH�PHWDSKRUV�VSHDN�IRU�WKHPVHOYHV��¶Á\LQJ�XQGHU�WKH�UDGDU·��¶SXWWLQJ�
RQH·V�KHDG�DERYH�WKH�SDUDSHW·��,Q�WKH�FRQGLWLRQV�WKDW�ZH�HQFRXQWHUHG�LQ�
the east, conditions of  war, not-war, and dangerous peace, visibility is 

equivalent to vulnerability, and what one says is necessarily guarded or 

mute. Nowhere is completely safe, but some spaces are less dangerous 

WKDQ� RWKHUV�� WKH� ¶SXEOLF·� DV� FRQYHQWLRQDOO\� XQGHUVWRRG�� LV� LQKHUHQWO\�
dangerous, so alternative spaces have to be made and that process, in turn, 

UHTXLUHV�SHRSOH�WR�GR�WKH�PDNLQJ��7KLQN�EDFN�WR�/DZUHQFH·V�GHVFULSWLRQ��
cited in Chapter 2, of  the way that the priestess Saktirani, ‘counters the 

landscape of  danger by reconstituting her domestic space at home as a 
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SXEOLF� VSDFH·� �/DZUHQFH�������������6DNWLUDQL·V�KRXVH��RU� WKH�VKULQH�VKH�
frequents on the edge of  Batticaloa town, are instances where we can see 

WKLV�ZRUN�RI �PDNLQJ�VDIH��RU�ZH�FDQ�VHH�LW�WKURXJK�/DZUHQFH·V�H\HV���6R�
too with the mosque federations, while other spaces of  lesser danger – the 

big kovilV�DQG�&DWKROLF�FKXUFKHV�²�SUH�GDWH�WKH�ZDU�DQG��WR�VRPH�H[WHQW��
come ready-made for their new purpose. 

Religion, Politics and Toleration

:KHQ�ZH�YLVLWHG�WKH�.DWWDQNXG\�0RVTXH�)HGHUDWLRQ�LQ�������RQH�RI �WKH�ÀUVW�
things we were told was that when local politicians wanted to do anything, 

WKH�ÀUVW�WKLQJ�WKH\�ZRXOG�GR�LV�YLVLW� WKH�IHGHUDWLRQ�IRU�DGYLFH��JXLGDQFH�
and approval. A couple of  hours further into the same conversation, we 

ZHUH�WROG�WKDW�RQH�RI �WKH�VHFUHWV�RI �WKH�IHGHUDWLRQ·V�HQGXULQJ�VXFFHVV�ZDV�
simple: it kept the politicians completely out of  its affairs (cf. Spencer 

�������2I � FRXUVH�� WKH� VLWXDWLRQ� LV�PXFK�PRUH� FRQYROXWHG�� DQG� WKH�ZD\�
in which the space of  the federation was kept clean from the dirty world 

RI � SROLWLFV�� ZKLOH� QRW� H[FOXGLQJ� SROLWLFLDQV� FRPSOHWHO\�� FRQWLQXHV� WR�
FKDQJH��,Q�PRVW�SHULRGV��SROLWLFLDQV�ZHUH�¶NHSW�RXW·�DV�SROLWLFLDQV��EXW�QRW�
DV� LQGLYLGXDOV�RU�DV� UHSUHVHQWDWLYHV�RI �1*2V��6R��PRVW� LQÁXHQWLDO� ORFDO�
politicians took part in the meetings of  the mosque federation, but not in 

WKHLU�RIÀFLDO�IXQFWLRQ�DV�SROLWLFLDQV��6LPLODUO\��PRVTXH�IHGHUDWLRQ�OHDGHUV�
FDPSDLJQHG�IRU�SROLWLFLDQV��RU�VWRRG�DV�FDQGLGDWHV�WKHPVHOYHV��+DVEXOODK�
DQG�.RUI � ������� 7KH� OLQH� VHSDUDWLQJ� UHOLJLRQ� DQG� SROLWLFV� LV� VXEWOH� DQG�
IUDJLOH��FRQWH[W�VSHFLÀF�DQG�WLPH�VSHFLÀF�
,Q�&KDSWHU����ZH�UHFRXQWHG�RXU�PHHWLQJ�ZLWK�D�FHOHEUDWHG�IRUHVW�PRQN��

who had only recently taken up robes after a long career as a senior military 

FRPPDQGHU��+H�H[SODLQHG� OXFLGO\�ZK\� LW�ZDV�QRW� WKH�GXW\� �dhamma) of  

the sangha to get involved in politics, yet in another room of  the same 

monastery, we found photo after photo of  famous politicians – including 

Presidents and Prime Ministers – visiting the monastery in pursuit of  

RVWHQWDWLRXV�GHPRQVWUDWLRQV�RI �SXEOLF�SLHW\��:H�ZHUH�DOVR�JLYHQ�D�SDPSKOHW�
outlining the history of  the monastery – written by a leading member of  

WKH� XOWUD�QDWLRQDOLVW� SDUW\�� WKH� -+8��2Q� DQRWKHU� RFFDVLRQ�� ZH� YLVLWHG� D�
Buddhist temple a few miles on the other side of  Ampara. The annual 

ceremony to mark the end of  the rainy-season retreat (kathina pinkama) 

ZDV�FRPLQJ�WR�DQ�HQG�DQG�D�JURXS�RI �PRQNV�ZHUH�SUHSDULQJ�WR�OHDYH��2QH�
disengaged himself  from his fellow monks and introduced himself  as a 

representative of  the bhikkhu�)HGHUDWLRQ�RI � WKH�1RUWK�DQG�(DVW�� DQG�D�
¶VSLULWXDO�DGYLVHU·�WR�WKH�ORFDO�VHFXULW\�IRUFHV��+H�WROG�XV�DQLPDWHGO\�DERXW�
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his actions to thwart attempted conversions by new Christian churches. 

+LV�ERG\�ODQJXDJH�ZDV�DJJUHVVLYH�DQG��LQ�RXU�H\HV��XQOLNH�WKH�GHPHDQRXU�
usually associated with a monk. After he left, we had a long, and radically 

GLIIHUHQW��FRQYHUVDWLRQ�ZLWK�WKH�LQFXPEHQW�RI �WKLV�WHPSOH��+H�KDG�ZRUNHG�
H[WHQVLYHO\�ZLWK�7DPLO�YLOODJHUV�VLQFH�WKH�WVXQDPL��DQG�DOVR�VSRNH�ZDUPO\�
of  his relations with the late Muslim leader Ashraff, when he was a political 

IRUFH�LQ�WKH�DUHD��+H�DOVR�VSRNH�RI �WKH�ELJ�6LQKDOD�SROLWLFLDQV��LQFOXGLQJ�
-�5��-D\HZDUGHQH�DQG�3UHPDGDVD��ZLWK�ZKRP�KH�KDG�ZRUNHG��+LV�YLHZV�RQ�
the ethnic issue, and on the role for Buddhists, echoed those of  the earlier 

priest at the forest hermitage: Buddhism does not discriminate between 

UDFHV�DQG�HWKQLF�JURXSV��:H�DUH�DOO�KXPDQ�EHLQJV��7KDW�LV�WKH�SULQFLSOH�
7ZR�UHOLJLRXV�ÀJXUHV�SDUWLFLSDWLQJ�LQ�WKH�VDPH�HYHQW��RQH�WKH�DUFKHW\SDO�

potentate, patrolling the boundaries of  his community with all the zeal he 

could muster, the other a traveller, moving back and forth across religious 

and ethnic borders – and across the border between religion and politics. 

$SSDUHQW�FRQWUDGLFWLRQV�DERXQG��2XU�ERRN� LV�QHDUO\�GRQH�� LW� LV� WLPH�WR�
UHWXUQ� WR� WKH� YH[HG� UHODWLRQVKLS� EHWZHHQ� UHOLJLRXV� LQVWLWXWLRQV� DQG� WKH�
SROLWLFDO��,Q�WKHVH�FORVLQJ�UHPDUNV��ZH�GUDZ�RQ�WKHVH�H[DPSOHV�DQG�VXJJHVW�
that there may yet be useful life in the concept of  secularisation, and that 

a careful deployment of  the term might shed more light on our dilemmas 

WKDQ� WKH� EOXQWHU� DQG� PRUH� HQFRPSDVVLQJ� ¶VHFXODULVP·�� :H� GR� WKLV� E\�
ZD\�RI �-RVH�&DVDQRYD·V� IRUHQVLF�DQDO\VLV�RI � WKH�VHFXODULVDWLRQ�GHEDWH� LQ�
�SUHGRPLQDQWO\� (XURSHDQ� DQG� $PHULFDQ�� VRFLRORJ\�� :H� DOVR� GUDZ� RQ�
0LFKDHO�:DO]HU·V�QRWLRQ�RI �¶UHJLPHV�RI �WROHUDWLRQ·���������UDWKHU�WKDQ�WKH�
PRUH�GLIIXVH�QRWLRQ�RI �¶WROHUDQFH·��6HFXODULVP�DQG�WROHUDQFH�DUH�FRPSOH[�
ZRUGV�� LQIXVHG�ZLWK�QRUPDWLYH�H[SHFWDWLRQ��\HW�DOVR�VRPHKRZ�VXSSRVHG�
to be usable in simple descriptive terms: tolerance is something we should 

VHOI�HYLGHQWO\� UHFRJQLVH�ZKHQ�ZH� HQFRXQWHU� LW��$� VKLIW� IURP� ¶WROHUDQFH·�
WR�¶WROHUDWLRQ·�DV�WKH�IRFXV�RI �FRQFHUQ��:DO]HU�SRLQWV�RXW��LV�D�VKLIW�IURP�
¶DWWLWXGH·�WR�¶SUDFWLFH·��6R�WRR��MXVW�SRVVLEO\��ZLWK�D�VKLIW�IURP�¶VHFXODULVP·�
WR� ¶VHFXODULVDWLRQ·�� RXU� DWWHQWLRQ�PRYHV� IURP� D� SXWDWLYH� FRQGLWLRQ�� RU� D�
value, to a process, or possibly a further set of  practices.

:DO]HU��LQ�ZKDW�LV�HVVHQWLDOO\�D�YHU\�$PHULFDQ�UHÁHFWLRQ�RQ�WROHUDWLRQ�
DQG�GLIIHUHQFH��DUJXHV�IRU�WKH�QHHG�IRU�¶D�KLVWRULFDO�DQG�FRQWH[WXDO�DFFRXQW�
RI �WROHUDWLRQ�DQG�FRH[LVWHQFH��RQH�WKDW�H[DPLQHV�WKH�GLIIHUHQW�IRUPV�WKDW�
these have actually taken and the norms of  everyday life appropriate to 

HDFK·������������6R��UDWKHU�VFKHPDWLFDOO\��LQ�RXU�ZRUN�LQ�HDVWHUQ�6UL�/DQND�
we might minimally identify two regimes of  toleration at work. Toleration 

��LV�EHVW�H[HPSOLÀHG�E\�WKH�PHGLDWLRQ�ZRUN�FDUULHG�RXW�E\�UHOLJLRXV�OHDGHUV�
WR�ORZHU�WHQVLRQV��GHÁHFW�FRQIURQWDWLRQV�DQG�JHQHUDOO\�PDQDJH�UHODWLRQV�
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EHWZHHQ� SUH�GHÀQHG� UHOLJLRXV� RU� HWKQLF� FRPPXQLWLHV� GXULQJ� D� SHULRG�
RI �H[WHQGHG�FULVLV��7ROHUDWLRQ���LV�SUHGLFDWHG�RQ�VWURQJ�LQVWLWXWLRQV��DQG�
privileges those leaders with the most developed hierarchical structures. 

,W�LV�QRW�IRU�QRWKLQJ�WKDW�WKH�-HVXLWV�WRRN�RQ�VXFK�SURPLQHQW�SXEOLF�UROHV�
during the war. Toleration 2 is the zone of  quotidian religiosity, a zone in 

which men and women may cross community boundaries in pursuit of  

some kind of  solace to heal the personal wounds of  war. For Toleration 2, 

leadership is self-evidently charismatic, and hierarchies are usually shallow. 

The promise of  healing – of  whatever sort – is central to the practices of  

Toleration 2. But healing brings with it the possibility of  conversion, and 

Toleration 2 is also, for some at least, a space of  potential proselytisation. 

Toleration 1 is the toleration of  formal initiatives for inter-faith dialogue, 

DQG� LV�FORVHO\� UHODWHG� WR� WKDW�NLQG�RI �RIÀFLDO�PXOWLFXOWXUDOLVP�WKDW� WDNHV�
WKH�H[LVWHQFH�RI �VHSDUDWH�DQG�FOHDUO\�ERXQGHG�FXOWXUHV�DV�D[LRPDWLF�DQG�
necessary. In that same spirit, the toleration of  proponents of  Toleration 1 

UDUHO\�H[WHQGV�WR�WKH�SUDFWLFHV�RI �7ROHUDWLRQ����7ROHUDWLRQ���LV�FKDUDFWHULVHG�
E\�D� VSHFLÀF�KRVWLOLW\� WR�SURVHO\WLVDWLRQ�� DQG�D�PRUH�JHQHUDO�KRVWLOLW\� WR�
what are seen as the impure and unbounded practices of  Toleration 2.

Two notes in passing. First, comparative attention to different regimes 

of  toleration almost certainly requires an equivalent attention to different 

regimes of  non-toleration. Second, at this level of  abstraction, the link 

between secularism, or secularisation, and practices of  toleration seems 

contingent rather than necessary.

&DVDQRYD·V�DWWHPSW�WR�VKLIW�WKH�WHUPV�RI �DUJXPHQW�DURXQG�WKH�FRQFHSW�
RI �VHFXODULVDWLRQ�ZHUH�ÀUVW�ODLG�RXW�LQ�KLV������ERRN�Public Religion in the 

Modern World.�:H�WXUQHG�WR�WKHVH�DUJXPHQWV�PLGZD\�WKURXJK�RXU�DQDO\VLV�
RI � WKH� HDVWHUQ� 6UL� /DQND� ÀHOGZRUN��7KDW� WXUQ�ZDV� LWVHOI � D� UHVSRQVH� WR�
a sense of  mounting frustration with the intellectual equipment at hand 

for dealing with the problematic relationship of  religion and politics. 

7DODO� $VDG·V� ������� FULWLFDO� JHQHDORJ\� RI � VHFXODULVP� GRPLQDWHV� WKHVH�
UHFHQW�DUJXPHQWV��DW�OHDVW�LQ�DQWKURSRORJ\��&DQQHOO��������DQG�IRU�DOO�LWV�
stimulating properties, it seemed oddly unilluminating when confronted 

ZLWK�WKH�DFWXDOO\�H[LVWLQJ�SUDFWLFHV�RI �UHOLJLRQ�SROLWLFV�LQ�6UL�/DQND��,QVWHDG�
Casanova seemed more helpful.

Casanova summarises his key points at the start of  a (not especially 

IUXLWIXO��H[FKDQJH�ZLWK�$VDG�LQ�D�festschrift�HGLWHG�E\�WZR�RI �$VDG·V�IRUPHU�
students:

The main point of  my reformulation of  the thesis of  secularization was 

to disaggregate what usually passes for a single theory of  secularization 
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into three separate propositions, which in my view need to be treated 

differently: 1) secularization as a differentiation of  the secular spheres 

from religious institutions and norms, 2) secularization as a decline of  

religious beliefs and practices, and 3) secularization as a marginalization 

RI �UHOLJLRQ�WR�D�SULYDWL]HG�VSKHUH���&DVDQRYD�����������

&DVDQRYD·V� FHQWUDO� DUJXPHQW� LV� WKDW� WKH� VHFRQG� DQG� WKLUG� RI � WKHVH�
propositions are demonstrably untrue: religious decline is a peculiarly 

(XURSHDQ�SKHQRPHQRQ��UHQGHUHG�XQLYHUVDO�E\�WKH�P\RSLD�RI �(XURSHDQ�
VRFLDO�WKHRULVWV���DQG�WKH�¶SULYDWLVDWLRQ·�RI �UHOLJLRXV�H[SUHVVLRQ�LV�PXFK�PRUH�
HPSLULFDOO\�OLPLWHG�WKDQ�WKHRULVWV�KDYH�FODLPHG��7KLV�OHDYHV�XV�ZLWK�WKH�ÀUVW�
proposition as the only defensible component of  the secularisation thesis: 

the modern differentiation of  the religious sphere from other spheres 

– politics, science, the economy. This differentiation, for Casanova, is a 

FHQWUDO�UHTXLUHPHQW�RI �PRGHUQ�VRFLDO�DQG�SROLWLFDO�DUUDQJHPHQWV��$VDG·V�
UHVSRQVH� LV� WKDW� &DVDQRYD·V� DWWHPSWHG� GLVDJJUHJDWLRQ� RI � WKH� GLIIHUHQW�
arguments about secularisation is impossible – if  religious conviction 

can continue to operate in public argument, despite apparent attempts to 

differentiate a separate sphere for religion, it will produce hybrids where 

WKHUH�VKRXOG�LGHDOO\�EH�ERXQGDULHV��&DVDQRYD·V�SURSRVLWLRQ���LV�VR�WLJKWO\�
ERXQG� WR� SURSRVLWLRQ� ��� WKDW� LW� FDQQRW� VXUYLYH� ZLWKRXW� LW� �$VDG� ������
���²���� &DVDQRYD·V� FRXQWHU� WR� WKLV� LV� WKDW� KLV� LGHD� RI � GLIIHUHQWLDWLRQ� LV�
¶QHLWKHU�DV�À[HG�QRU�DV�ULJLG·������������DV�$VDG�LPSOLHV��UHOLJLRXV�DFWRUV�
enter the public sphere not least to ‘participate in the very struggles to 

GHÀQH� DQG� VHW� WKH�PRGHUQ� ERXQGDULHV·� �&DVDQRYD� ������ ���� &DVDQRYD·V�
version of  differentiation is broad enough to include arguments against 

the very idea of  differentiation itself  – which of  course makes it hard 

WR�LPDJLQH�DQ\�HYLGHQFH�ZKLFK�PLJKW�FRQFOXVLYHO\�UHIXWH�LW��'HVSLWH�WKLV�
methodological limitation, it has the very real virtue of  mapping directly 

on to the material we have assembled in this book.

7KH�H[FKDQJH�EHWZHHQ�$VDG�DQG�&DVDQRYD��ZKLFK�KDV�JRQH� WKURXJK�
two rounds over the decades, is oddly inconclusive. At times it looks as 

LI �ERWK�PHQ�HQWLUHO\�DJUHH��DW�RWKHU�WLPHV�WKH\�VHHP�WR�EH�GHWHUPLQHGO\�
taking past each other. But it does provide us with a much clearer sense 

RI � ZKDW� ZH� PLJKW� ÀQG� HPSLULFDOO\� LQWHUHVWLQJ�� QRW� D� FRQGLWLRQ� RU� DQ�
LGHDO�FDOOHG�¶VHFXODULVP·��EXW�DQ�RQ�JRLQJ��RIWHQ�EXPS\�RU�FRQWUDGLFWRU\�
SURFHVV� ZH� PLJKW� FDOO� ¶VHFXODULVDWLRQ·�� ,Q� WKLV� YHUVLRQ�� VHFXODULVDWLRQ�
might denote the attempt to bound and contain religion as a sphere of  

life separate from the economic or the political, but it could also denote 

the push-back, the arguments to justify the presence of  religious values 
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in political discourse, or even religious actors in political institutions, or 

WKH�DWWHPSWV�WR�HQJHQGHU�IRUPV�RI �HFRQRPLF�SUDFWLFH�²�,VODPLF�ÀQDQFH��
ethical investment - that align with agreed religious values. If  the second 

and third propositions – religious decline and a privatisation of  religion 

²�VHHP�DEVXUGO\�LQDSSOLFDEOH�LQ�6RXWK�$VLDQ�FRQWH[WV��WKH�ÀUVW��FRQVWUXHG�
as constant argument about the proper boundaries between religion and 

other areas of  life, looks much more empirically familiar than that rather 

LPSODXVLEOH�REMHFW�ZH�KDYH�FRPH�WR�FDOO�¶VHFXODULVP·��
7KDW� LV�ZK\� VHFXODULVDWLRQ� FRXOG� \HW� EH� DQ� LQWHUHVWLQJ� LGHD� WR� UHÁHFW�

RQ�LQ�WKH�6UL�/DQNDQ�FRQWH[W��,Q�FRQWUDVW�WR�,QGLD��ZKHUH�WKH�SRVVLELOLWLHV�
and impossibilities of  secularism have been warmly debated for the past 

WKUHH� GHFDGHV� �1DQG\� ������0DGDQ� ������1HHGKDP� DQG� 6XQGHU�5DMDQ�
������� LQ� 6UL� /DQND� ¶VHFXODULVP·� DV� VXFK� KDV� EHHQ� RGGO\� XQH[SORUHG� LQ�
public argument. The state is heavily involved in religious matters through 

a separate Ministry of  Buddha Sasana and Religious Affairs. The title 

UHÁHFWV� WKH� FRQVWLWXWLRQDO� SRVLWLRQ� VLQFH� ������ ZKHQ� %XGGKLVP� ZDV�
JUDQWHG� WKH� ¶IRUHPRVW� SODFH·� DPRQJ� WKH� LVODQG·V� UHOLJLRQV�� DQG� WKH� VWDWH�
ZDV�HQMRLQHG�WR�¶SURWHFW�DQG�IRVWHU·�%XGGKLVP�ZKLOH�HQVXULQJ�WKH�UHOLJLRXV�
ULJKWV�RI �DOO�FRPPXQLWLHV��6FKRQWKDO��������7R�VRPH�H[WHQW�WRR��WKH�VWDWH�
is heavily implicated in the reproduction of  clear religious boundaries – 

IRU�H[DPSOH�LQ�WKH�SURYLVLRQ�QRW�PHUHO\�RI �VHSDUDWH�VFKRROV�EXW�DOVR��LQ�
VRPH�SDUWV�RI �WKH�HDVW��VHSDUDWH�KHDOWK�IDFLOLWLHV�IRU�0XVOLPV��2EYLRXVO\��
this aspect of  state engagement is most conspicuous in those cases where 

UHOLJLRXV�ERXQGDULHV�DOLJQ�ZLWK�WKH�FDWHJRULHV�RI �RIÀFLDO�HWKQLFLW\��%XW��DV�
in India, the state also has a deep history of  entanglements with religious 

institutions through the courts and the law.

The best-documented points of  tension in modern Sri Lankan history 

GR�QRW�FRQFHUQ�WKH�UHODWLRQVKLS�RI �¶UHOLJLRQ�LQ�JHQHUDO·�WR�SROLWLFV�DQG�WKH�
SROLWLFDO��7KH\�FRQFHUQ� WKH�UHODWLRQVKLS�RI �YHU\�VSHFLÀF�UHOLJLRXV�DFWRUV�
– members of  the Buddhist sangha – to modern political activity. The 

VWRU\�RI � WKLV�GLIÀFXOW� UHODWLRQVKLS�KDV�EHHQ�ZHOO�GRFXPHQWHG��HVSHFLDOO\�
E\�6HQHYLUDWQH��������DQG�$EH\VHNHUD���������EXW�WKHUH�DUH�WZR�VSHFLÀF�
DVSHFWV�ZH�ZRXOG�GUDZ�DWWHQWLRQ�WR��2QH�LV�WKH�ORQJHYLW\�RI �WKH�WHQVLRQ��
DOPRVW� IURP� WKH� VWDUW� RI �PRGHUQ�PDVV� SROLWLFV� LQ� WKH� HDUO\� ����V�� WKH�
question of  participation by the sangha was an issue. So, in 1939, the young 

-�5��-D\HZDUGHQH�SXEOLVKHG�DQ�HVVD\�ZKLFK�VWDUWHG�ZLWK�ZKDW�ZDV�SUHVHQWHG�
as the authoritative position: ‘It is said that the Buddha advised members 

of  the Buddhist Sangha not to take part in politics. No one can say that he 

H[KRUWHG�SROLWLFLDQV�QRW�WR�VWXG\�RU�IROORZ�KLV�WHDFKLQJ·��-D\HZDUGHQH������
>����@�������$QG� -D\HZDUGHQH·V�SROLWLFDO�RSSRQHQWV�� WKH� UDGLFDO�bhikkhus 
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DVVRFLDWHG�ZLWK�WKH�5HYHUHQG�:DOSROD�5DKXOD��SXW�WKH�FDVH�IRU�D�QHFHVVDU\�
HQJDJHPHQW�ZLWK�SROLWLFV�LQ�WKH������9LG\DODQNDUD�'HFODUDWLRQ�

:H� EHOLHYH� WKDW� SROLWLFV� WRGD\� HPEUDFHV� DOO� ÀHOGV� RI � KXPDQ� DFWLYLW\�
directed towards the public weal. No one will dispute that the work 

for the promotion of  the religion is the duty of  the bhikkhu. It is clear 

that the welfare of  the religion depends on the welfare of  the people 

ZKR�SURIHVV�WKDW�UHOLJLRQ�«�:H��WKHUHIRUH��GHFODUH�WKDW�LW�LV�QRWKLQJ�EXW�
ÀWWLQJ�IRU�bhikkhus to identify themselves with activities conducive to 

the welfare of  our people – whether these activities be labelled politics 

or not – as long as they do not constitute an impediment to the religious 

life of  a bhikkhu���5DKXOD������>����@������

The second point, which has generally gone unremarked, is that the 

UHOLJLRQ�SROLWLFV� ¶SUREOHP·� LV� QRW� WKH� FODVVLF� OLEHUDO� RQH� ²� WKDW� UHOLJLRXV�
certainties will corrupt the rational deliberation required in a liberal polity. 

It is the reverse – that the political will infect and corrupt the religious. 

-D\HZDUGHQH� ZHOFRPHG� DQ� LQIXVLRQ� RI � %XGGKLVW� YDOXHV� LQWR� SROLWLFDO�
GHEDWH��LW�ZDV�%XGGKLVW�PRQNV�KH�ZDQWHG�NHSW�FOHDU�RI �LW�
7KLV�SDUWLFXODU�SUREOHP�LV�DOVR�SUHVHQWHG�LQ�WHUPV�RI �WKH�¶GXW\·�RI �WKH�

PRQN��ZKLFK�LV�RI �FRXUVH�H[DFWO\�KRZ�LW�ZDV�GHVFULEHG�WR�XV�E\�WKH�IRUHVW�
PRQN�,�TXRWHG�HDUOLHU��2EVHUYHUV�RI �DQ�HDUOLHU�JHQHUDWLRQ�LQ�6RXWK�$VLD�
KDG�DOUHDG\�QRWLFHG�WKH�HDV\�DIÀQLW\�EHWZHHQ�PRGHUQ�H[SHFWDWLRQV�RI �GLI-
IHUHQWLDWLRQ��GHVFULEHG�� IRU�H[DPSOH�� LQ� WHUPV�RI � ¶FRPSDUWPHQWDOLVDWLRQ·�
between religious commitments and economic considerations, and much 

older Indian ideas of  differentiation – by caste, religion, region, language, 

DQG� DJH�� HDFK� RI � ZKLFK� KDV� LWV� RZQ� VSHFLÀF� H[SHFWDWLRQV� LQ� WHUPV� RI �
dharma�RU�GXW\��6LQJHU�������������,Q�WKLV�UHVSHFW��WKH�LGHD�RI �D�GLVWLQFW��
and vigorously delimited, ethic for Buddhist monks has deep historical 

URRWV��$Q�KLVWRULFDO� VRFLRORJ\�RI �&DVDQRYD·V�6HFXODULVDWLRQ���� WKHUHIRUH��
has to avoid the assumption that all efforts at ethical differentiation are 

necessarily the products of  colonial or postcolonial modernity. 

If  differentiation as such is not a novelty in the long historical run, what 

then is new? The easy answer is modern mass politics. Politics – or, to be 

SUHFLVH�� WKH� SUDFWLFHV� DQG� UKHWRULF� URXWLQHO\� LGHQWLÀHG� DV� SROLWLFDO� ²� DUH�
the object of  convergence between the different religious traditions in Sri 

/DQND�� WKH�ÀQDO�FRPPRQ�GLOHPPD��)RU�VRPH�� OLNH�WKH�0XVOLPV��SROLWLFV�
has directly followed the contours of  religious community, attempting 

to mobilise Muslims as Muslims. But here, the recurring complaint is of  

division, and of  the new ruptures in the community created within the 
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corrosive world of  the political. A similar complaint is heard on the Sinhala 

side. For Tamils, the story has been somewhat different: in claiming to be 

WKH�VROH�YRLFH�RI �WKH�7DPLO�SHRSOH��WKH�/77(�VXSSUHVVHG�DOO�DOWHUQDWLYHV��
EXW� WKH� UHVXOWV� ZHUH� KDUGO\� KDUPRQLRXV� DQG� KDUGO\� SHDFHIXO��:LWK� WKH�
GHPLVH�RI �WKH�/77(�GXULQJ�WKH�SHULRG�RI �RXU�ÀHOGZRUN��WKHLU�VXFFHVVRUV��
WKH� 7093�� DOVR� VSOLW�� DQG� DOVR� FRQWLQXHG� WKH� F\FOH� RI � SXULÀFDWLRQ� E\�
violent death. A folk sociology of  non-toleration in Sri Lanka would start 

and end in one place: the political. Again and again we were told that 

RUGLQDU\�SHRSOH�KDYH�QR�SUREOHP�OLYLQJ�DORQJVLGH�HDFK�RWKHU��LW·V�RQO\�WKH�
politicians that create the divisions for their own purposes. And while 

this interpretation conveniently ignores the degree of  enthusiastic buy-in 

politicians receive from their supporters, it is not entirely false either. 

The version of  the political that animates this interpretation also provides 

the ground for what we might call tactical secularisation: the self-conscious 

invocation of  religious boundaries as a kind of  protection against the 

corrosive effects of  the political. This is what is happening when the 

mosque federation leaders assert that their organisation works because it 

keeps politicians out, or when the Buddhist monk tells us it is not his duty to 

engage in public politics. In both these cases it is quite easy to show that the 

boundary being defended is rather more rhetorical than actual. Politicians 

TXHXH�XS�WR�SDWURQLVH�WKH�PRQN·V�WHPSOH��PRVTXH�IHGHUDWLRQ�OHDGHUV�DUH�
also active in local politics. If  the idea of  a boundary can be productive, 

HYHQ�DW�WKH�OHYHO�RI �UKHWRULF��LQ�RWKHU�FDVHV��OLNH�WKH�+LQGX�WHPSOHV�GXULQJ�
the war, the boundary seems to have been rather more tangible. It allowed 

WKH�PLGGOH�FODVV�PHQ�RI �:KLWDNHU·V�0DQGXU�WR�SXUVXH�WKHLU�LQWHUPLQDEOH�
arguments about honour and precedence (1999), ignoring the war raging 

around them, but it also provided a space for Saktirani and her followers to 

gather together and speak about the otherwise unspeakable. 

2I � FRXUVH�� DQ� LQVLVWHQFH� RQ� WKH� QHHG� WR� VHSDUDWH� UHOLJLRQ� IURP� WKH�
political cuts both ways. Bracketing off  everything that is bad and divisive 

and calling it politics is in the end a strategy of  self-containment. This 

is why it is hard to imagine scaling up the mediating work of  religious 

OHDGHUV�WR�DGGUHVV�WKH�SROLWLFDO�FDXVHV�RI �WKH�ZDU��,I �RXU�H[DPSOHV�VXJJHVW�
there could be merit in trying to keep the vices of  the political out of  the 

space of  religion, they also reveal a disturbing lack of  virtue in the practice 

of  politics. In that bleak vision of  a politics without virtue, religious or 

otherwise, lies the longer tragedy. In the stories we heard of  the men and 

women who not merely endured the long years of  war, but used whatever 

PHDQV�WKH\�FRXOG�ÀQG�WR�PDNH�WKRVH�\HDUV�PRUH�HQGXUDEOH�IRU�WKH�SHRSOH�
around them, we can yet see the glimmer of  hope.
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Notes

Chapter 1

��� %\� WKH� WLPH� RI � RXU� UHVHDUFK�� WKH� -93� KDG� ORQJ� VLQFH� EHHQ� LGHQWLÀHG� DV� D�
KDUG�OLQH�6LQKDOD�QDWLRQDOLVW�SDUW\�ÀUVW�DQG�IRUHPRVW��DOWKRXJK�VLQFH������LW�KDV�
retreated from this position to occupy a more straightforwardly oppositional 

SRVLWLRQ�RQ�WKH�OHIW�RI �WKH��LQFUHDVLQJO\�QDWLRQDOLVWLF��JRYHUQPHQW��9HQXJRSDO�
������

Chapter 4

��� 7KLV�URFN�LQVFULSWLRQ�LV�VDLG�WR�KDYH�EHHQ�GLVFRYHUHG�LQ�WKH�'LJKDYDSL�VLWH�E\�
the Reverend Bandigode Nigrodha Buddharakkita, also from the Bibile temple, 

VRPHWLPH� LQ�����V��$�FRS\�RI � WKH� sannasa is available with the Government 

Agent of  Ampara, but the original inscription has reportedly been displaced 

since then.

��� 7KH�VWRU\�RI �0XVOLP�YLOODJHUV�UHPRYLQJ�EULFNV�IURP�WKH�'LJKDYDSL�VLWH�DSSHDUV�
to be a more recent construction rather than an actual event the Reverend 

5HZDWKD�ZLWQHVVHG�ZKHQ�KH�ÀUVW�FDPH�
��� ,W�PXVW�EH�QRWHG�WKDW�$VKUDII �DOVR�VXSSRUWHG�D�QXPEHU�RI �WHPSOH�H[SDQVLRQ�

projects in Buddhist temples in Ampara town.

��� 'LJDPDGXOOD�LV�D�6LQKDOD�QDPH�IRU�$PSDUD�'LVWULFW�
��� $OO�TXRWDWLRQV�DUH� WDNHQ� IURP�WKH�6XSUHPH�&RXUW� MXGJPHQW�6&�)5���������
��-XQH�������:H�DUH�JUDWHIXO� WR�%HQMDPLQ�6FKRQWKDO�IRU�SURYLGLQJ�XV�ZLWK�D�
copy of  this document.

��� ¶6UL�/DQND�%XGGKLVW�PRQNV�GHVWUR\�0XVOLP� VKULQH·��%%&�1HZV�6RXWK�$VLD��
���6HSWHPEHU�������KWWS���ZZZ�EEF�FR�XN�QHZV�ZRUOG�VRXWK�DVLD���������, 
DFFHVVHG����1RYHPEHU������

Chapter 6

��� '�%�6�� -H\DUDM�� ¶7KH� EHQLJQ� SDUOLDPHQWDULDQ� IURP� %DWWLFDORD·�� http://

WUDQVFXUUHQWV�FRP�WDPLOLDQD�SDJH��"V SDUDUDMDVLQJKDP�� DFFHVVHG� ��� -XO\�
�����

2. Ruki, ‘Madhu Shrine: the struggle to preserve the sanctity of  a sacred shrine 

DQG� KXPDQLWDULDQ� VSDFH·�� Groundviews� �� $SULO� ������ http://groundviews.

RUJ������������PDGKX�VKULQH�WKH�VWUXJJOH�WR�SUHVHUYH�WKH�VDQFWLW\�RI�D�
VDFUHG�VKULQH�DQG�KXPDQLWDULDQ�VSDFH�"GRLQJBZSBFURQ �����������������
������������������DFFHVVHG����-XO\������
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��� :ULWLQJ� DERXW�&DWKROLF� QHWZRUNV� LQ� WKH� VRXWK�� 6WLUUDW� ������� ���� QRWHV� WKDW��
‘The success of  Catholics in obtaining powerful and prestigious jobs was not 

just a matter of  their education: it was also a matter of  the close-knit networks 

of  contacts which developed within the small community. Catholics were 

H[SHFWHG�WR�KHOS�HDFK�RWKHU�·
��� 7KHUH� LV� VRPH� HYLGHQFH� WKDW� 7DPLO� FLYLO� VHUYDQWV� DOVR� UHWDLQHG�PRUH� VWDWXV�
DQG�DXWKRULW\�GXULQJ�WKH�\HDUV�RI �/77(�GRPLQDQFH�WKDQ�WKHLU�HTXLYDOHQWV�LQ�
6LQKDOD�DUHDV��ZKR�IRXQG�WKHLU�SRZHUV�HFOLSVHG�E\�ORFDO�SROLWLFLDQV��.OHP�������

��� 7KRXJK�ZRUNLQJ�RQ�WKH�IURQWOLQH�ZDV�VWLOO�ULVN\��$�SULHVW�ZRUNLQJ�IRU�(+('�
IRU�H[DPSOH�ZDV�DUUHVWHG�DQG�DFFXVHG�RI �EHLQJ�DQ�/77(�VXSSRUWHU�ZKHQ�KH�
went to Colombo for a workshop. 

��� $W�OHDVW�RQH�SULHVW�ZDQWHG�LQ�FRQQHFWLRQ�ZLWK�PLOLWDQW�DFWLYLWLHV�ZDV�VXFFHVVIXOO\�
¶WUDQVIHUUHG·�WR�WKH�3KLOLSSLQHV�LQ�WKH�HDUO\�GD\V�RI �WKH�FRQÁLFW��UHWXUQLQJ�VRPH�
years later when the authorities had lost interest in his case.

��� 7KLV� SDUDOOHOV� LQ� PDQ\� UHVSHFWV� WKH� DWWHPSW� E\� WKH� 3HRSOH·V� $OOLDQFH� �3$��
JRYHUQPHQW� LQ� ����� WR� PRELOLVH� GRQRU� VXSSRUW� IRU� D� -DIIQD� UHKDELOLWDWLRQ�
programme following the military takeover of  the peninsula. 

Chapter 7

��� ¶6UL�/DQNDQ�SROLFH�LQYHVWLJDWH�DWWDFN�RQ�0XVOLP�JLUOV·��%%&�6RXWK�$VLD�����-XQH�
������ KWWS���ZZZ�EEF�FR�XN�QHZV�ZRUOG�VRXWK�DVLD���������, accessed 2 

$XJXVW� ������ ¶6UL� /DQND�PRVTXHV� H[RQHUDWH� SRUQRJUDSK\� JLUOV·��%%&�6RXWK�
$VLD�����-XQH�������KWWS���ZZZ�EEF�FR�XN�QHZV�ZRUOG�VRXWK�DVLD���������, 
DFFHVVHG���$XJXVW������

��� 7KHUH� LV� D�ÀQH�GHVFULSWLRQ�RI � WKH�SURFHVV� LQ�0LFKDHO�2QGDDWMH·V�Cat’s Table, 

D� QRYHO� ÀUVW� SXEOLVKHG� LQ�$XJXVW� ������ 7KH� ÀJXUH� RI � WKH� JUHDVH� GHYLO� DOVR�
appears in popular culture in other parts of  Southeast Asia (e.g. Malaysia).

3. Island�� ��� $XJXVW� ������ KWWS���ZZZ�LVODQG�ON�LQGH[�SKS"SDJHBFDW DUWLFOH�
GHWDLOV	SDJH DUWLFOH�GHWDLOV	FRGHBWLWOH �������DFFHVVHG����)HEUXDU\������

Chapter 8

1. In some sense, mobilisation and participation in the war is self-evidently also 

D� IRUP�RI �SXEOLF� DFWLRQ�� EXW� WKH� VHQVH�RI � ¶SXEOLF·� DW�ZRUN� LQ� WKHVH� FDVHV� LV�
drastically attenuated.
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