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Preface

The idea for this book came to us the day we learned that President Pre-
madasa of Sri Lanka had been assassinated, May 1, 1993. Sitting in Terre
Haute, Indiana, pondering the future of Sri Lanka in the wake of another vio-
lent episode in Colombo, we wondered if and when there again would be
peace in the tiny island nation that in the past few decades has been ravaged
by ethnic violence. We wondered who killed Premadasa. Was it a Tamil sep-
aratist? Was it a disillusioned Sinhala? These questions about the ethnicity of
the killer(s) spawned a lively debate over what it meant to be a Sri Lankan in
the present context of violence.

We agreed that, in the present and despite one’s ethnicity or religion,
being Sri Lankan is inextricably bound to ideas about Sri Lanka’s relationship
to Buddhism, whether one repudiates those ideas or not. In other words, we
isolated a hegemonic idea about the island and its destiny as guardian of Bud-
dhism, something several scholars before us had done, albeit with different
emphasis. That hegemonic force we refer to as Sinhala-Buddhist fundamen-
talism.

In the pages that follow, Sinhala-Buddhist fundamentalism will be
nuanced and explored fully. Here, what must be kept in mind is that the argu-
ments that we make in this volume about Buddhist fundamentalism are meant
to be confined to the study of Sri Lanka. In other words, we are not making
general claims about Buddhism; any inferences based on this study that can
be drawn about Buddhism in other parts of the world are purely accidental.

Many people made this study possible. We would like to pay special
thanks to the Department of Religion, Florida State University, for helping to
offset the cost of the Index. Regarding the Index, Scott MacLagan’s work is
much appreciated, especially his careful attention to detail. We would like to
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viil Preface

thank Zina Lawrence and Elizabeth Moore of the State University of New
York Press (SUNY) for their valuable suggestions. We would also like to
thank SUNY’s anonymous readers of previous drafts of this study for their
extremely helpful recommendations. Finally, we arc deeply grateful to Jeff
Tatum and Daya de Silva for their abiding interest in this project. Any mis-
takes, however, we claim solely as our own.
TESSA BARTHOLOMEUSZ
CHANDRA R. DE SILvA
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Chapter 1

Buddhist Fundamentalism and Identity in Sri Lanka'

Tessa J. Bartholomeusz and Chandra R. de Silva

Why We Speak of Sinhala-Buddhist Fundamentalism

In the pages that follow, several scholars investigate Sinhala-Buddhist
fundamentalism in regard to Sri Lanka’s ethnic and religious minorities—
namely, Tamils, Muslims,? Burghers and other Christians, and how it shapes
the identities of these non-Buddhist peoples. In other words, we examine Sin-
hala-Buddhist fundamentalism from the vantage of minorities who are
affected by it in a variety of ways.

But before we turn to those minority views, we need to discuss why,
among the various designations for the phenomenon under discussion here,
we choose “Sinhala-Buddhist fundamentalism.” We do so, partly following
the practice of writers who have isolated phenomena elsewhere in the world
similar to the phenomenon explored in this volume. Thus, to speak of certain
trends within Sinhala Buddhism as “fundamentalist” helps to place those
trends on a larger map of movements analyzed by scholars of religion and pol-
itics. In particular, this designation enables comparisons with the wide-rang-
ing set of phenomena analyzed by Martin E. Marty, R. Scott Appleby, and oth-
cers, under the umbrella of the Fundamentalism Project. In turn, such
comparisons help to draw out certain features of Sinhala Buddhism that we
consider important.

In their Fundamentalism Project, Marty, Appleby, and a host of schol-
ars explore the phenomenon of religious fundamentalism from North Amer-
ica to Iran to Japan. As they point out, it is difficult to find an essence of the
phenomenon, especially given its manifestations worldwide. After all, it
seems unlikely that religious fundamentalism among Sikhs in India and

1
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2 - Buddhist Fundamentalism and Minority Identities in Sri Lanka

among Roman Catholics in the United States would have much in common.
Yet similarities exist between movements that do not share a common history,
culture, language, or worldview. In fact, Marty and Appleby describe a vari-
ety of “family resemblances” of religious fundamentalism that appear in
widely divergent cultures.” They include, in particular, a reliance on religion
as a source for identity; boundary setting that determines who belongs and
who does not; dramatic eschatologies; and the dramatization and mytholo-
gization of enemies.*

Sinhala-Buddhist fundamentalism shares many of these characteristics
to one degree or another. Like most fundamentalist movements, Sinhala-Bud-
dhist fundamentalism relies on religion—namely, Buddhism—as a foundation
for identity. In their reading of Buddhism, Sinhala-Buddhist fundamentalists
identify Buddhist Sinhalas as the people who have been charged by the Bud-
dha himself to maintain and protect Buddhism. In addition, they identify the
island of Sri Lanka as dhammadipa, the island (dipa) of the dhamma, the Bud-
dhist teachings. The identity between the Sinhala people and the dhamma,
based on a reading of the fifth century Sri Lankan “mythohistory,”™ the
Mahavamsa, has contributed to the notion that Sri Lanka, destined to be the
island of the dhamma, should be dominated by Buddhists.

Variations of this view occupy one end of the spectrum of Sinhala-
Buddhist fundamentalism and exert considerable pressure in contemporary
politics. In his essay on Sarvodaya, George Bond, following S.J. Tambiah,
refers to political interpretations of the Mahavamsa as “political Buddhism,”
which he considers a manifestation of Buddhist fundamentalism. In its most
strident form, political Buddhism has been deadly. As E. Valentine Daniel
has noted, “Sinhalas do die and do kill because of and for their history, and
especially when such a history contradicts the lived experience of myth.™
The middle of the spectrum has been occupied by a variety of people whose
relationship to Sri Lanka has been shaped by mythohistory, especially by
readings of their own role in Sri Lanka’s destiny. Among them are former
President J.R. Jayewardene, who drew inspiration from the Mahavamsa as
he enacted his own heroic career.” The other end of the spectrum of Buddhist
fundamentalism, the more moderate view, is instantiated by the
Mahanayakas’ (leading monks’) decision early in 1997 to withdraw from the
Supreme Advisory Council to the president because, as they argued, Presi-
dent Kumaranatunga’s plan for devolution of power compromised the
integrity of the Buddhist island.®

Like the other types of fundamentalism Marty and Appleby have
explored, Sinhala-Buddhist fundamentalism is concerned with boundaries, in
this case, with who is a rightful heir to the island (dhammadipa) and who
should dominate it. There is a variety of opinions on this issue. A fundamen-
talist minority opinion argues that only Sinhala Buddhists are the true inheri-
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Buddhist Fundamentalism and Identity 3

tors of the island. Though this view, especially appealing in the immediate
postindependence period, has never been attractive to more than a minority, it
drones in the background like the tambura, threatening to elongate Sri
Lanka’s already protracted Sinhala-Tamil ethnic crisis.

The majority among fundamentalists argues that anyone can live in Sri
Lanka as long as Sinhala Buddhists can enjoy cultural, religious, economic,
and linguistic hegemony. Sinhala-Buddhist fundamentalism is thus inextrica-
bly linked to ethnic chauvinism, which privileges the Sinhala people above all
others of the island. Like other fundamentalists, and like their counterparts in
late nineteenth-century Sri Lanka—the period which gives rise to Buddhist
fundamentalism’—Sinhala-Buddhist fundamentalists “retricve, privilege, and
sanction” fundamentals “as a means of protecting or forging anew an ethnic
or national identity secking validation in the postcolonial era.”™

This boundary setting (fueled by ethnic chauvinism) over who is right-
ful heir to dhammadipa is tied to ideas about purity, another facet of cross-cul-
tural fundamentalism to which Marty and Appleby have called our attention.
For Sinhala-Buddhist fundamentalists, their religion, and hence their island,
are vulnerable to corruption by impure forces deemed hostile to Buddhism,
whether internal or external. The protection of the dhamma thus means a
focus upon purity, on only the righteous having sovereignty over dham-
madipa. The unrighteous, whether other Sinhalas, or non-Sinhala peoples, are
cast as the enemy of the island and of Buddhism. In their dependence upon
religion and ethnicity as their basis for identity (for “Self” and “Other”),
which includes awesome roles as defenders of Buddhism, Sinhala-Buddhist
fundamentalists share many of the “family resemblances” of cross-cultural
fundamentalism that Marty and Appleby have isolated.

While there are resemblances, however, there are also important differ-
ences. For instance, many of the world’s fundamentalist movements share a
missionary zeal that is, for the most part, absent in Sinhala-Buddhist funda-
mentalism." Moreover, unlike Christian or Muslim fundamentalism, for
instance, there is no insistence on strict behavioral standards in Sinhala-Bud-
dhist fundamentalism, though there have been moments in history when such
standards have been imposed.”

More important, however, unlike many of the fundamentalist move-
ments that Marty and Appleby have explored, Sinhala-Buddhist fundamental-
ists do not form a coherent, readily identifiable group. Indeed, the term “fun-
damentalist” is not used by Sinhala-Buddhists in contemporary Stri Lanka as
a self-designation, nor has it ever been.” Rather, there are a variety of inter-
pretations of the destiny of Sri Lanka, and the role of the Sinhala-Buddhist
people in that destiny (which we consider fundamentalist in nature), that drive
some Buddhist groups and individuals to respond in specific ways to events
in Sri Lanka, most of which are political in nature, While many Sinhala-Bud-
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4 Buddhist Fundamentalism and Minority Identities in Sri Lanka

dhist leaders condemn extreme fundamentalist views, and indeed are criti-
cized for being “disloyal” to Buddhism, they nevertheless share the idea that
Sri Lanka has been, and should be, a predominately Sinhala-Buddhist coun-
try.

Finally, among the major differences, we must note that there is no
“sacred” text or scripture for Sinhala-Buddhist fundamentalists that serves as
a blueprint for society as is often the case in fundamentalist movements. Yet
there is a mythohistorical text—namely, the Mahavamsa—which, we argue,
carries similar weight. Indeed, while the Mahavamsa is not a canonical text,
it nonetheless has canonical authority. From a reading of it, Sinhala-Buddhist
fundamentalists construe standards for an orthodox ideclogy about the nature
and destiny of the Sinhala people and Sri Lanka. From a reading of it funda-
mentalists hone a dramatic eschatology about the destiny of the Sinhala peo-
ple and their cnemies that informs action in the present. Moreover, Sinhala-
Buddhist fundamentalists find enshrined in the Mahavamsa a symbol system
that they decode as having sacrosanct and authoritative status.

In her provocative comparative analysis of the Veda and the Torah, Bar-
bara A. Holdrege contends that the category of “sacred text” needs to be reex-
amined. Though Holdrege focuses on the limiting nature of a definition of text
that precludes text as a cosmological principle, ideas irrelevant to this study,
her study of the relationship between texts and society is of import here. Like
William A, Graham, Holdrege argues that scripture, broadly defined, is a

“relational category, which refers not simply to a text but to a text in its rela-
w@lO]‘l‘shIp to a religious community for whom it is sacred and authoritative.”"
Citing Graham's work on scripture, Holdrege further contends that the study
of scripture is concerned with:

The “history of effects,” which encompasses the ongoing roles that a
sacred text has assumed in the cumulative tradition of a religious com-
munity both as a normative source of authority and as a prodigious liv-
ing force.”

While the Mahavamsa is not a “sacred” scripture in the narrowest sense of the
term inasmuch as it is not an embodiment of the Word (as in Hinduism or
Judaism),' it nonetheless serves as a cloak of authority to wrap around con-
temporary views in Buddhist Sri Lanka. In regard to the meaning of scripture,
then, we agree with Graham, who argues that:

No text, written or oral or both is sacred or authoritative in isolation
from a community . . . A book is only “scripture” insofar as a group of
persons perceive it to be sacred or holy, powerful and portentous, pos-
sessed of an exalted authority.”
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Buddhist Fundamentalism and Identity _ 5

Liberalizing the definition of “sacred” to mean “authoritative” (and following
Graham) we maintain that sacred texts remain symbols of authoritative power
only because believers position themselves in relation to them. In Buddhist
Sri Lanka, the most authoritative text for the formulation of religious and
political attitudes is not a canonical Pali sutta, but rather the Mahavamsa, the
meaning of which may be contested by an array of Buddhist fundamentalists,
but which is “powerful and portentous™ for all of them. Most Sinhala-Bud-
dhist fundamentalists agree that it contains fundamentals for a righteous soci-
ety and world order, Along these lines, though Gananath Obeyesekere may be
correct when he states that the soteriology of Buddhism (embodied by the Pali
canon) does not possess a conception of a world order that the believer must
live by, he is also correct in asserting that Buddhist history, or, more pre-
cisely, the Mahavamsa, does.

Indeed, the Mahavamsa, functioning as a sacred text, authorizes Sin-
hala-Buddhist fundamentalism. From readings of it, Sinhala Buddhists can
boast an illustrious pedigree with a prestigious history and a portentous future.
Thus, while there may not be a sacred text that serves as a license for Bud-
dhist fundamentalism in Sri Lanka, therc is nonetheless a text—namely, the
Mahavamsa—that is deemed “sacred” by those who are embraced by its liv-
ing authority.

That the Mahavamsa redounds with political significance in contempo-
rary Sri Lanka has not been lost on contemporary scholars of Sri Lanka.
Steven Kemper’s work on the Mahavamsa reminds us that the past encoded
in the Mahavamsa is a political resource in the present and that, like the
authors of the Mahavamsa, contemporary Sinhala people “have every reason
to look for continuity in the past.”” For the monk-authors of the Mahavamsa,
drawing a connection between their school of Buddhism and the Buddha's
alleged visits to the island of Sri Lanka legitimated a particular type of ortho-
doxy. In the present, connection with the past authorizes a connection between
religion and state. But, as Kemper has remarked, the monk-authors’ “compi-
lation of traditions imposes on the Sri Lankan past a single and continuous
point of view that is Sinhala and Theravada Buddhist, however much more
complicated that past may have been in actuality.”® Locating the presence of
the past in contemporary political discourse, Kemper reminds us that “the
Mahavamsa has become the warrant for the interlocked beliefs that the island
and its government have traditionally been Sinhala and Buddhist,™

The Buddhist history contained within the Mahavamsa is certainly
complex. Though it alleges that Tamils, along with Sinhalas, are co-founders
of the island,® some modern readings of the Mahavamsa construe Tamils, the
large majority of whom are Hindu, as the enemy. They allege Tamils are noth-
ing but interlopers on a sacred Buddhist island. The complexity of the
Mahavamsa is now commonplace in contemporary scholarship on Sri Lanka,
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6 : Buddhist Fundamentalism and Minority Identities in Sri Lanka

due to the work of Jonathan Spencer, R.A.L.H. Gunawardena, and others.” As
they remind us, despite distortions in the fundamentalist construction of the
Mahavamsa, the fusion of the past with the present stimulates and reinforces
Sinhala-Buddhist feelings about non-Buddhist peoples.

The ramifications of these sentiments are far reaching: “this Sinhala his-
torical consciousness thal equate[s] the mythical Demale [Tamil] encmics
with the Tamils in the North [has] seemed to squeeze out and deny the Tamils
their right to the country.” Despite centuries of mixing between the predom-
inantly Buddhist majority—the Sinhalas—and the largest minority—the
Tamils®—Buddhists with fundamentalist ideas about history have constructed
Tamils as the “Other,” as threatening and dangerous to the prosperity of Bud-
dhism and Sri Lanka. In their competition for the most glorious history, Sin-
halas and Tamils compete for political status and privilege. In Sri Lanka,
idcas about the past thus shape ideas about the present, and Sinhala-Buddhist
fundamentalists set the tone.

Though E. Valentine Daniel has argued persuasively that history consti-
tutes a Sinhala disposition toward the past and heritage a Tamil disposition
toward the past,” both Sinhalas and Tamils are guided by a past that is at once
transformed and determined by the present. In his study of violence in Sri
Lanka, Daniel notes that in one instance Tamil “militants claimed that the
TULF [Tamil United Liberation Front] and its ilk only recently found it expe-
dient to recall the existence of a Jaffna kingdom merely in reaction to Sinhala
hyperbole about the ancient kingdoms.”” In short, echoing Tamils before
them and thus seeing the power of the Sinhala past to consolidate identity in
the present, some Tamils in the present continue to respond to marginalization
by finding and making their own glorious history. It is not at all coincidental
that Tamil “historics” have developed in the same period that has witnessed
the rise of Sinhala-Buddhist fundamentalism—namely, the period spanning
the late nineteenth century to the present.

Here, it is worth remembering that in the latter decades of the nineteenth
century—when, as Gananath Obeyesekere has argued, contemporary Sinhala-
Buddhist identity was forged,” the very foundation of Sinhala-Buddhist fun-
damentalism—we find the first attempts to write a history of the Jaffna king-
dom (considered by Tamils to be the highpoint of Tamil culture in Sri Lanka).™
Moreover, it is not a coincidence that “the 50 years between roughly
1880-1930 . . . the critical period when Tamil ethnic consciousness was shaped
and the need for history was becoming virulent,”” that a Sinhala-Buddhist
identity was fashioned. Dagmar-Hellmann Rajanayagam, in a study of the
meaning of history for Tamils in Sri Lanka, argues that late nineteenth-cen-
tury Tamils used history, such as the history of the Jaffna kingdom, to prove
that they, like the Sinhala people, had “a right to be” in Sri Lanka.” Until that
time, Tamils confirmed their identity not by means of history, but by other
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Buddhist Fundamentalism and Identity g 7

means, “namely religion, cultural, literary, and social.”® That is, 1o use
Daniel’s terms, by means of “heritage.” Indeed, as late nineteenth-century
Tamils in Sri Lanka responded to the force of Sinhala-Buddhist identity, they
also constructed the idea of a Sri Lankan Tamil community, distinct from the
Tamil community in India.

To be sure, until the late nineteenth century, Tamils did not feel the need
to compile a history perhaps “because . . . they felt a common bond with
Tamils in the southern Indian state, Tamil Nadu. Yet, the late nineteenth-cen-
tury beliel that India and Jaffna belonged together vanished with the emer-
gence of the rediscovery of the kingdom of Jaffna.”™* Tamils had to prove, in
the face of burgeoning Sinhala-Buddhist fundamentalism, that they had a
right to be in Ceylon, that they were not Indian, and that they had a right to
exist as Tamils. These forces, while enraging Sinhala-Buddhist fundamental-
ists who claimed that they are the only group with an inherent birthright to the
island, doubtless have fueled Tamil chauvinism in contemporary Sri Lanka.”
In the case of the Tamils of Sri Lanka, we thus have a clear example of the
ways in which identity and “history” can be formed in relation to people con-
strued as a closely related Other (the Indian Tamil) and a less proximate Other
(the Sinhala Buddhist), an often repeated theme in this volume. The Sinhala
people, on the other hand, have used history to claim that they—rather than
Tamils—are the rightful heirs to the island. For the Sinhala-Buddhist funda-
mentalist, the Tamil is cast as an enemy in the island’s dramatic history and
destiny.

To a lesser degree, Sinhala-Buddhist fundamentalists perceive the other
minorities, including Muslims, and Burghers (descendants of European
colonists and hence largely Christian), as alien and thus threatening. George
Bond, in his essay in this volume, explores the ways in which the mythohis-
tory of dhammadipa is used differently by majority Buddhist fundamentalists,
on the one hand, and “engaged Buddhists,” on the other, as he narrates the his-
tory of the Sarvodaya movement in Sri Lanka. As Bond points out, Sarvo-
daya’s view of Sri Lanka’s history, unlike the majority Buddhist fundamen-
talist view, easily embraces the Tamil. Bond’s analysis provides an interesting
lens through which to view contemporary historiography in Sri Lanka, and the
way in which Buddhists compete for valid interpretations of “history.”

The fundamentalist interpretation of the Mahavamsa, a volume penned
by a Buddhist monk or monks, is the history of the island that the sangha, the
order of Buddhist monks, usually considers normative. In other words, the
sangha is the repository of the history, although the laity, as much as the
sangha, keeps this version of the Mahavamsa's history alive, In fact, the ide-
ology of Sinhala-Buddhist fundamentalist factions in the sangha is shaped by
this view of history because such a history is expedient for the laity. This is
most striking in political circumstances. Bond’s essay reminds us that, just as
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8 Buddhist F undamentalism _am;{ Minority Identities in Sri Lanka

in other areas of the world, in Buddhist Sri Lanka fundamentalists “arise and
come to prominence in times of crisis, actual or perceived.” These crises are
usually fueled by politics and center on the relationship of the Sinhala polity
to the island of Sri Lanka (dhammadipa), as Bond’s look al Sarvodaya sug-
gests,

Bond’s essay brings into focus another feature of Sinhala-Buddhist fun-
damentalism: it is determined not only by historical tradition and ideology,
but by politics as well. In other words, Sinhala-Buddhist fundamentalism has
political overtones, not unlike, for instance, Christian fundamentalism in the
United States, though the content of the politics is different. As R.L. Stirrat
has argued, the distinction between “religion” and “politics™ in most contexts
is “scarcely tenable,” and such is the case with Stri Lanka generally. Stirrat
points out that the distinction is “fragile,” mainly because “both religion and
politics are centrally concerned with the nature and practice of power and
authority despite all attempts to limit the religious to matters of spirituality,
theology, soteriology or whatever.”*

As our essayists argue, Sinhala-Buddhist fundamentalism, used as a
platform for politicians and patriots since the late nineteenth century, is con-
cerned directly with power and dominance, cspecially dominance by the eth-
nic majority, the Sinhalas. Along these lines, Donald Swearer has argued that
Sinhala ethnic chauvinism, or Sinhala dominance, is wedded to an ideology
of a politicized Buddhism and a dangerously simplified racism, which fore-
shadows “fundamentalistic Sinhalese Buddhism.”* The relationship between
ethnicity, religion, and politics that Swearer charts was so striking in the
1980s and early 1990s that today it makes more sense to talk about “Sinhala-
Buddhist fundamentalism” than to talk about “fundamentalistic Sinhalese
Buddhism.” '

While characterizing fundamentalism in South Asia by focusing upon
the relationship between ethnicity and religion, George Matthew argues that
all types of fundamentalism—Christian, Muslim, Hindu, and Buddhist—
“mixing with political power, veers around homogenisation, and racial supe-
riority.”™ As we shall sce in the essays here, Matthew’s ideas are illustrated by
ethnic chauvinism in Sri Lanka, especially the brand that views “Sinhala” and
“Tamil” as monolithic categories, and connects them to a variety of funda-
mental political and economic “rights.”

This homogenizing tendency has helped to guide Sri Lanka’s most
recent history, especially as it manifests itself in discourses on Sinhala unity
and Tamil unity. Regarding the former, as Stanley J. Tambiah rightly has
pointed out, in Sri Lanka “the need for and benefits of Sinhala national unity
has been an ever recurring theme in Sinhala political discourse for over a cen- -
tury.”™ Many of the essays here suggest that the goal of this unity has been the
“protection of Buddhism and the recovery of the entire island” for the Sinhala
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people.” As Oddvar Hollup argues, Sinhala-Buddhist fundamentalists, shaped
by the mythic traditions of the Mahavamsa, see themselves in opposition to a
monolithic Tamil community, bound together in a cosmic drama that essen-
tializes both *Sinhala™ and “Tamil™ identity.

Rajan Hoole has noted that, even though there is diversity among
Tamils in Sri Lanka, some Tamils, especially the separatist LTTE (Liberation
Tigers of Tamil Eelam), perceive a uniform Tamil identity. We find this ten-
dency among mainstream Tamils, as well, especially in the political views of
such great Tamil leaders of the past like Ponnambalam Ramanathan, and also
G.G. Ponnambalam, who helped to foster a Tamil nationalism.® According to
Hoole, such a view “may be safe and politically correct, but utterly sterile. To
maintain this position, diversity has to be ignored, and the South [or the Sin-
hala government] characterized as essentially and permanently demonic,” In
other words, Hoole warns against essentializing Tamil, and, for that matter,
Sinhala, identity. Hollup makes a similar point. He argues that Sinhala Bud-
dhists, who tend to lump Tamils into one group—the enemy—are undermin-
ing the separate identity of the Plantation or Estate Tamil. Echoing Hoole’s
warnings, Hollup’s research suggests that Sri Lankan Tamil extremists, like
Buddhist fundamentalists, tend to deny the plurality of the Tamils of Sri
Lanka. Instead, they are inclined to speak for all Tamils, despite the fact that
Plantation (Estate) Tamils do not identify themselves with the larger Tamil
community, and have remained geographically distinct from it. As E. Valen-
tine Daniel has argued, “Estate Tamils think of themselves as an ancient peo-
ple belonging to an ancient civilization, with an ancient heritage. However,
these Tamils see their claim to this great heritage as being openly monopo-
lized by Jaffna [Sri Lankan; Ceylon] Tamils.”*

In other words, as Hollup’s essay alleges, many Plantation Tamils are
comfortable remaining at the margins of the Tamil community, especially if it
would ensure preserving their cultural, linguistic, and social distinctiveness.
Thus, some Sinhala-Buddhist fundamentalist ideas about Sri Lanka’s largest
ethnic minority ironically are shared by Sri Lankan Tamils, who, as Hollup
suggests, have political and economic reasons for creating a monolithic Tamil
identity and pushing for unity. In its insistence upon a unified identity, much
like fundamentalist movements elsewhere, Sinhala-Buddhist fundamentalism
(and Tamil ethnic chauvinism, for that matter) “manifests itself as a strategy,
or set of strategies, by which the beleaguered believers attempt to preserve
their distinctive identity as a people or group.™®

Completing his definition, Matthew adds that “fundamentalism of the
majority breeds fundamentalism of the minority and vice versa.” Victor de
Munck dilates on this theme as he recounts the development of Muslim fun-
damentalism in Sri Lanka. As de Munck argues, some Muslims have
responded to Muslim assimilation of Buddhist practices—itself a reaction to
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Sinhala-Buddhist fundamentalism—by forging a larger, transnational identity
that has fundamentalist overtones. And as the history of the past few decades
in Sri Lanka suggests, such competing fundamentalisms oftcn result “in strife
hetween communities and even civil war.”" Indeed, since 1983, Sri Lanka has
experienced civil unrest that is unparalleled in its recent history. Pradeep
Jeganathan’s essay plays on these themes while exploring an alternative Tamil
response to Sinhala-Buddhist fundamentalism—namely, assimilation.

Thus, while some Tamils in contemporary Sri Lanka, in response to Sin-
hala “claims,” have constructed a political discourse based on “rights,” and
some have actually fought and died for those rights, others have found
optional ways of coping with marginalization. Jeganathan’s poignant essay on
violence suggests that the 1983 riots in Sri Lanka against Tamils have forced
some Tamils to assimilate Buddhist sociocultural practices, practices linked to
the idea of dhammadipa. Not all Tamils have responded to violence in this
way. Yet, Jeganathan’s essay reminds us of the power of Sinhala political dis-
course, linked as it has been with Buddhist fundamentalism, especially in the
1980s and carly 1990s. The variety of Tamil responses to Sinhala claims
warns us that today in Sri Lanka there is no such thing as a singular, mono-
lithic Tamil identity, nor does history suggest that there ever has been.

Sinhala-Buddhist fundamentalism (though not always identified as
such) has captured the attention of many scholars in Sri Lanka and elsewhere
in recent years.* Sinhala-Buddhist fundamentalism has yet to be explored,
however, from the vantage of the Buddhist fundamentalist’s Other—that is,
the minority communities of Sri Lanka—and a number of nonfundamentalist,
or traditional, Buddhists. In this volume, an ensemble of scholars trom a vari-
ety of disciplines addresses what it means to be (1) a non-Buddhist, and a non-
fundamentalist Buddhist, in contemporary Sri Lanka, and (2) the ways and
extent to which minority identities are fashioned by Sinhala-Buddhist funda-
mentalism.

Sinhala-Buddhist Fundamentalism and Alterity

Though all minority religious and ethnic communities are the Other for
the Sinhala-Buddhist fundamentalist, they arc not all the same in regard to
their Otherness. Some of them, including a large population of Buddhists, and
Tamils who are predominantly Hindu, are what we call the “near Other—"
that is, people who Buddhist fundamentalists would agree share a common
origin—both groups hail from India—yet nonetheless pose a threat to purity
and order. In these cases, as well as in others, we shall sce that circumstances
tend to determine who is a near Other, and who is less proximate.

Some Sri Lankan minorities, such as the Muslims, are, for Buddhist

Digitized by Noolaham Foundation.
noolaham.org | aavanaham.org



Buddhist Fundamentalism and Identity i1

fundamentalists, the “far Other—" that is, people who are perceived, and who
perceive themselves, as being from a totally different cultural tradition. Some,
such as Buddhist Burghers, are the “Other’s Other,” or people alienated from
their own community, which itself has been a constant far Other for Buddhists
since the inception of the nearly exclusively Christian Burgher, or Eurasian,
community in the early 1500s. Moreover, in the same way that Sinhala-Bud-
dhist fundamentalists perceive minorily groups as alien and threatening, each
minority group likewise sees Sinhala-Buddhist fundamentalists as the Other.
To illustrate, Stirrat here calls our attention to the ways in which global and
local forces in the late nineteenth century created a significant Other for Sri
Lankan Catholics: the Sinhala-Buddhist fundamentalist. In addition, Sri
Lanka’s minorities note gradations of Otherness among themselves: for
instance, Plantation Tamils regard Sri Lankan Tamils as their near Other, sim-
ilar in some ways, yet distinctive enough to warrant boundaries, as Hollup
argues in his essay.

Jonathan Z. Smith has remarked recently that issues of Otherness, and
similarity,” for that matter, “are particularly prevalent in religious discourse
and imagination.”® His observations provide a useful starting point for our
study of Sinhala-Buddhist fundamentalism in Sri Lanka. Like the essayists in
this volume, Smith locates in religious conflicts the language of similarity and
alienation and, more importantly, “moments when proximity becomes more a
matter of territoriality than of thought."*' One does not have to search too far
into Sri Lanka’s Buddhist history to find this notion exemplified—namely, in
some ideas about the Sri Lankan Tamil, a relatively near Other of the Buddhist
fundamentalist. As some Sinhala people “recover” the entire island for their
own, and Tamil separatists fight in the north for their homeland, Eelam, both
spurred on by (quasi-religious) texts, blood is spilled and territories are
claimed.

As Chandra R. de Silva points out, however, some Buddhists—even
fundamentalists—feel solidarity with Sri Lankan Hindus, whose religion they
construe, like their own, as having been disenfranchised during the colonial
era. The Hindus® Tamil ethnicity, however, evoked quite a different response
from de Silva’s informants. In this case, religion is one thing and ethnicity
quite another. In de Silva’s study we are reminded once again of the tension
between religion and ethnicity in Sri Lanka, especially its perilous resulls.

Smith might refer to the Tamil as the Buddhist fundamentalist’s “prox-
imate,” rather than near, Other.” The implication, however, is the same: peo-
ple who are thought of as being “near neighbors or descendants,”™ or near,
even in terms of power relationships, are more troublesome than a far Other.™
In the case of the Sinhala-Buddhist fundamentalist, Tamils, who, like them-
selves, are cultural heirs of India, are more troublesome than a far Other, such
as a Burgher or a Muslim, In other words, pcople who are entirely different
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pose a lesser threat than people who are similar. Put differently, theories of
difference are really theories of Self, and the less different a people are—the
more tecognizable they are—the more easily they can be “projected inter-
nally.”** This projection then becomes a critique of the Self, and ultimately
locates Otherness within. Along these lines, as Smith argues, “The deepest
intellectual issues are not based upon perceptions of alterity, but, rather, of
similarity, at times, even, of identity.”* As de Silva suggests in his essay on
monks, Buddhist fundamentalists in Sri Lanka often construe themselves in
terms of their most proximate Other—the traditional Buddhist of the golden
age of the Mahavamsa’s past—exposing their deepest vulnerabilities.

In regard to the idea of the near Other, the relationship between Tamils
and Muslims in Sri Lanka warrants further investigation. As K.M. de Silva
reminds us,” most Muslims and Tamils have much more in common than
Tamil, the language they share. For example, the 1920s and 1930s witnessed
an alliance between the Muslims and Tamils “based . . . on Muslim fears of
Sinhala domination.”® One spokesperson (among many) in those decades was
not a Muslim, but rather a Tamil, Ponnambalam Ramanathan. Indeed,
“Ramanathan as representative of the Tamil community was often inclined to
talk expansively on behall of the Tamil speaking peoples of Sri Lanka, a cat-
egorization which enabled him to place Muslims within the scope of his tute-
lage as legislator.”® Yet, Ramanathan held views about Muslims in Sri Lanka
that many Sri Lankan Muslims considered unorthodox. He argued that the
Moors of Ceylon were Tamils in “nationality” and “Mohammedans” in reli-
gion, which offended Muslims and resulted in a refusal of his leadership,*
especially because, as Victor de Munck argues here, Muslims have usually
invokéd religion as the primary identity referent.

At other times, Muslims have pitted themselves against Tamils in no
uncertain terms. Perhaps the most notable incident revolved around the lan-
guage debate of the 1940s, when A.R.A. Razik, a Muslim legislator, voted
with Sinhala legislators to make Sinhala the sole national language.®" No
longer could the Tamils take Muslim support for granted in their political
campaigns. This cycle of rejection and affirmation of Tamil leadership created
a pattern that continues to the present. Remarks made (prior to the 1994 pres-
idential election) by Mr. A.H.M. Ashrall, leader of the Sri Lanka Muslim Con-
gress, suggest as much.

In a letter to V. Prabakaran, head of the Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam
(LTTE), Ashraff suggested that “If the Tamils and the Muslims could work
some sort of an agreement at a time when the presidential and general elections
are around the corner, it would . . . definitely create a headache for majority
community chauvinism.”® In short, Ashraff urged Prabakaran to unite with
Muslims to create a minority identity powerful enough to battle Sinhala-Bud-
dhist fundamentalism, echoing $.J.V. Chelvanayakam’s Tamil Federal Party’s
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platform in the 1940s and 1950s to “promote the unity of the Tamil speaking
peoples regardless of region.” In urging for unity, Ashralf clearly identified
with Tamils—whom he perceives as his most proximate Other in terms of
identity—rather than one of the other minority communities.

Though similarities between Self and Other can be disastrous, just as
ethnic strife between Tamils and Sinhalas indicates, Ashraff’s agenda suggests
that they can also be used to unite rather than to divide. In fact, the idea of
uniting the non-Sinhala minorities and using such a union as a counterpoise
to Sinhala Buddhism has had a continuous history since the late nineteenth
century. This is clearly seen in G.G. Ponnambalam's 1938 “50-50" campaign
which, in many ways, was a reaction to universal suffrage, that guarantced
“the permanent Sinhalese domination in politics.”™ In his “50-50" campaign,
Ponnambalam argued that half of the legislature should be represented by Sin-
halas, while the remaining half should be comprised of the other communities
of the island.”® Making himsell spokesperson for all minority interests, Pon-
nambalam sought solidarity in Otherness, among communities that tradition-
ally maintained separate identitics.

Victor de Munck explores further Ponnambalam’s attitudes about
minority identity and the way that it has affected Muslim self-perception. De
Munck uses Ponnambalam’s ideas as a springboard for understanding con-
temporary Sri Lankan Muslim attitudes on what constitutes a “true” Muslim.
On the one hand, as de Munck suggests, some Muslims, in response to Bud-
dhist fundamentalism and Sinhala claims, have assimilated obvious Sinhala-
Buddhist sociocultural practices as a strategy for survival in a Sinhala-Bud-
dhist “nation.” Using “Tactics of anticipation [of violence],” or Jeganathan’s
description of a similar phenomenon among Tamils, some in the Muslim
minority community of Sri Lanka assimilate to survive. Others, however,
have responded by purging their religion of alien accretions and identifying
with a pan-Arabic Islamic fundamentalism, unsullied by Buddhism and even
“unorthodox” Muslim traditions, including Sufism.

De Munck’s essay, much like Jeganathan’s, points out that there has
been a variety of responses to being considered the Other: some hinge on
assimilation; others, on alienation. Yet, as both de Munck and Jeganathan sug-
gest, while the responses differ, the origin is the same: Sinhala-Buddhist fun-
damentalism and its power to shape minority identitics in S Lanka. In de
Munck’s essay, the local and global forces that shape identity in Sri Lanka
come (o the fore in a narrative that focuses on an often overlooked group of
Sri Lankans—namely, Sinhala-speaking Muslims. Due in part to the exclu-
sive image of a Sinhala-Buddhist nation that has been forged by Buddhist fun-
damentalists, some Muslims in Sri Lanka have developed a pan-Arabic iden-
tity, while others have done the opposite: they have forged an identity that has
accommodated obvious Sinhala-Buddhist features. Despite these differences,
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both types of Muslims have internalized the status of Other that Sinhala-Bud-
dhist fundamentalists have deemed for them.

In his survey of the way in which the Other is used as an intellectual tool
in shaping identity, Smith finds three distinct models. They are: 1) the
metonymical model; 2) the model of center and periphery; and 3) the model
of unintelligibility.® The first two models have special relevance for our study.
According to Smith, the metonymical model critiques the Self via the “nam-
ing” of differences, and, thus, similarities, between Self and Other. In this
model, then, the group makes stalements about itself while naming and dis-
cerning alterity. In short, it claims: “I am [or have; or can do] what you are not
[or do not have; or cannot do].” De Silva’s essay on monks’ ideas about Bud-
dhism exemplifies the metonymical model of alterity; de Silva explores the
ways in which monks with fundamentalist concerns discern who is a good
Buddhist (monk) and who is not. Implicit in their often conflicting attitudes
about who is an authentic Buddhist, and thus an authentic Sri Lankan, is a
concern for naming—that is, for identifying what is distinctive about Self and
Other, and what might be similar. In other words, in analyzing the Other—that
is, monks and Buddhist laypersons they deem unrightcous—these monks say
much about themselves.

We scc this same tendency also among the contemporary Sinhala-
Anglican community, which continues the process of indigenization that it
began in the late 1800s. As Tessa Bartholomeusz argues, Sinhala Anglicans
today, more so than their counterparts at the turn of the twentieth century, find
more that is similar in the wider Sinhala, and thus Buddhist, community than
they see that is different. This self-critique is shared by some Catholics of Sri
Lanka, who also have been indigenizing for several decades.

Much like Sinhala Anglicans, Sinhala Catholics (often consciously so)
conflate religious and ethnic identity in their search for indigenous idioms to
represent their faith. To illustrate, in an address at the 1994 Seminar of Incul-
turation organized by the Catholic National Commission for Liturgy and Cul-
ture, a Sinhala priest linked Catholicism to “Sinhala culture” via Theravada
Buddhism. Referring to a historian who addressed the seminar earlier on, the
Catholic priest praised the historian and reiterated the latter’s claims:

He [the historian] vividly presented the simple and serene features of
the Sinhala Culture (sic) that has been guided and molded by the Ther-
avada Buddhism. Religion is a powerful force in the formation and
development of culture. We see that Christian culture is very close to
our Sinhala culture.”

In other words, the Catholic speaker argued that there are striking similaritics
between Catholicism (a religion) and the Sinhala people (a linguistic/ethnic
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group), who have been guided by Buddhism. He continued by linking Bud-
dhism to nationalism and, finally, to Catholicism. In the process, he praised
the most famous Buddhist revivalists in Sri Lanka’s modern history:

At the beginning of the 20th century patriots like Anagarika Dharma-
pala, Valisinghe Harischandra and Piyadasa Sirisena brought about a
national renaissance. This national awakening [had] its effect on the
Catholic Church as well.®

Indeed, as Bartholomeusz argues, the “national” and Buddhist awakening has
stimulated Christians to rethink their position in Sri Lanka. Stirrat explores
this theme further as he addresses, among other things, the controversy over
the “Voice of America” in Sri Lanka. As Stirrat makes clear, Catholics in Sri
Lanka, like other religious minorities on the island, constantly negotiate their
identity depending on the context. In the present context, where being Sinhala
means being empowered, Sinhala Catholics have responded to Sinhala
nationalism and Buddhist fundamentalism by asking what it means to be an
“authentic” Sri Lankan and an “authentic” Catholic.

In the process of their naming, morcover, contemporary Sinhala
Catholics, and Anglicans, for that matter, assess their own values while they
assess the values of Buddhists; in other words, their naming, or discovering
who is Other, is in fact a reflexive process. In these specific cases of Catholic
and Anglican indigenization, the similarities are not perceived of as threaten-
ing, even though, as Stirrat has pointed out elsewhere, there are notable
exceptions.” Rather, for the indigenizing Sinhala Anglican and Catholic, both
of whom have construed a shared cultural heritage between Christians and
Buddhists, the similarities often can be empowering. Regarding the former, it
is ironic that indigenizing Sinhala Anglicans allege that they, rather than a
Sinhala-Buddhist fundamentalist group, first used the phrase “Jathika
Chinthanaya” to describe the process of preserving Sinhala culture.” This
recalls Tamil-Christian attempts to define and preserve Tamil culture long
before Tamil Hindus took the initiative.

As Rajanayagam points out, nineteenth-century Tamil Christians could
not rely for their identity on their religion or on a sacred text.” Like Sinhala
Anglicans, Tamil Christians have had to rely on secular or cultural institutions
for their identity, no matter how much those institutions have been linked to
another religion. For the Sinhala Anglican, the preservation of Sinhala culture
includes the incarnation of Christ among the Sinhalas, while for the Buddhist
fundamentalist group, the Jathika Chinthanaya, it means the opposite. In fact
chances are that fundamentalist Buddhists such as the Jathika Chinthanaya
will continue to consider Anglicans, and Catholics, for that matter, peripheral
Sri Lankans, at best.
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In the most usual manifestation of the model of center and periphery,
inhabitants of cities are contrasted with the hinterlands.™ The center/periphery
model can be viewed more generally to include contrasts between “a thick-
ness of cultural similarity in the center, relative to the observer, [and] a thin-
ness, an alienation, at the margins,”™ This observation can be meaningfully
expanded to include the Eurasians, or Burghers, of Sri Lanka. Buddhist
Burghers and Christian Burghers illustrate the duality of center/periphery
inasmuch as the latter have placed their renegade relatives at the margins of
their community. From the point of view of the Christian Burgher, the mar-
gins of the Burgher community, where Sinhala and Burgher meet, are chaotic,
weak, and have the possibility of corrupting bloodlines, of polluting.

Yet, while Sinhala Buddhists normally view the Burgher community, on
the whole, as being peripheral to Sti Lankan culture, they have accommodated
Buddhist Burghers, who have moved to the center of Sinhala-Buddhist life. In
fact, the margin that the Christian Burgher fears is projected positively by the
Sinhala-Buddhist fundamentalist. There, the Burgher convert to Buddhism
represents all the positive features of his or her new religion. Because con-
verts have been culturally separated from popular Buddhism, they have the
ability to represent true Buddhism, unaffected by the corruptions of rituals
and other accretions deemed unauthentic. The battle over what constitutes
authentic Buddhism continues to the present day.

Buddhists themselves have been aware that critics of Buddhism might
be suspicious of converts and of the authenticity of their faith. In the late nine-
teenth century, one writer addressed this problem and advised his readers that
Buddhists should “not be misled by the enemies of Buddhism who wished to
sow disunion (sic) by spreading about the false statement that European [and,
by extension, Burgher] Buddhism was distinct and opposed to Ceylon Bud-
dhism.”™ Rather, according to him, the religion of the convert, created at the
margins, was the most unadulterated form of Buddhism. The margin between
Sinhalas and Burghers indeed has been viewed differently by Buddhist Sin-
halas and Christian Burghers: while it is a powerful place for both, for the for-
mer it has the potential to be positive and strong, while for the latter, it can be
negative, weak, dangerous, and chaotic. Christian Burghers’ notions about the
periphery of their community recalls Harjot Oberoi’s ideas about the con-
struction of religious boundaries. Reflecting on religious identity in India,
Oberoi reminds us that while groups negotiate identities, “a norm is con-
structed, and the world outside the norm is viewed as deviant, marginal,
threatening or unimportant.”” Bartholomeusz ferrets out these themes as she
explores what it means for Burghers to live on the margins of Sinhala-Bud-
dhist society.

Recalling Mary Douglas’s insights about the agents of pollution,” the
margin is safe for the Buddhist fundamentalist only if it can be contained.
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Generally, what Buddhism in Sri Lanka has been able to integrate, domes-
ticate, and thus contain and make its own, it does not distinguish as pollut-
ing. In other words, Sinhala Buddhism defends against disorder through
containment.” Gananath Obeyesekere and Richard Gombrich, in their 1988
study of Buddhism in Sri Lanka,™ provide numerous examples of the ways
in which Sinhala Buddhism has integrated, or “contained,” elements of
Tamil-Hindu culture, normally considered dangerous. Among these is the
domestication of Hindu devotionalism or, more specifically, bhakti. In its
assimilation (and eventual transformation) of bhakti, Buddhism has con-
tained, tamed, and purified it; it has removed its threat of danger, of pollu-

tion. Of course, pollution—ritual, cultural, or otherwise—is relative.
Regardless of the type of pollution, however, its transformation (or avoid-
ance) “is a creative moment, an attempt to relate form Lo function, to make
unity of experience.””

Sinhala Buddhism creates and re-creates itself each time it integrates
aspects of the Other, which, left uncontained, would pollute. As the 1994 ordi-
nation of a Tamil as a Buddhist monk indicates,™ Sinhala Buddhism can con-
tain Tamils themselves. Once domesticated, even the Tamil loses his or her
impurity. Sinhala Buddhism thus creates order out of disorder and, as the
essays in this study suggest, is richly organized by “purity and contagion.”
In regard to this, Sinhala-Buddhist fundamentalism, then, is the dimension of
Sinhala Buddhism that locates disorder, impurity, and contagion, and attempts
to remedy it

Though Sinhala-Buddhist fundamentalism has clear ideas about who
belongs, and who does not, and thus is heavily safeguarded, these ideas are
not rigid. In short, Sinhala-Buddhist fundamentalism provides a scope for
change in its process of containing, or avoiding, the Other. Its ideas about pol-
lution thus say something about social life in Sri Lanka. Indeed, its reflections
upon danger and purity arc also reflections upon the Other, and thus what is
Other within. Sinhala-Buddhist fundamentalists are not unique in their polar-
ization of the world as pure/dangerous and Self/Other, or even center/periph-
ery. As the essays in this study indicate, Tamils, Muslims, Burghers, and the
other minorities of Sri Lanka too employ these dualisms Lo assess themselves
and those around them. Sinhala-Buddhist fundamentalists, however, set the
tone, which began to resonate loud and clear in the late nineteenth century
under the British.

Sinhala-Buddhist Fundamentalism: History and Destiny

As John D. Rogers in a recent study cautions, we should be wary of
interpretations of ethnic studies that place great importance on the role of the
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British in the construction of new identities in South Asia.* Indeed, colonial
identities and boundaries between a variety of groups in Sri Lanka began to
form long before the advent of the British.* Doubtless, this process continued
well into the British period. Yet it nevertheless is the case that in the late nine-
teenth century (the zenith of the British colonial period), Sinhala-Buddhist
fundamentalist ideology, which perhaps had been brimming in the pre-British
period, sharpened the process of identity formation.

Living, as many fundamentalists do, in an “increasingly alien world,
a number of Sri Lankans in the late ninetcenth-century empowered them-
selves to fight against what they perceived to be the dissolution of traditions
and orthodoxies. As Bartholomeusz has argued,” however, those Sri Lankans
who challenged disruption were not limited to Sinhalas who were Buddhist.
Rather, the sources reveal that Tamil Hindus and even Burghers, as well as a
few Sinhala Christians,*® mobilized their support with Buddhists. In other
words, the late nineteenth century exemplifies the fluid nature of Sinhala-
Buddhism’s politics. At that time, Buddhists actively united with non-Bud-
dhist Sri Lankans in their struggles against Christian proselytization. In short,
in the late nineteenth century, though there are clear exceptions, there was at
least some interpenetration and overlapping of religious identities. Put differ-
ently, under the British, Buddhists, Hindus, and Muslims shared a similar
identity: they were all non-Christians. A Buddhist Burgher, whom we shall
meet again later in this volume, provides in his writings a description of this
late nineteenth-century religious solidarity:

1984

Buddhist, Hindu and Mohammedan have united in one common pur-
pose, and soon the missionaries will have to pack up their trunks, and
go for converts to the slums of London and Liverpool, or to the desert
of Africa®

Such rhetoric suggests that in the latter decades of the nineteenth century, Oth-
erness was determined by religion. At the same time, the polarities of colo-
nial/colonizer and native/alien—or, center (colonial; native)/periphery (colo-
nizer; alien)—determined Buddhist revivalists’ sympathies. In this way,
colonialism generated religious solidarity. For instance, in commenting upon
the control of a large number of English schools by Christian missions, one
Buddhist writer identified with his Hindu neighbor: “By this act the Christian
clergy received a tremendous accession of power, and the national freedom of
the Buddhists and Hindus has since been threatened to be destroyed.”™ In
short, Buddhists perceived that non-Christians shared their grievances. But, as
our discussion on alterity thus far suggests, identity can have perilous results.
Indeed, in the twentieth century, it has. While colonization generated solidar-
ity in Sri Lanka, it nevertheless sharpened divisions.
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In resisting Christian conversion, late nineteenth-century Buddhists,
Hindus, and Muslims began to articulate religious identities that would soon
be conflated with national, or ethnic, identities and nationalisms. In an
extremely complex process, religion—as a mode of identity—became linked
to “being Sinhala,” “being Tamil,” “being Moor,” and “being Burgher.” The
newspaper and magazine articles of the period abound with examples of this
conflation. For instance, in an article that praised Tamils for their work in the
Buddhist education program, a Buddhist writer nonetheless highlighted the
Otherness of the Tamil, especially his or her “nationality”:

While thanking those two gentlemen above-mentioned, who, though of
quite distinct faith and nationality, have come to the assistance of the
school, I hope Mr. Tudor Rajepakse, of our faith and nationality, will
also cheerfully come forward.®

In this way, Buddhists consciously began to push for a distinct and separate
religious and cultural identity. And it was in their schools that Buddhists with
fundamentalist ideas, like religious fundamentalists elsewhere, propagated
their fundamentalist faith and worldview.” In the wedding of religious and
cultural identity, ethnicity and its relationship to the nation were brought to
the fore. To illustrate, in a description of an English-medium journal of Bud-
dhism launched in 1889, the journal’s editor linked ideas concerning the ter-
ritoriality of religion to ethnicity and the island. He explained that the jour-
nal’s purpose was “to be the exponent of the views of the Sinhalese people
with regard to matters which concern their national religion.”® The Buddhi
revival that these ideas helped spawn has been documented amply.” Here, 1
is worth remembering that in the late nineteenth century the Mahavamsa—the
charter for Buddhist fundamentalists—(once again) entered Sri Lankan con-
sciousness, helping to shape views about Buddhism, the Sinhala people, an
their link to Sri Lanka. —

Tourner’s 1837 translation of the Pali Mahavamsa into English, repub-
lished in 1889, supplied Sinhala Buddhists with what they needed to argue
that, like the British, they too were Aryan, and like the British, they could
vaunt an incredibly sophisticated history.” Moreover, if the publications of the
period are any indication, some Buddhists perceived Christians to be a most
pernicious enemy. Buddhists argued that Christianity was responsible for cor-
rupting the Buddhist culture of the island. One writer summed up the problem
thus:

Many Buddhists in this Island, especially in our towns, have fallen vic-
tims to the demon of intemperance—the most terrible of the curses for
which we have to thank our European conquerors.™
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Yet, as Buddhists began to boast against Europeans a superior cultural and
religious heritage, non-Buddhists—even if they had worked for the elevation
of Buddhism—moved from the center, to the periphery, of who was “alien”
and who was not. Though a few Tamils, such as the Honorable P.
Ramanathan, a Tamil judge who cxtolled the work of Buddhists, were
extolled by Buddhists,” ideas that non-Buddhists threatened the Buddhist
order were beginning to be honed.” Non-Buddhist Sinhala people were not
exempted from this critique. In fact, one 1889 writer, scandalized that a Chris-
tian Sinhala represented the Sinhala people in the Legislative Council, voiced
his criticism of Christian Sinhalas in no uncertain terms:

At present two-thirds of the inhabitants are entirely unrepresented; for
the so-called representative of the Sinhalese “community” is a member
of a hostile faith, and by that very fact . . . is unfitted to act for the Bud-
dhists.”

For the 1889 Buddhist, “Christian Sinhala” was an oxymoron. In his world-
view, Buddhism and Sinhala were inextricably linked; even a Christian who
claimed to be Sinhala was regarded as alien, as Other.

The 1889 correspondent’s ideas were based loosely on an interpretation
of the Mahavamsa as a record of the exploits of Buddhist kings, who in a glo-
rious age had protected the island from alien forces, including Tamils, which
contributed to fundamentalism. So did visions of Sri Lanka as a sacred isle.
Tamil “historians” at the same time argued that the “Sinhalese are a mixture
of indigenous tribes, Aryans and Dravidians, more Tamil than anything else.”
In fact, “[one work] openly suggest[ed] that Sinhalese and Tamil are in real-
ity one, viz. Dravidian.” Thus, much like other religious fundamentalist
movements, in Sri Lanka they began as an ideological battle for control over
the way Sri Lankans would view not only their past, but their future, as well.”
As de Silva’s contribution to this volume suggests, the past that fundamental-
ist Buddhist monks “imagine,” doubtless based on readings of the
Mahavamsa, reminds us once again how this process has continued to the pre-
sent.

Unlike other religious [undamentalisms, however, Sinhala-Buddhist
fundamentalism in Sri Lanka did not begin as a reaction to the challenges of
modern science, or modernity, per se.'™ In [act, in the late ninetecnth century,
those who planted the seeds for contemporary Sinhala-Buddhist fundamen-
talism argued that Buddhism, unlike Christianity, for instance, is congruent
with science.® In her discussion of Christian fundamentalism in America,
Nancy Ammerman points out that one of the greatest challenges nineteenth-
century Christians faced was science.'” How to reconcile the “word of God”
and the findings of science became a preeminent concern of laity and clergy,
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alike. On the other hand, Sri Lankan Buddhists boasted that Buddhism had
no such problem, and that Buddhism, among all the religions, was the most
scientific. Doubtless defending Buddhism against Christian missionary
attacks, Buddhists argued for its supremacy based on its affinities with sci-
ence and thus its usefulness in the modern world. Yet, Buddhism was not to
be adapted to the burgeoning modern Sri Lankan world; rather, it was to
guide ir. It is here that Sinhala-Buddhist fundamentalism again converges
with other religious fundamentalisms, ‘including North American Christian
movements.

Like North American Christian fundamentalism,'” the fledgling Bud-
dhist fundamentalist movement in late nineteenth-century Sri Lanka began in
part as a campaign Lo educate its youth in schools deemed appropriate for pro-
viding a proper religious education. The campaign was a huge success, crys-
talizing in the foundation of several schools in a few short years."™ Many of
the schools that Sri Lankans established in the late nineteenth century con-
tinue to function to the present. Ananda College, perhaps the most well-
known, was one of the first. It remains one of the most well-respected schools
in the island.

Ananda College, and Buddhist education in general, was much more
than a local concern. In fact, so was the Sri Lankan Buddhist revival. Even
Europeans, Australians, and North Americans involved themselves in the ele-
vation of Buddhism in Sri Lanka. In a manner very reminiscent of church
revivals in the United States, international contingents of Buddhists made
their way (o the most remote parts of the island, preaching the Buddhist
“gospel” under large circus tents.™

Perhaps the most notable international Buddhist of the period was the
Theosophical Society’s co-founder, Colonel Henry S. Olcott, about whom
much has been written.'™ He and his Buddhist Theosophical Society attracted
the attention of many Sri Lankans. Within days of Olcott’s arrival in Sri Lanka
in 1880, concerned Buddhists and others committed themselves to the Amer-
ican’s campaign to resuscitate Buddhism. Olcott established in Sri Lanka a
branch of his Theosophical Society and, soon after, he and his supporters
began organizing and establishing Buddhist schools throughout the country.
In those schools, Buddhist teachers taught the Buddhist scriptures and
imparted a traditional secular education, as well,

At the establishment of one such institution, a Buddhist school for boys
in Galle, a Buddhist monk argued that education was the fundamental means
of reestablishing Sri Lanka as a Buddhist isle:

The Reverend Siri Sumanatissa, Principal of Vijayananda Pali College,
in a very eloquent speech, deplored the present condition of education
in Lanka. During the time of the early Buddhist kings thriving schools
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existed in great numbers and the education of the people reached a high
level, Owing to foreign conquests and the presence of invaders hostile
to the ancient religion, such institutions were abolished.”

In other words, for Reverend Sumanatissa, restoration of Buddhist education
was the first step in creating a righteous order. His ideas, based loosely on the
Mahavamsa and widespread as they were, suggest that Sinhala-Buddhist fun-
damentalism clearly had taken shape in the latter decades of the nineteenth
century. Privileging the past, as fundamentalists often do, the monk-principal
defined Buddhist “history” as the remedy “for the challenges of the present
and the opportunities of the future.”'® To promote the righteous order that
Surnanatissa and others described, in addition to establishing schools, Bud-
dhists founded a Buddhist Defense Committee, and created also printing
presses to disseminate news of the progress of their work." Their agenda—
cthnic unity—indeed demanded grand organizational schemes.

The education campaign in many ways continued the process of sepa-
rating the purc from the impure, which, as we have scen, is a hallmark of reli-
gious fundamentalism. As the schools mushroomed, enthusiasm waxed for
the elevation of Buddhism to its former glory alleged in the Mahavamsa, Like
North American Christian fundamentalists,” Buddhists made a large step in
the direction of a separate identity by establishing schools, the preeminent
concern of which was the protection of Buddhist values and institutions.
Indeed, according to late nineteenth-century Buddhists, “the movement for
[Buddhist] education [was] a national movement,”" and Buddhist schools
were considered “the life of the nation.”" It was a small leap to connect these
fundamentalist ideas about Buddhist education and the nation to the welfare
of the Sinhala people.

Some Sri Lankan Buddhists have kept alive the nineteenth-century con-
struction of Buddhism and its rightful position in Sri Lanka. In contemporary
Sri Lanka, critics draw parallels between these claims and ideology centered
around the “Promised Land.” According to a Sri Lankan commentator writing
between the 1994 parliamentary elections and the 1994 presidential election:

The Sinhalese are suffering from the “Mahavamsa complex,” some-
thing similar to the “chosen people complex” of the Jews. It is this com-
plex that has made the Sinhala people so chauvinistic.™

As tecent scholarship on Sinhala-Buddhist hegemony suggests, this parallel
concerning a homeland may not be overstated. One of the problems that has
evolved from the idea of the Sinhala homeland, or dhammadipa, is the prob-
lem of language—the vehicle of culture, literature, and administration.
While late nineteenth-century Buddhists (invented and) revived reli-
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gious institutions,™ they turned their attention also to Sinhala literary endeav-
ors, yet another form of cultural resistance against the British. At a time in
which the language of administration was English, as was instruction in the
best schools, Buddhists began to advocate the use of the vernacular: they
praised their Hindu neighbors for reviving use of Tamil,'" and rallied for their
own Sinhala-medium schools. As is well known, many of the architects of the
Buddhist revival were the island’s deracinated, such as Anagarika Dharma-
pala, who grew up in English-speaking homes, and who wrote and thought in
English."® It is not surprising that it is they who focused upon language as part
of the renaissance that they had helped to craft.

The journals and other writings of these late nineteenth-century Bud-
dhist revivalists contain the seeds for the language debate that were sown in
the 1940s and 1950s. As we mentioned above, these revivalists did not claim
that Sinhala should be the sole language of administration and education.
Rather, they urged that Tamil, too, be privileged above English. Within the
next fifty years, as has been well documented,"” the issue of language—one
among many foci of the revival-—gained primacy. Unlike late nineteenth-cen-
tury discourse about language, however, the debates in the 1950s were unam-
biguously linked to the rights of the Sinhala people, and clearly had become
interwoven with politics.

In postindependence politics, which, like the Buddhist renaissance simi-
larly involved the deracinated, the language issue determined the status of the
peoples of Sri Lanka, Emerging from the British period, many with Buddhist
fundamentalist leanings argued that the Sinhala people and their Buddhist cul-
ture were in peril. Focusing on the politics of language as a remedy, Buddhist
politicians and others in the 1950s pushed for a “Sinhala-only” policy, which
has helped to divide the country and fuel ethnic strife. Tamils countered that
their language, too, should be given constitutional protection, only to be
protested against by Buddhist monks and laity, thus stoking the fires of ethnic
hostility. The outcomeé has been well documented," and need not be rehearsed
here. What must be kept in mind, however, is that in the mid-twentieth century,
latent and ill-defined feelings of ethnic, religious, and cultural superiority across
the board in Sri Lanka shaped and honed identities that emerged in the late
1800s. In the pages that follow, we further nuance these themes and link them
to the fundamentalism of the majority and minority communities of Sri Lanka,

Before turning to the essays, however, we must pause to consider what
impact current politics will make on Sinhala-Buddhist fundamentalism in Sri
Lanka and vice versa. Though it is necessary to bring this study as close to the
present situation as possible, even as we write that situation, like everything
clse, is in flux. Writing in mid-1997, a period in which the predominantly Sin-
hala government’s negotiations with the LTTE seem doomed, it is difficult to
predict when there will be peace in Sti Lanka again.
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In the 1980s and early 1990s, Sinhala-Buddhist fundamentalism set the
tone of Sti Lankan political discourse, as de Munck’s essay on Muslims in this
study indicates. In his study, de Munck explores the ways in which political
discourse, informed by Sinhala-Buddhist fundamentalism, has shaped the
ideas of Muslims living in a predominately Sinhala area. As he argues, con-
temporary Muslims in Sri Lanka have responded to Sinhala-Buddhist funda-
mentalism by rethinking their own identity: religious, political, and social.
Though, Muslims—most of whom speak Tamil—have been lumped with
Tamils, a conflation that at times they have cncouraged, in the present situa-
tion some Muslims move for a discrete identity. Whether time will reverse this
situation remains to be seen. Moreover, the impact that such a conflation will
have on Sinhala speaking Muslims, the group that de Munck has studied,
remains an open question,

In addition to shaping the politics of both the minority and majority
communities of the island, Sinhala-Buddhist fundamentalism also has
affected views about foreign clements in Sri Lanka, which created in the
1980s a rather insular way of looking at the world. Regarding this, Bond’s
essay chronicles the affect that Sinhala-Buddhist fundamentalism has had on
Sarvodaya Shramadana, which began as a movement of social change and
development based on Buddhist thought. In the course of time, and in large
part due to the contribution of foreign powers, Sarvodaya was seen by former
President Premadasa as a font of Western, Christian, and thus corrupting,
influences in Sri Lanka. In a smear campaign that continues to the present,
Premadasa, and those who carried on his ideas after his death, have labeled
Sarvodaya as an anti-Sri Lankan, and thus anti-Buddhist, agency. Bond's
study offers an interesting instance of the way in which Buddhists compete
with one another for legitimacy, or the ways in which a near Other can be
one’s worst enemy. Along these lines, Stirrat’s study explores the degree to
which some Sinhala-Buddhists have remained suspicious of their far Other,
the Christian, whom they consider to be the vehicle of the corrupting influ-
ence of the West.

Despite the loathing of some concerning Sarvodaya, and of Catholicism
and other Christian traditions today in Sri Lanka, there are as many, if not
more, voices that warn against all types of chauvinism. What impact they will
have on the peace process is an open question. Yet, if the 1994 and 1997 clec-
tion results are any indication, Sinhala chauvinism, linked as it is with Sin-
hala-Buddhist fundamentalism, now only drones softly in the background.

Notwithstanding the current situation, prior to the November 1994 pres-
idential elections, early postindependence ideas about the dangers that faced
the Sinhala people were voiced by a few in Sri Lanka. According to Gamini
Jayasuriya,'® who “shudder[s] to imagine the plight of the Sinhalese race by
the turn of this century,”™® the Sinhala people arc doomed to extinction if they
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concede to Tamil demands. Like other fundamentalists elsewhere, Jayasuriya
“perceives a crisis of identity” and fears “extinction as a people or absorption
into an overarching syncretistic culture.”™ This much is clear in one of his
speeches, in which he summed up his and his supporters’ work and a warning
to his brethren:

The Sinhala people woke up from their slumber and as a result the non-
political movement—the Sinhala Arakshaka Sanvidhanaya [or, the
Society for Sinhala Preservation] was born in January 1991. From then
onwards to the present day I have visited villages and hamlets through-
out the country to explain to them to the best of my ability the grave
threat we are facing.'

Despite Jayasuriya’s warning of the imminent destruction of the Sinhala-Bud-
dhist people, the polls suggest that most Sinhala-Buddhists are willing to
allow the new government to work with Prabakaran to settle the problem in
the north. According to Amaradasa Fernando, a Sinhala critic of Jayasuriya’s
type of rhetoric:

The partics which took an ultra racist line in the recently concluded
election were the UNP [United National Party],’ MEP [Mahajana
Eksath Peramunal,’ and the Sinhalaye Mahasammatha Bhumiputhra
[the Party of the Sinhala Sons of the Soil].™ . . . They followed their
usual racist line wooing the Sinhala-Buddhist voter. . . . The Sinhala-
Buddhist voter meted out poetic justice to this fide defensor of Bud-
dhism [Dinesh Gunawardena, leader of the MEP], by helping to give
him a crushing defeat.” '*

Fernando continued by explaining the relationship of the MEP to politics, eth-
nic chauvinism, and the Jathika Chinthanaya, the latter of which we explored
carlier:

It was not good enough for the MEP just to be shouting empty shibbo-
leths. It was necessary to base the party on an ideology. Therefore, Dinesh
Gunawarena and Dr. Gunadasa Amarasekera, of “Jathika Chinthanaya”
fame formed a symbiotic relationship. The MEP had a ready-made small,
mass base to propagate the Jathika Chinthanaya ideal.'”

In other words, as is the case in other fundamentalist movements elsewhere,
the MEP’s 1994 politics fused with religious and ethnic ideology to create a
platform of ethnic and religious nationalism. The agenda, like that of many
fundamentalist movements (as we have seen), was unity:
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They [the MEP] pleaded for the unity of the Sinhalese on the basis of
their ethnic identity and saw differentiation along political party lines as
the main obstacle to unity. Their argument was that, if the Sinhalese
remained fragmented, the minorities would exploit these differences
and achieve their objectives. The Sinhala-Buddhist nature of Sri Lankan
society would then be irreparably damaged.'

In their demand for ethnic unity, they indeed echoed the concerns of funda-
mentalist movements worldwide and of many in Sri Lanka since indepen-
dence: loss of Sinhala identity in a fractured sea of enemies.

In the 1994 parliamentary elections, and again in the 1997 local gov-
ernment elections, however, the MEP’s platform failed, despite its ideology
that elevated the concerns of the Sinhala people above all others, and its focus
upon re-creating Sri Lanka as a Buddhist nation. According to one interpreter
of the 1994 elections, even though the MEP “ha[d] taken an unequivocal stand
for the interests of the Sinhala people, for the dominance of Sinhala-Buddhists
in culture, society, and polity of [Sri Lanka],”" it nonetheless was squashed,
especially in predominantly Sinhala areas."® The majority of the Sinhala peo-
ple rejected also the Sinhalaye Mahasammatha Bhumiputhra, which also
espoused a type of Sinhala nationalism that similarly was fused with Sinhala-
Buddhist fundamentalism.

As a corrective to what they perceive as Sinhala-Buddhist chauvinism
and fundamentalism, some Sri Lankans—Iiberal Sinhalas, Tamils, and Mus-
lims—have argued recently for a common Sri Lankan identity that transcends
ethnicity and religion.”™ Paradoxically, the liberals and the fundamentalists
have one goal in common: both in the end hope to homogenize Sri Lanka.
Doubtless responding in part to a “totalitarian impulse,”"* a family character-
istic of fundamentalism, liberals, and others, too, push for a unity that can
compete with Buddhist fundamentalism.

To illustrate; according to Bond in this volume, Sarvodaya’s leader
argued early on for a common Sri Lankan identity as a corrective to Sri
Lankan civil strife, which has bifurcated the “races” and “nations” of the
island. What do such ideas bode for the future? Given its bad showing at
recent polls, what role will Buddhist fundamentalist politics play in Sri
Lanka’s future? Those questions shall remain unanswered for the moment, but
will be addressed by John Holt in the concluding chapter of this volume. We
now shall turn our attention toward the way Sinhala-Buddhist fundamental-
ism, often directly and sometimes indirectly, has helped to shape minority
identities in Sri Lanka. Those identities, after all, give rise to new ones that,
despite their constant state of flux, help us to understand further the conse-
quences of fundamentalist ideology.
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Chapter 2

Conflicts of Identity and
Interpretation in Buddhism:
The Clash between the Sarvodaya
Shramadana Movement and the
Government of President Premadasa

George D. Bond

Introduction

Although the Buddhist revival is often discussed as if it were a single,
monolithic movement, this period of ferment in Sri Lankan Buddhism actu-
ally produced a spectrum of reinterpretations of Buddhism. These reinterpre-
tations had in common that they all sought to represent Buddhism for the
modern age, but they differed in their perceptions of both the challenges of the
modern age and the ways that Buddhism should be reinterpreted to meet
them.!

Over time, however, and with the intensification of the ethnic conflict—
which certain reinterpretations of Buddhism helped to foster—the one inter-
pretation that became dominant was the conservative and nationalist view-
point. This chauvinist, Buddhist fundamentalism is now frequently regarded
as the stereotypical viewpoint of the Buddhist revival. This conservative inter-
pretation has driven all the other, more liberal interpretations, to the margins,
Thus, observers such as S.J. Tambiah can say that in Sri Lanka today, Bud-
dhism has betrayed its heritage by assuming a “militant, populist, fetishized
form . . . emptied of much of its normative and humane ethic” and function-
ing primarily as a part of a “homogenizing national identity” which sanctions
and instigates “spurts of violence.™

36
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Some of the other reinterpretations that arose during the Buddhist
revival, however, still exist in Sri Lanka as minority voices seeking to pro-
claim that Buddhism has not betrayed its heritage, The clash that occurred
between the government of Sri Lanka led by President Premadasa and the Sar-
vodaya Shramadana Movement from 1989 to 1993 dramatized the difference
between the dominant Sinhala-Buddhist fundamentalism and one of these
minority voices. The reasons behind the clash were doubtless complex and
included factors such as Premadasa’s personal anger at A.T. Ariyaratne, the
leader of the Sarvodaya movement, for not supporting his campaign for pres-
ident as well as Premadasa’a political fears about Ariyaratne’s popularity
among the rural masses.

What was significant about the clash, however, for our purposes, is that
the debate between the two sides was argued on Buddhist grounds and
demonstrated the differences between these two reinterpretations of Bud-
dhism: the political Buddhist fundamentalism of the government and the
socially engaged Buddhism of Sarvodaya. In opposing Ariyaratne, President
Premadasa argued from his fundamentalist Buddhist stance, challenging Ari-
yaraine’s authenticity as a Buddhist leader and charging that he constituted a
threat to the purity and the stability of the Buddhist nation. Premadasa’s gov-
ernment and the government media portrayed the Sarvodaya movement as a
dangerous Other that had links with both the Tamils and the Christians. Ari-
yaratne and Sarvodaya responded to these attacks by calling the government’s
own interpretation of Buddhism into question. During this clash, each side
charged the other with being anti-Buddhist and adharmic. Thus, the rhetoric
of the exchanges and the actions that each side took during the clash brought
their two contrasting interpretations of Buddhism clearly into focus. In this
chapter, 1 examine these two reinterpretations of Buddhism and Buddhist
identity that clashed in the confrontation between President Premadasa and
the Sarvodaya movement.

The Sarvodaya Movement

The Sarvodaya Shramadana Movement began in the late 1950s as a lay
Buddhist association that worked to alleviate poverty in the rural villages of
Sri Lanka. It had its genesis in a series of work camps organized by the fac-
ulty and students of Nalanda College, Colombo. A.T. Ariyaratne, then a
teacher at Nalanda College, led thesec work camps as a way for the urban
youth to come in contact with and help their village countrymen. Thus, in its
origins Sarvodaya is related to Sinhala-Buddhist fundamentalism because
Sarvodaya began as a movement within a key Buddhist college. As
Bartholomeusz and de Silva have discussed in the Introduction to this volume,
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Buddhist schools played a crucial role in establishing a Buddhist identity dur-
ing the revival, Sarvodaya’s interest, however, came to be not Buddhist iden-
tity, but Buddhist values and their application to society in the development
process.

Another key point of contrast between Sarvodaya and the dominant
form of Sinhala-Buddhist fundamentalism has to do with their perceptions of
the Other that their interpretations of Buddhism were intended to oppose. The
Sinhala-Buddhist fundamentalist reinterpretation was employed to oppose
Western domination from without and the domination of other cthnic groups
from within. In this case, as in others, “politics fused with religion and ethnic
ideology to create a platform of ethnic and religious nationalism.” Sarvo-
daya’s reinterpretation of Buddhism, however, opposed not an ethnic or
national Other but an economic and cultural Other—the materialist system of
the West that threatened to destroy Sri Lankan village society and values. Sar-
vodaya’s leaders drew upon Buddhist philosophy and Sri Lankan culture to
frame an alternative development strategy. Ariyaratne has said that the “vil-
lage awakening programme of Sarvodaya™ represents an effort “to transform
the Buddhist doctrines into a developmental process.” Drawing on Buddhist
thought as well as Gandhian ideas, Sarvodaya emphasized values such as
truth, nonviolence and self-denial.

At the beginning and for about a decade, Sarvodaya developed as a work
camp movement, reviving what it regarded as an ancient practice called shrg-
madana or the “giving of labor to assist others.” The idea of shramadana
attracted many people to the movement; work camps to assist the poorest of
the poor were held in all parts of the island. The early motto of Sarvodaya was
“Let us go from village to village to do service.” While performing this social
service, Ariyaratne and the other leaders of this early phase of Sarvodaya came
to believe that development had to occur at the grassroots level and could not
be imposed from the top by government dictate. By describing the central
thrust of the kind of development that Sarvodaya sought as “awakening,” the
leaders clarified the connections between their approach and Buddhism. Sar-
vodaya’s aim, however, was not to promote institutional Buddhism but to bring
about a process that it described as “the awakening of all.” One of Sarvodaya’s
carliest and most consistently held teachings declares that awakening is an
integrated process involving six intertwined elements: the spiritual, the moral,
the cultural, the social, the political, and the economic. This process begins
with the individual and radiates outward through the village, the nation and the
world. This conception of development reveals the way that Sarvodaya’s
approach explicitly relies on dharmic notions such as paticca samuppada or
the interrclatedness and interconnectedness of all things.

Sarvodaya’s understanding of an integrated development process
entailed a critique of Western, materialistic development theories, According
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{o Ariyaratne, true wealth is spiritual and existential. Development should not
be measured by affluence and production, but by whether it creates a way of
life that allows people to fulfil their spiritual, intellectual, and social poten-
tials. From this early period, Ariyaratne opposed the kind of malterialistic
development schemes that the government and international agencies had
attempted in Sri Lanka. He said, “In production-centered societics the total
perspective of human personality and sustainable relationships between
humans and nature is lost sight of. . . . The higher ideals of human personal-
ity and social values are disregarded.” What Sarvodaya sought to [acilitate
was an idealistic vision of a “no affluence, no poverty” socicty, where the
human and spiritual virtues were allowed to flourish. Pursuing this vision of
development and Buddhist values, Sarvodaya grew from a small work camp
movement to become a large nongovernmental organization with volunteers
and centers in the rural areas all over the island,

Occasionally, in arguing for social change and development, Ariyaratne
has referred to ancient Sri Lanka as a place where “in the time of the Sinhalese
kings, the people were able to realise the goal of an Island of Righteousness
(dhammadipa) and a granary, following the path of the Buddha and Asoka.
Within that Island of Righteousness and that granary every person had the
privilege of living as equals, protecting their language, religion and culture.™
The language that he uses here causes one to ask whether Sarvodaya is advo-
cating the idea of a Sinhala-Buddhist identity since its statements reflect
strongly the rhetoric of identity from the earlier phases of the Buddhist revival
when Dharmapala and others used images drawn from the Mahavamsa to
build up a sense of Sinhala-Buddhist identity.

Has Sarvodaya sought to create a similar sense of Buddhist identity?
The short answer is no. Sarvodaya has never been interested in creating or
strengthening a Buddhist identity. Sarvodaya employs these phrases for a
quite different purpose. The goal of the Buddhist revivalists, such as Dharma-
pala, was to establish a Buddhist and Sinhala identity, which meant distin-
guishing the Sinhala Buddhists from the Other. Sarvodaya’s goal in using
these references to ancient Sri Lanka and the dhammadipa is not to define an
identity that stands over against an Other, but rather to emphasize the former
existence and future possibility of a civilization based on Buddhist values.

That Sarvodaya is emphasizing values over identity in their use of this
language, can be seen by noting the way that it employs the three key terms
from the Buddhist revival; the land, the race, and the religion. Sarvodaya’s
references to the land are intended to lift up an image of the ancient, ideal civ-
ilization. Ariyaratne writes that people should not forgel that “a system capa-
ble of organizing human society free from the exploitation of man by man had
been discovered and implemented by our forefathers.”” Ariyaratne employs
this Mahavamsa image of the ancient civilization as a model to give meaning
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andegimacy 10 ms Yis1on 0§ a Darvodaya society ‘vased on Budimst vames,
He says that the colonial and even the postcolonial experiences have ingrained
in the people’s minds the idea that Western civilization with its capitalist econ-
omy represents the only model of success. By referring to the glories of Sri
Lanka’s ancient civilizations, whose magnificent ruins can still be seen today,
Ariyaratne hopes to persuade the people that there are other, more indigenous
models of a successlul civilization. Sarvodaya is not interested in identity
building, but in consciousness raising, a kind of postcolonial liberation that
requires opposing materialism in favor of a system based on spiritual and pop-
ulist values.

When asked if he thinks that the Tamils might be put off by these refer-
ences to the ancient cities and this use of apparently Sinhala-Buddhist lan-
guage such as “dhammadipa,” Ariyaratne replies that he hopes that they see
not the rhetorical language but the meaning behind it. He translates the term
dhammadipa to stand for three of the goals of a Sarvodaya society: spiritual,
cultural, and moral development. He says that the term “Granary of the East”
signifies the other three goals of Sarvodaya: social, economic, and political
development.! This hope that the Tamils will understand his construction of
the meaning of dhammadipa may be somewhat naive on Ariyaratne’s part, yet
his movement has worked extensively with the Tamils and other ethnic
groups.’

Sarvodaya teaches that this ideal civilization can be attained by all peo-
ple, it in no way restricts the vision to the Sinhala race. Sarvodaya universal-
izes both the image of the people who crealed the original civilization in
ancient Sri Lanka and the vision of the people who can create and enjoy the
Sarvodaya society. The ancient civilization symbolizes for Ariyaratne the pos-
sibility of a Sarvodaya socicty “in which a person is not regarded as high or
low on account of his birth and which accepts the humanity of all,”®

Ariyaratne has written that the ethnic problems in the country began
when people started viewing the Sinhalas and the Tamils as separate “races”
and “nations” rather than simply communities with different languages. Sar-
vodaya is not interested in a Sinhala-Buddhist identity, but in a Sri Lankan
identity, or even a global identity,

Sarvodaya also universalizes the idea behind the term “religion™ in this
triad. Sarvodaya has refused to label itsell as a Buddhist movement and points
proudly to its Gandhian roots. Although Ariyaratne acknowledges that much
of Sarvodaya’s philosophy derives from Buddhism, he regards these truths of
the dharma to be spiritual truths that are common to all religions. Spiritual
qualities such as truth, nonviolence, and compassion, he says, do not require
labels such as Buddhist or Christian. Ariyaratne observes that, “truth cannot
be institutionalised.”™ This viewpoint again reflects a kind of idealistic
naivety on the part of Ariyaratne and the other leaders of Sarvodaya. It might
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also be seen as the revival, or survival, of a Victorian notion of a universal
spirituality underlying all the great religions,

This notion has largely been rejected by more recent religious studies
but can be seen to live on in Sri Lanka and other parts of South Asia. The prac-
tical effect of these ideas was that the Sarvodaya movement sought to work in
all areas of the country and accepted members from any and all religions.

Sarvodaya and the Government of Sri Lanka

Since the election of SWRD Bandaranaike in 1956, the governments of
Sri Lanka have regarded themselves as the protectors of Buddhism. They
have risen to power by appealing to the Buddhist majority in the country, and
have pledged to support the interests of both the Buddhist religion and the
Sinhala Buddhist people. Sarvodaya coexisted with these governments
because, [irst, it assumed that since it derived its own philosophy of develop-
ment from Buddhism it should have something in common with them, and,
second, it hoped that it could influence the government to follow some of the
Sarvodaya development goals. That these assumptions entailed risks became
increasingly apparent during the reign of the UNP (United National Party)
government which began with President J.R. Jayewardene and continued
under President R. Premadasa. As time went on it became clear that the gov-
ernment’s priorities and its understanding of Buddhism ran counter to Sarvo-
daya’s interpretation and use of Buddhist values.

J.R. Jayewardene and the UNP came to power in 1977 promising to
establish a dharmistha society, a society based on the principles of the Bud-
dha’s dhamma. Jayewardene said, “The U.N.P. government aims at building
a new society on the foundation of the principles of Buddha dhamma. We
have a duty to protect the Buddha Sasana [religion] and to pledge that every
possible action will be taken to develop it.”"? The emphasis in his government,
however, was more on identity than values, more on protecting the current
institution of Buddhism than on enacting the principles of its dhamma. He
believed that the Buddhist heritage provided a mandate for the government to
rule and protect the land, the race and the Buddhist establishment.

Although he frequently invoked the ideal of the Emperor Asoka,
JTayewardene seldom acknowledged that the dhamma had implications for the
social and economic policy-making of his government. Both the UNP and
Jayewardene were committed to fostering a capitalist, frec market economy
that would produce prosperity for the country. Jayewardene saw no conflict
between these goals and Buddhism because he understood Buddhism to be
primarily a religion of personal morality and individual responsibility.”
Jayewardene followed this path and the Sinhala Buddhists who elected him
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were impressed with his claborate displays of merit-making such as sponsor-
ing the lighting of 84,000 oil lamps at the Buddhist shrines." Although
Jayewardene participated in these public affirmations of Buddhism, he
refused to enact policies and laws that would enforce Buddhist morality. Even
when Buddhists appealed to the government to ban the slaughter of animals
or the production and sale of liquor, Jayewardene refused to support such leg-
islation. To him, Buddhism was a personal matter and should be kept separate
from government policy formation, even in a dharmistha state.

One factor that probably helped determine Jayewardene’s views on
these matters stemmed from his background as a member of the English-edu-
cated elite that inherited power from the British. His generation of leaders had
been trained to believe that the achievement of modernization and progress in
both society and government required one to devalue the role of religion. Tra-
ditional societies were characterized, so this theory held, by religion’s having
an integral role. Therefore, to build a modern society, political leaders had to
diminish the pervasive influence of religion and move toward secularization.
Applying this kind of modernization theory while maintaining that one was
cstablishing a dharmistha state might seem difficult, but Jayewardene's view
that religion was only a matter of personal responsibility enabled him to keep
the political and religious realms separate in much the same way that conser-
vative politicians have in the West.

Jayewardene’s successor, R, Premadasa, also came to power as a strong
supporter of Buddhism and even had worked closely with Sarvodaya and Ari-
yaratne on several major projects. In many ways Premadasa’s interpretation
of Buddhism was much more dangcrous—for the country and for Sarvo-
daya—than that of Jayewardene. A primary reason for this danger was that
Premadasa did not share the commitment that Jayewardene and the previous
leaders since independence had had to maintaining the government’s secular
status. Premadasa explicitly said that he did not “believe in the policy that the
administration of the government and the religious or the spiritual well-being
of the people are separate things and should be divorced from one another. If
King Dharmasoka was able to infuse Dhamma and spiritualism into the
administrative set up, why cannot we achieve it? We can certainly pursue such
a policy.”"

Premadasa’s reference to King Asoka in this statement provides a key
insight into the way that he seems to have understood his role as president and
his relation to Buddhism. Much more explicitly than his predecessors, Pre-
madasa sought to link his role as head of state with that of the ancient and
ideal Buddhist kings such as Asoka. According to the chronicles of Sri Lanka,
these ideal kings exercised two important and related functions: they were the
supreme devotecs and patrons of Buddhism, and they were the active defend-
ers of Buddhism, even using violence when necessary to protect the dhamma.
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That Premadasa aspired to be regarded after the image of this kind of ideal
Buddhist king can be seen by his personally holding the portfolios of both the
Ministry of Buddha Sasana and the Ministry of Defense. He identified him-
self as both the spiritual and the military leader of the people; and he under-
stood both of these roles to be involved with the government’s duty Lo support
Buddhism."

To [ulfill the role of the spiritual leader of the nation, Premadasa estab-
lished a scparate government agency for the support and promotion of Bud-
dhism, the Ministry of Buddha Sasana. When he inaugurated this ministry in
1990, the president convened a conference of the sangha and Buddhist leaders.
On that occasion, Premadasa explicitly compared the conference and the estab-
lishment of the Ministry of Buddha Sasana to the actions of ancient Buddhist
kings such as Asoka who convened Buddhist councils to purify and support
Buddhism. The inaugural address for the Ministry of Buddha Sasana also
served as the occasion for Premadasa to declare that he would follow Asoka in
carrying out a campaign of dharmavijaya, or conquest by dharma (dhamma).

Throughout Premadasa’s time in office, the country was barraged with
examples of the president’s patronage of Buddhism. The government con-
trolled press and media daily carried stories about the president’s appearances
at various Buddhist ceremonies and his gifts to large and small Buddhist tem-
ples. He sponsored and participated in countless Bodhi pujas and almsgivings.
He presented temples with golden Buddha statues and renovated ancient Bud-
dhist shrines. To be sure, the president also supported the other religions of the
country, but this too helped him to play the role of a modern day Asoka, who,
according to the chronicles, patronized all the religions in his realm.

Although Premadasa was considerably more energetic than Jayewar-
dene in his participation in and support of Buddhism, the nature of his partic-
ipation reveals that he understood Buddhism in much the same way as his pre-
decessor had. For both, Buddhism was a religion of individual morality and
merit-making. By sponsoring enormous alms-giving ceremonies such as one
held in Kandy for three thousand handicapped persons, Premadasa demon-
strated to the public how great was the merit that he was accumulating. To
show his adherence to Buddhist morality, he proudly declared that he fol-
lowed a strict Buddhist lifestyle that prohibited excesses such as the use of
tobacco or alcohol.

Premadasa’s zealous support of the rituals and institutions of Buddhism
related directly to the other aspect of the royal identity that he desired: the pro-
tection and defense of Buddhism. He seems to have been drawn to the image
of Asoka as a righteous king who had been involved with violence and con-
tinued to exercise force to protect the dharma. This image of Asoka seems to
have become especially attractive to Premadasa after the bloody battles with
the JVP (Janatha Vimukti Peramuna) during and after 1989. As van der Horst
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observed, “Premadasa’s Asokan ideology with its particular interpretation of
Cakkavatti kingship following the procedure of peace after conquest provides
a new framework which—being well-embedded in the cultural habitus—Pre-
madasa hopes will render the past acceptable.” However, the violent force
with which Premadasa’s army and secret police smashed this insurgency
movement caused many people to regard Premadasa as a tyrant rather than as
the ideal Buddhist that his ritual performances proclaimed him to be.

A third factor that figured in Premadasa’s Buddhist identity, was his
portraying himself as a Buddhist leader who helped the poor—who, inciden-
tally, had voted for him in large numbers. To be sure, Premadasa did initiate
social welfare projects that seemed to embody Buddhist values. Some of these
projects arose from his prior cooperation with Sarvodaya when he was prime
minister under President Jayewardene, For example, the village development
movement, Gamudawa, began during Jayewardene's government and was
patterned after Sarvodaya’s gramodaya or “village uplift” projects. Despite
these highly touted social projects, however, it is significant that Premadasa
did not actually base his economic or social policies on Buddhist principles.
Perhaps even more than Jayewardene, Premadasa pursued the policies of an
open-market economy. He saw no problem in professing simultaneously the
virtues of Buddhism and capitalism, There was no conflict because Buddhism
was to him a matter of individual morality and ritual practice. Even when he
borrowed ideas for rural development projects from Sarvodaya, Premadasa
largely omitted the explicitly Buddhist rationale. The government sponsored
shramadanas that he promoted, for example, lacked the spiritual focus that
was central to those held by Sarvodaya.

In the end, under Premadasa’s regime the dominant interpretation of
Buddhism came to resemble what Tambiah has termed “political Bud-
dhism ™™ It was this chauvinistic, violent, political Buddhism that Premadasa
employed as a rationale for his attacks on the Sarvodaya movement.

The Government’s Attack on Sarvodaya

The clash between Premadasa’s government and the Sarvodaya move-
ment revealed the fundamental differences between the government’s politi-
cal Buddhism and the engaged Buddhism of Sarvodaya. This clash represents
an extreme example of the difficulties that cngaged Buddhism can encounter
in coexisting with a system dominated by power politics and a market econ-
omy. Johan Galtung has pointed out that the state never likes to have rivals.
He observed that “the state originally was the successor to the emperor and
the emperor was the successor to God, and both God and the emperor were
very jealous of all rivals.”® This truth seems to have applied particularly well
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to President Premadasa who understood his identity to be the chief represen-
tative of both the religion and the state. Premadasa recognized thatl Ariyaratne
posed a threat both to his spiritual leadership and to his political leadership,
especially among the poor people of the villages who had been a major factor
in electing him. Sensing this threat to his identity and his leadership and
regarding himself as the rightful protector of the dhamma, Premadasa
attacked Sarvodaya in general and Ariyaratne in particular. Premadasa’s cam-
paign of attacks invoked his own claim to be the protector of Buddhism. He
charged that Ariyaratne and his movement were polluting the religion and
endangering the Buddhist nation. :

One of the most visible and forceful methods of attack used by the gov-
ernment was a well-planned media campaign that directly targeted the sources
of Ariyaratne’s and Sarvodaya’s charisma and popularity, their commitment to
dharmic values and their renunciation of materialism and wealth. Represent-
ing the viewpoint of political Buddhism, the government-controlled media
used many different approaches to attempt to repudiate Ariyaratne’s image as
a Buddhist reformer who followed Gandhi, eschewing material wealth and
regarding the spiritual truths of the dhamma as the only real wealth. Front-
page stories in the government newspapers portrayed Ariyaratne as a false
guru who used the dhamma only to enrich himself. One story compared Ari-
yaratne to another Sri Lankan man who had fraudulently posed as a guru in
England. The story said both Ariyaratne and the false guru had “used the most
sacred tenets of Eastern spirituality to pile up fortunes.”™ Another series of
stories ran under a banner headline proclaiming that “Sarvodaya Sells Lankan
Children Abroad.” The gist of this series of stories had been taken from an
article that had appeared in a West German tabloid magazine some seven
years earlier, and even that tabloid had eventually conceded that Sarvodaya
actually was innocent of such charges. Nevertheless, the government press
dredged up this charge to blacken Sarvodaya’s reputation. Even though Ari-
yaratne issued an immediate denial and rebuttal, the accusation continued to
appear in the press in various forms for the next few years. In its attempts to
stigmatize Ariyaratne and Sarvodaya as Other and as threats to the national
interest, some government press stories also charged Sarvodaya with misus-
ing development funds to supply arms to the LTTE (Liberation Tigers of
Tamil Eelam), the separatist Tamil force. One paper combined some of these
themes by labeling Dr. Ariyaratne the “Maharishi from Moratuwa” and say-
ing that “spiritual leaders of the caliber of Buddha and Christ, without setting
up trust funds in their names” or funneling funds to aggressors have shown
the way to change humanity.®

In addition to the media campaign, the government attempted to shut
down the Sarvodaya movement by limiting its freedom and ability to function
in the country. Key government ministrics refused 1o assist Sarvodaya in any
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way, citing bureaucratic regulations that had not been a barrier previously. For
example, the national radio and television stations ceased covering Sarvodaya
events and canceled Ariyaratne’s weekly educational radio program. The immi-
gration department made it difficult for anyone connected with Sarvodaya to
enter or leave the country. Other government departments such as the Criminal
Investigation Department (CID), the Labor Department, the Bribery Commis-
sion, the Environmental Authority, and the Income Tax Department, enforced
new or seldom used rules and summoned Sarvodaya officials for questioning.
The CID, in particular, made countless visits to Sarvodaya centers and took
many people into its offices for interrogation. These questioning sessions fre-
quently went on for hours; in the worst case, two women were detained under
extremely inhumane conditions for two months. In addition, the lecaders of Sar-
vodaya received several death threats from individuals who came to their doors.
Tightening the screws financially, the government and the Central Bank can-
celled many of Sarvodaya’s loans and compelled some foreign agencies to can-
cel their funding of Sarvodaya’s projects. When asked by Sarvodaya workers to
explain why they were carrying out these actions, government officials replied
that they were doing these things on “orders from above.”™

The capstone to the government’s campaign of attacks on Sarvodaya
was put in place when Premadasa appointed a Presidential Commission of
Inquiry (of nongovernmental organizations). This commission was set up, at
least in theory, to investigate wrongdoing by all NGOs in the country, but in
practice its major function was to attack the Sarvodaya movement and Ari-
yaratne. Seeing it as a way to prove their innocence, the Sarvodaya leaders at
first welcomed this commission. However, they soon recognized that the
commissioners were also acting “under orders from above” and would be
unable to give Sarvodaya a fair hearing. Faced with this direct threat and wit-
nessing the suffering of the country under Premadasa’s regime, Ariyaratne
spoke out against the government and called for “nonviolent direct action
within the law and nonpartisan people’s politics.” Ariyaratne charged that Pre-
madasa had lost his dharmic mandate to serve as a Buddhist leader.

The most direct confrontation between Sarvodaya’s engaged Buddhist
approach and the government’s political Buddhism occurred at Kandalama, a
village near the ancient Buddhist cave temple at Dambulla. This confrontation
demonstrated the way that the government sought to cast Sarvodaya as an Other
as well as the ways that Sarvodaya fought back against the government also on
Buddhist grounds. The confrontation concerned a proposal by a corporation to
build a massive, four story, luxury hotel at Kandalama. This proposal had been
approved by the government in the interest of increasing tourism. Having seen
the disastrous impact that such tourist developments had on previously tranquil
village areas such as Hikkaduwa, the local village population led by the
Mahanayaka of the Dambulla temple, Venerable Inamaluwe Sumangala,
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appealed to the government to cancel the plans for the hotel. The monk and his
followers argued that such a large hotel would adversely affect the cultural and
moral environment of the community, disrupt the ecological balance of the
semiwilderness area, pollute the water supply, and infringe on the sanctity of the
ancient, sacred Buddhist shrine. Ven. Sumangala, who was also the chair of
Sarvodaya'’s council of elders, appealed to Sarvodaya to assist him in this cause.
Ven. Sumangala and Dr. Ariyaratne decided to hold a satyagraha or peaceful
demonstration at Dambulla to protest this development project. A Catholic
group, led by Father Oswald Firth, also joined the protest movement because
they had recently fought the government over a similar development project in
a Christian area at Iranawila, on the west coast of Sri Lanka. Therefore, on July
12, 1992, thousands of Sri Lankans, Buddhists, and Christians, many of them
Sarvodaya followers, assembled at the Dambulla Raja Maha Vihara and peace-
fully demonstrated their opposition to the government’s plans to build the
tourist hotel. Buddhist monks and Catholic priests spoke against the hotel and
against the government and then led the people in peaceful meditation.

The after effects of the demonstration at Kandalama were quite inter-
esting, with both the government and Sarvodaya jockeying to be seen as the
true representative of Buddhism. Premadasa’s government, which had identi-
fied itself as the savior of the dhamma and the sasana, found itself after the
satvagraha in the position of opposing the Ven. Sumangala and all his Bud-
dhist followers who protested that a sacred Buddhist area would be violated
by the hotel complex. Even worse, the government appeared to be opposing
the Buddhists on this issue even though it had given in to the Catholics who
had made a similar protest about a development project in their area. Sarvo-
daya and its allies had clearly put the government on the defensive, it seemed.
Premadasa tried staging his own progovernment demonstration at Dambulla
to explain how the hotel would benefit the people, but it was poorly attended
and appeared clearly to be a defensive gesture. But then someone in the gov-
ernment discovered a photo that had been taken al Sarvodaya’s satyagraha
showing some Catholic nuns holding aloft a large cross in front of the
Dambulla Buddhist cave temple. The government used this picture to regain
the high ground as the defender of Buddhism. Posters displaying this photo
appeared suddenly all over the country. The posters also carried the statement,
“Sarvodaya businessman (mudalali) Ariyaratne and the rogue priest Suman-
gala took the cross to Dambulla.” The government papers then carried the pic-
ture along with editorials denouncing this as an affront to Buddhism and pro-
claiming that “the organisers had desecrated a Buddhist sacred area and
polluted a Buddhist environment by allowing other religionists to display a
cross in the precincts of the Dambulla Raja Maha Vihara.”* Other stories
charged that Sarvodaya and the other leaders had been atlempting to create
ethnic strife by displaying Christian symbols in a Buddhist temple. The gov-
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ernment papers cited monks who took the government’s side. One
Mahanayaka asked, “Will the Buddhist clergy ever be allowed to display the
Buddhist flag and perform satyagraha in the Vatican?” Another Mahanayaka
from Anuradhapura declared that the President “who created a separate Min-
istry for Buddha Sasana is doing a great service for the country. It is wrong to
conduct such agitations when the president is making a genuine effort to
develop all places of religious worship.”® The government stories did not
bother to explain that the Christians had gotten permission from the Buddhist
leaders to catry the cross in the procession, and they did not cile the many
monks and leaders of the sangha who approved of the satyagraha.

This incident can be seen to have exemplified some of the central issues
in the conflict between Sarvodaya and the government of President Pre-
madasa. It raised the question of who speaks for Buddhism, the government
which holds the Ministry of Buddha Sasana and claims a dharmic mandate,
or Sarvodaya and its followers. Implicit also were questions about Buddhism
and economics: Could the free market development plans of a nominally Bud-
dhist government be considered Buddhist economics, or did Sarvodaya’s sus-
tainable development ideas and proenvironment stance have a greater claim
to be seen as Buddhist economics? Finally, Kandalama brought into clearer
focus the question of the relation of religion and politics. The government
attacked Ariyaratne and Ven. Sumangala for exploiting this issue for political
purposes. Premadasa charged that Ariyaratne had abandoned his nonpartisan
stance as the head of Sarvodaya by becoming involved in partisan politics. An
editorial in a government-controlled newspaper chided, “Dr. Ariyaratne is no
Gandhi. Nor is he a religious leader. He is at his best when he spins a story
linked to a Buddhist theory to collect donations from gullible donors abroad.
But on this occasion he and his followers who rushed to give a religious garb
to a political protest have failed.” The government was willing to portray
Sarvodaya as an Other of any stripe; previous newspaper articles had linked
him to the Tamils and now this incident linked him to the Christians. Ari-
yaratne responded by arguing that a government that identifies itself with
Buddhism and claims to be acting in the name of the dhamma should enforce
a social and an environmental ethic rather than building luxury hotels that
benefit only rich investors and foreign tourists.

Conclusion

What was the outcome and the significance of this clash of visions
between Sarvodaya and the government of President Premadasa? The out-
come might have been different had not President Premadasa met an untimely
death at the hands of an assassin on May 1, 1993. It seems certain that Pre-
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madasa would have continued to pursue Sarvodaya and might have succeeded
in his attempt to destroy the organization and its leadership. As it happened,
however, the interim government that assumed power when the president died
acted immediately to stop the persecution of Sarvodaya and to lift all restric-
tions against them. Having passed through a kind of political ordeal of fire,
Sarvodaya emerged with renewed prestige in some quarters of Sri Lanka and
the world. To be sure, however, the [our and a hall years of vilification by the
government press and media damaged Sarvodaya’s reputation in ways that
will take time to repair fully. Sarvodaya could also still encounter opposition
from future governments that advocate the kind of political Buddhism that
Premadasa perfected. It is not likely that political Buddhism, which has been
such a powerful force in Sri Lanka, has breathed its last.

The events that occurred, however, were significant in that they provided
a clear contrast between these two contemporary reinterpretations of Bud-
dhism: political Buddhism and the socially engaged Buddhism of Sarvodaya.
It we use the term “Buddhist fundamentalism™ to refer to the movements that
emerged from the Buddhist revival, then both of these reinterpretations might
be seen as variations of Buddhist fundamentalism, albeit variations manifest-
ing quite different “family resemblances.”™ Political Buddhism focuses on its
Buddhist identity, and from its Buddhist identity derives a charter to rule and
protect the land, the race, and the religion. This Buddhist identity, however, is
not understood to require the government to follow or enact Buddhist values.
Thus, recent governments in Sri Lanka that proclaimed their Buddhist identity
have, nevertheless, carried out military campaigns and pursued economic poli-
cies that have greatly widened the gap between the rich and the poor. Sarvo-
daya’s socially engaged Buddhism, on the other hand, emphasizes Buddhist
values over Buddhist identity. Sarvodaya’s reinterpretation of Buddhism
entails drawing on Buddhist philosophy and values to construct an integrated
development process in which the political, economic, and social elements are
coordinated with the spiritual, moral, and cultural values.

Ariyaratne says that Sarvodaya aims at both individual as well as
national “awakening”; Sarvodaya’s idea of a dhammadipa would mean creat-
ing a government whose policies on all levels conform with the dhamma. For
Premadasa’s government, on the other hand, dhammadipa seems to have sig-
nified only a cosmic or karmic heritage that had to be kept in balance through
ritual performances and the production of merit. The differences between
these two ideas of Buddhist government were manifest in the debate during
the clash. Premadasa attacked Sarvodaya as an enemy of the nation for siding
with the Tamils in its peace marches and for siding with the Christians in the
demonstration at Kandalama.

Ariyaratne responded that by using violence against the people and by
following economic and environmental policies that created structural vio-

Digitized by Noolaham Foundation.
noolaham.org | aavanaham.org



Sy _ Buddhist Fundamentalism and Minority ldentities in Sri Lanka

lence the government had lost its “dharmic and moral legitimacy to rule this
country.”® Ariyaratne contended that the law of dhamma and the people’s law
were higher than the law of the state, so that when the law of the state violates
the two higher forms of law the people have a responsibility to oppose the
government. While the government was attacking him, Ariyaratne continued
to speak out in Sarvodaya meetings throughout the country where he charged
that the government had violated the dharmic law and generated violence in
at least six areas.” When the government accused Ariyaratne of vitiating his
claim to be a religious leader by becoming involved in political issues such as
the debate over the tourist hotel at Kandalama or the government’s conduct of
the war, Ariyaratne responded that “what the government considers politics, I
consider the welfare of the people and the protection of the dhamma.”™

Thus, if political Buddhism and Sarvodaya’s socially-engaged Bud-
dhism represent variations of Buddhist fundamentalism, their interpretations
reveal contrasting visions of the meaning of Buddhism for the contemporary
world. Sarvodaya’s critics have charged that the movement has had problems
in actualizing its vision of Buddhist development, but that is a topic for
another study and does not detract from the significance of Sarvodaya's
vision. While political Buddhism has, as Tambiah has observed, invoked a
Buddhism devoid of its “normative and humane ethic,” Sarvodaya has advo-
cated a Buddhist ethic as a comprehensive approach to such areas as politics,
economics, and social organization. In this sense, Sarvodaya’s interpretation
of Buddhism has served a prophetic role in challenging the views and policies
of the dominant, conservative political Buddhism. Sarvodaya's vision of
socially engaged Buddhism and its contrast with a political Buddhism that fol-
lows Western cconomic and political models might be summarized with the
following quote from Sulak Sivaraksa:

Economists measure development in terms of increasing currency and
material items, fostering greed. Politicians see development in terms of
increased power, fostering hatred. Both measure the results strictly in
terms of quantity, fostering delusion. From the Buddhist point of view,
development must aim at the reduction of these three poisons, not their
increase. We must develop our spirit.*
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Chapter 3

The Plurality of Buddhist Fundamentalism:
An Inquiry into Views among
Buddhist Monks in Sri Lanka

Chandra R. de Silva

In the last few years, a number of scholars have begun to analyze criti-
cally attitudes held by Buddhist monks in relation to society and polity in Sri
Lanka. Their analyses have concentrated on how these attitudes, especially
those which I here term “fundamentalist,” have an impact on (and, in the opin-
ion of many of these scholars, generally impede) the process of building a
democratic and multicthnic society in Sri Lanka, The word fundamentalism
has been defined in a variety of ways.! For the purpose of this chapter, and fol-
lowing the Introduction to this study, it will connote a desire to restore what
are perceived as “original” or “ideal” values and behavior patterns, and an
active campaign to reestablish institutional and social structures that promote
such values and behavior. It also implies a rejection of many contemporary
values and institutions as being essentially flawed.

In this chapter, I will reexamine the justification for labeling as fun-
damentalist some of the ideas of Buddhist monks in Sri Lanka. On the basis
of writings by contemporary monks and through interview data gathered
during the summer of 1993 and follow-up research in 1995-96, I will make
two arguments: a) the variety of views relating Lo the ideal social and polit-
ical order among Buddhist monks in Sri Lanka is often masked by the great
concern for an appearance of a “unified” front; and b) the continuing ten-
sions and contradictions between the Buddhist doctrinal tradition and twen-
ticth-century nationalist ideology among Sinhala-Buddhist monks? illus-
trates not only a different kind of fundamentalism, but also provides clues
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on strategies that might be adopted to foster greater tolerance.

Let me begin with the idea of fundamentalism. Any fundamentalist doc-
trine needs to have a vision of an ideal moral and social order thought to have
existed in the past. There is clearly such a vision among many Buddhist
monks in Sri Lanka. This vision, in large measure based on the Mahavamsa,
generally embodies the theory of a strong bond linking Buddhism, the polity,
and the people of the country, the Sinhala. Along these lines, the Venerable
Dheerananda, formerly a principal of a state school in the North Central
Province, and currently a lecturer at the University of Peradeniya, has argued
that:

Although Buddhist monks were not very aclive politically early on, our
sources indicate that they were active participants in influencing the
ruler by the first century, BC, replacing the brahmins. But of course,
they were impartial advisors, not political players. They advised the
king on his duties and how the king should obtain popular participation
according to the dhamma. They advised the people on how to order
their livelihood in a Buddhist way, In some cases where there were
problems such as the lack of water, the bhikkhus [Buddhist monks]
advised the king to develop irrigation with the support of the people.’

The Venerable Nanaloka, a graduate of the University of Peradeniya and a
Prachina Panditha, currently at Sarananda Pirivena, Anuradhapura, was more
eloquent on the bonds between the monks and the (Sinhala) people. But he
reiterated Dheerananda’s claims:

From ancient times, bhikkhus were regarded as the guardian deities of
our nation. If the nation [jathiya] was faced with a threat, the monks
saved it. The bhikkhus were the leaders of the nation. In time they
became kula devathavo, that is, the peacemakers of the family. But with
social evolution this status has disappeared. For this the monks are
responsible, so are the people, especially our older monks are responsi-
ble because they have not devised a means of training the young.

Nanaloka then linked the guardianship of Buddhism and the polity to the Sin-
hala people:

After the coming of Mahinda, the relationship between our jathiya
[people or race, i.e., the Sinhalas] and Buddhism was like that between
the bark and the tree. The tree cannot survive without the bark. Our
nation had an extraordinary civilization because of Buddhism. If you
look at the evidence [rom the archeological excavations we can see how
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our people were self-sufficient in food, and developed in their moral
qualities [adhyathmika gunadharma)] and physical states. After the
coming of Mahinda, agriculture developed as a way of living. The cul-
tivator would work in the fields all day and in the evening would visit
the temple and discuss whatever problems he had. He would go to the
temple for physical and mental relaxation. He received solace in the
temple. The temple also had ceremonies for: the [first] cutting of hair;
[first] eating of solid foods for children. [It offered also] advise for cou-
ples intending to marry; Angulimala sufta recitation for pregnant
women; and pansakula for the dead. Thus from birth to death, there was
a link with the temple. When a new well was dug, the first water was
offered at Buddha puja [offering of food to the Buddha]. The first fruits
of a tree, the first milk from a cow, were all offered in the same way.
Our old authors such as Gurulugomi, Vidyachakravarthi, and
Parakrama Panditha were sincere Buddhists, not just Buddhists in
name. Thus people were bound to the sasana [Buddhist order].!

Much of the Venerable Nanaloka’s vision fils well with Stanley J. Tambiah’s
definition of the elements of a traditional “Buddhist Polity,” including:

(1) Religion (sasana), i.e., Buddhism characterized in terms of the three
jewels, Buddha, Dhamma and Sangha; (2) Kingship which was stressed
in terms of such idealizations as the righteous ruler (Dharmaraja), the
Buddha-to-be (Bodhisattva) and the wheel-rolling emperor (Chakka-
vatti); and (3) a “people”—the Sinhalese, the Mons, the Burmese, the
Thai and so on—who received their stamp in terms of the above two
features, and whose historical destiny was considered to be their preser-
vation. The concept of a people with a historical conservationist destiny
had other components as well—ethnic, linguistic, cultural—which were
fused with the religio-political ideas.’

Fundamentalism, however, is more than a vision of the past. It involves
an urge and perhaps even a program to re-create a lost social order, which was
seen to have ensured prosperity in the “imagined” past. I use the word imag-
ined in the sense of “constructed” rather than “fictitious.” I will highlight
three aspects of the past, which many Buddhist monks would like to resusci-
tate. First, there is the perception of the distant past of the Mahavamsa as an
idyllic period when people lived simple and moral lives. Second, there is the
role of the sangha (order of Buddhist monks) in the polity, particularly as
advisors to the ruler. The third and related aspect concerns the “restoration” of
unity and harmony. Unity of the sangha is the first concern, while relations
between the sangha and Buddhist laypersons is second. Finally, the concept
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of unity and harmony is extended to cover the entire region of Sri Lanka.

The picture of a prosperous, moral, and just society of old resonates in
the minds of many Buddhist monks. Venerable Dheerananda explained that,
in the past, Buddhist monks advised people even on matters of agriculture and
2conomics, or:

on the ways in which the produce should be utilized. One fourth for
consumption, half for investment, and the fourth as saving. This was the
rule in our old society. This kind of planning must have been the reason
why there was so much prosperity and ability to build monuments. They
also made the people “civilized” by teaching them good principles—
abhorrence of killing and respect for life.

In urban areas especially, contemporary Sri Lankans have moved away
from Dheerananda’s ideal vision of society. His 1993 critique of contempo-
rary society was adumbrated in the 1954 Betrayal of Buddhism, which
explored the condition of Buddhism in the early postcolonial period. Accord-
ing to its authors “the real and final remedy was the replacement of Western
materialistic, social and individual values and the establishment of genuine
values founded on the Buddhist Dhamma.” Contemporary Buddhist monks
likewise argue that Buddhist values can be fostered by admonishing the peo-
ple. They also add that positive steps should be taken by the state (o shut off
avenues leading to wrong actions.®

The monks 1 interviewed all agreed that monks should foster certain
Buddhist values and preach against vices, such as gambling, that corrupt those
values, For the most part, they also agreed that these values should be enforced,
doubtless part of a fundamentalist program. However, there are monks who
have doubts about the practicability of this policy. Questioned about the feasi-
bility of a state that would attempt to enforce Buddhist values, Venerable
Rahula responded, “I would support it but it would be very difficult. For exam-
ple, how would a Buddhist state promote fishing? What about pesticide man-
ufacture? There would be unemployment and the government would fall.”™

Monks view differently also the second aspect of the past that they
would like to see resuscitated—namely, the proper nature of the relationship
between the sangha and the polity. A few of the monks whom I interviewed
advocated the withdrawal of monks from politics. One of them, who was
more interested in developing internal peace through meditation," claimed
that even though, in ancient days, Buddhist monks involved themselves in
politics, such involvement can only be divisive in the present:

The Buddha did not advise the kings on war. We should not pressure the
ruler. Pressure should come from the people. Bhikkhus should not go on
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demonstrations. It is true that bhikkhus did participate in politics in the
past. But this will really harm the people. While our task is to teach the reli-
gion we should not be distracted by other gains which attract us to politics.

There are groups of monks who favor retiring to the forest or to medita-
tion centers,” but theirs was a minority view. Most monks arc clearly for an
interventionist position of the sangha in relation to social problems. Venerable
Nanaloka, for instance, argued that “the Buddha preached political principles.
Thus, there is no need to question Buddhist monks’ involvement in politics. Pol-
itics is essential and there is nothing wrong in working with politicians to solve
the problems of the people.” The problem for Nanaloka was how to work with
politicians within an adversarial political system without being dragged into
partisan politics. Venerable Nanaloka himself expressed fears in this regard:
“Bhilkkhus have fallen due to politics, They lose their position of respect by par-
ticipating in politics this way. This can be seen clearly. We should not be in par-
ticular partics. Politicians try to use bhikkhus to gain political advantage.”

The scholar monk, Venerable Karagampitiye Jinarathana, current head
of the Dharmendraramaya, Mt. Lavinia, argued against all political involve-
ment for monks whatsoever: “Bhikkhus should not take part in politics. It
leads to the loss of dignity of monks.”

Venerable Bellanwila Wimalaratana, chief incumbent of the Bellanwila
temple, near Colombo, expressed similar sentiments:"

My personal opinion is that bhikkhus should in no way participate in the
party politics which prevail today. That means the distancing of the
bhikkhu from the people because people look at bhikkhus as persons
belonging to our political party [or theirs]. Bhikkhus should be able to
advise all. Bhikkhus cannot control political parties with a lay leadership
and become controlled by them. The bhikkhu will gel only temporary
benefits which disappear with the fall of parties from power. The
strength of the bhikkhu is not in political backing but in learning, dedi-
cation and the like.

Venerable Bellanwila Wimalaratana also explained that the system
tended to force Buddhist monks to establish links with particular politicians:

What has happened is that politics has penetrated cverything; to have a
plan approved to build a house, to get electricity, to build a road you
need to go o the MP [Member of Parliament]. In this context, the
bhikkhu has o go to the politician to have the temple built or to get
something done in the village. Thus the bhikkhu has to go where the
politician wants him to go in order to get things done.
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The chief monk of the Isipathanaramaya, located in Colombo South,
gave a slightly different twist to a similar view about the relationship between
monks and the polity:

Because this is a Buddhist country and a place where Buddhism has the
foremost place,” politicians know that if they get the support of
bhikkhus, it will help them. That is why they support certain temples.
The alliance between the politician who patronizes a temple and the
bhikkhus in it [once begun] cannot be broken [easily] by cither side.

The problem for the chief monk of the Isipathanaramaya was not only
that the “political” bhikkhu would threaten the esteem of the entire sangha,
but that politicians were seen as unreliable, As another monk remarked:
“Many politicians like to have bhikkhus support them to get to power. After
that, they want to know why bhikkhus enter politics.” Despite a difference of
opinion, most monks linked their vision of the appropriate relationship
between monks and the polity—whether for or against a strong alliance—
with an “imagined” past.

The imagined past is not merely a charter for present-day intervention,
As both Steven Kemper and Stanley Tambiah perceptively have pointed out,
the imagined past is often evoked as a moral standard." Some monks empha-
sized the difference between the “impartial advice” given by the monks of old
and what was seen as pattisan party allegiance in the present day."

Inherent in this situation of a monk immersed in politics is the sense of
contradiction aroused in many Buddhists when a renunciant enters into the
sphere of worldly concerns. As Richard Gombrich and Gananath Obeyesckere
point out:

The strength of the monk’s role lies in the fact that it is the opposite of
the lay role. He is an image of detachment from worldly ties, from
human social conflicts, from cross cutting kin bonds that enmesh every
one of us in our social existence. . . . Thus, the question is not whether
a monk can partake of affairs of the world, but zow. A monk arriving in
a Sarvodaya'® camp and uttering a sermon of exhortation poses no prob-
lem, so long as he maintains his aloofness and goes back to his
monastery. But if he gets involved in social and economic activity,
which he is supposed to have renounced, he ceases to mirror our
ideals."”

In other words, monks and laity alike stress the loss of respect that may
accompany monks who are perceived as worldly.
The ideal for most monks, then, is to regain the imagined, past posi-
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tion of being respected, especially in their role as impartial advisors and
counselors. Clearly, one way to do this is to restore traditional monarchy,
but such an event is recognized as impossible. Some contemporary Buddhist
monks have proposed alternative political systems where “Buddhist values™
would be supreme and where politicians would be guided by the advice of
Buddhist monks. The “alternative democracies” proposed by Venerable
Madihe Pannasiha and Venerable Henpitagedara Nanasiha, for instance,
would eliminate party political rivalries and seek to establish a common,
agreed plan of development. The former has advocated a nonparty national
election to select a group of leaders pledged to implement an ideal plan of
development. Such a plan would be agreed upon beforchand by consensus
by a group of nonparty experts. Vencrable Nanasiha, on the other hand, has
preferred to rely on 7000 village representatives who would work together
to construct plans for development. Both plans have been explored else-
where in some detail.®® My interest here is whether these plans reflect fun-
damentalist values.

Both plans are clearly based on Buddhist referents. Moreover, both
plans embbdy the Buddhist (and Socratic) idea that true knowledge brings
understanding and that rational persons can arrive at consensus through dis-
cussion on what needs to be done. Venerable Nanasiha's scheme resonates
with what is reputed to have been the political system of the Vajjian confed-
eration in the time of the Buddha. Once more, and invoking the past as char-
ter, the assumption is that if we assemble “good persons,” they will be able to
work together. In the sense that these plans propose blueprints that eliminate
partisan political competition and restore an imagined harmonious polity, they
might be deemed fundamentalist. Yet, as Martin E. Marty and R. Scott
Appleby have pointed out:

Fundamentalism has proven itself selectively traditional and selectively
modern. Fundamentalists are not simply traditionalists or conservatives.
In fact, they reject the clinging to tradition and the uncritical conserva-
tion of all that has emerged in the tradition, for they view tradition as a
mosaic of compromises, as a body of accumulated adaptations to the
demands of the specific historical, and thus contingent, circumstances.
Fundamentalists do not object to innovation or adaptation in itself but
to the elevation of these adaptations to a privileged status which in turn
precludes the flexibility required in crafting a comprehensive response
to contemporary challenges.”

Given these guidelines for assessing fundamentalist projects, and especially
given Nanasiha’s and Pannasiha’s wholesale rejection of the modern, the two
schemes are fundamentalist in that they look to the past (cncoded in the
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Mahavamsa) to solve the problems of the present. Few monks believe, more-
over, that the two schemes are really practicable.

Let us now look back upon the concept of a Buddhist polity as it has
evolved among the monks in Sri Lanka. There is general agreement on a “con-
structed vision of the past,” when the ruler worked for the welfare of the peo-
ple and the religion. There is agreement that the current political system is not
working well.® Yet, the solution to the problem is not seen as replacing the
current polity with a “Buddhist democracy,” as advocated by Madihe Pan-
nasiha and Henpitagedera Nanasiha.” In fact, contrary to what Tambiah states
and what Kemper seems to imply, bhikkhus do not see themselves, and are not
seen by others, as "alternatives” to politics and politicians.” There is a sense
in which the Buddhist monks see themselves as truer representatives of the
people than the politicians. As the monk Rahula (from Bentara Elpitiya)
remarked: “A bhikkhu does not represent a family or a village but the whole
country.” In general, however, bhikkhus perceive themselves as the con-
science of politicians, politicians who are notoriously vulnerable to bribes and
temptations, The problem, then, is how to ensure the production of “good™
leaders through a corrupt and divisive system. The answer (which echoed
through many of the responses) was that first the sangha needed to be
“united” and needed to speak with one voice to ensure that the political lead-
ership heeded the advice of monks,

Clearly, however, there is acceptance among many Buddhist monks that
the contemporary state should actively support Buddhism and that monks
have a duty to advise those in power on matters relating to polity where reli-
gion and the state have a symbiotic relationship. As Ven. Palipane Chan-
drananda stated in March 1996 on the proposed clause in the draft constitu-
tion assuring the preeminence of Buddhism, “There is no need for the .
Constitution to give such place to Buddhism because Buddhism enjoyed this
position from the time of the advent of Arahat Mahinda. What 1s expected of
the government is to recognise this position.”” Explicit constitutional recog-
nition of the “foremost position” of Buddhism came in a clause in the First
Constitution of the Republic of Sri Lanka in 1972. This clause was maintained
and strengthened in the Second Constitution, of 1978.

In 1991 the primacy of Buddhism was further entrenched when Presi-
dent Ranasinha Premadasa set up a Supreme Council of Buddhist religious
leaders to advise him. This council, comprised by a majority of Buddhist
monks, continues to function to the present. Indeed, the resignation of chief
monks of the nikayas (monastic fraternities) from the Supreme Council in
January 1997, on the grounds that their advice on national policy was being
ignored by the current president, Chandrika Kumaranatunga, was a public
relations fiasco for the government.” The triumph of the principle that, in Sri
Lanka, religion cannot be separated from politics may be seen in the draft of
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a new constitution composed by Kumaranatunga’s People’s Alliance in April
1997, which not only continues to provide that “The Republic of Sri Lanka
shall give to Buddhism the foremost place” but also, for the first time, gives
constitutional status to the Supreme Council of Buddhist leaders: “The State
shall consult the Supreme Council in all matters pertaining to the protection
and fostering of the Buddha Sasana.”®

The willingness of President Kumaranatunga—who long represented a
secular approach to politics in Sri Lanka—to accept and constitutionally rein-
force an avowedly Buddhist advisory body is a reflection of the Buddhist fun-
damentalism and the political strength of those who believe that protection of
Buddhism is the special obligation of the Sri Lankan state. Despite this, there
are Buddhist monks who dissent from aspects of this policy. As Ven. Hevan-
pola Ratanasara explained, a clause granting Buddhism “the foremost place”
was wrong because it is against Buddhist philosophy, it has no moral justifi-
cation, and it is an infringement of the basic rights of other religions.™

This brings us to the question of “unity.” The Sinhala word eksathkama
denotes unity. The word samagiya, which is also sometimes translated as
“unity,”” is better rendered as “harmoniously working together.” All Bud-
dhist monks whom I interviewed emphasized samagiva, and played down the
division of the sangha into sects (nikayas). As the Venerable Bellanwila
Wimalaratana explained, “Today, nikayas exist only as pupillary successions
[gurukula). We work together and receive alms together. Therefore, there is
no division as such.” Venerable Karagampitiye Jinarathana agreed: “The
divisions in'terms of nikayas are not there now in the way it was in the past.
Now everyone works together except in disciplinary proceedings.” Some of
this emphasis accords with the present situation. Student monks in Sri
Lankan universitics often work together as a pressure group and are reluctant
to criticize fellow monks when conversing with laypersons. When necessary,
monks live for extended periods in temples that do not belong to their own
nikaya,

But there are, nonetheless, real and pervasive divisions among the
sangha. Some of the deepest divisions within the sangha are between the
younger monks, who often come from poorer socioeconomic backgrounds
and are exposed to secular education, and those who are older and have had a
more traditional training under a mentor. Some of the younger monks, some
of whom did not wish to be identified, were, in fact, very critical of leadership
in the sangha. Nevertheless, despite occasional acrimonious debates in news-
papers and on political platforms, there is a continuing reluctance by Buddhist
monks to criticize other monks. In my series of interviews, monks were
almost invariably more comfortable in responding to criticisms by others of
individual monks or of groups of monks than in initiating critical comments
themselves.
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What is also significant, however, is that there is a vision of the past in
which divisions were absent or at least minimal. Serious doctrinal differences
within the sangha in the past are seen as having arisen due to influences from
outside the country. This explains, in part, the extensive protests that arose
when Venerable Palpola Vipassi accepted ordination from a Japanese Shingon
sect in 1990.% Along these lines, monks also view Western, colonial domina-
tion as having opened up a gulf between Buddhist monks and lay Buddhists.
As Venerable Nanaloka explained:

The change in the old relationship was primarily due to the coming of
the Europeans, especially the coming of the English. One of their
devices [upakrama] was to break the connection between the Buddhist
monks and the pcople because they felt that as long as that lasted they
could not do what they wished. The center of education shifted from the
temple to the church. Our people began to be attracted by Western cul-
ture and began to follow its norms and thus the old links were
destroyed.”

In this case, the “far Other,” the Christian European, posed the most for-
midable threat to the unity of the sangha, and the sangha’s relationship to the
laity.

In comparison with the Christian, often perceived by Buddhist funda-
mentalists as a far Other, Hindus are seen, at least by some monks, as a group
that has not had its fair share, perhaps even as a potential ally. As a senior
monk pointed out:

In colonial, British times, the non-Hindu Tamils had many privileges—
educational opportunities. They now bring up unnccessary issues such
as privileges for Buddhism. Buddhism has not got a privileged position
but its rightful position. Hindus have not obtained their rightful posi-
tion because the second position [i.e., the position in Sri Lanka to
which they are entitled] has been obtained by Christian churches, Any-
one visiting Sri Lanka would think that Christianity is the second reli-
gion in the country and, in some areas, the first. I do not wish to have
a religious confrontation, but the Hindus are the second most numer-
ous group, yet Hindu culture does not get that place because of other
forces.

In the course of his exploration of what he perceives to be the current,
low position of Hinduism in Sri Lanka, the monk exoncrated Buddhists from
any responsibility:

Digitized by Noolaham Foundation.
noolaham.org | aavanaham.org



Plurality of Buddhist Fundamentalism 63

Hindu culture does not suffer because Buddhism has been granted spe-
cial privileges. We respect Hindu deities. Hindu deities and Tamils walk
in our processions. Sinhalas go to see vel [a festival for the god
Kataragama] and go to Hindu kevils [temples].”

For the senior monk, Buddhist and Hindu culture share a healthy rela-
tionship. For him, Hindu tradition is a necessary component of Buddhism in
Sri Lanka.

While the evocation of the term “Hindu” often elicited a sympathetic
response, the term “Tamil” often did not. Of course, there were exceptions.
Venerable Nanaloka of Sarananda Pirivena was forthright:

But there is one thing which I need to state: granting their demands,
except the one to break up the country for an Eelam state,” is fair. They
are all citizens of our country. If there are human rights which are essen-
tial for us, they should have them, too. There is no distinction between
Sinhala and Tamil in this respect. All of us must have rights. It is our
duty to ensure this. But we will never agree to a division of the country.
We do not say that a solution to this problem should come through war.

On the other hand, some certainly viewed the Tamils as aliens and as a
disruptive force. As Venerable Karagampitiye Jinarathana remarked, “Just
because they have come from Tamil Nadu and got together in one area, how
can we give them a part of the country? They have India, that great country of
India.”™

The traditional emphasis on the need for harmony and unity certainly
tends to make many Buddhist monks suspicious of what are seen as divisive
political tendencies. This is clearly illustrated by attitudes toward the cam-
paign for a separate independent Tamil state in Sri Lanka. Venerable Bellan-
wila Wimalaratana argued that:

It is wrong to ask for a separate area whether for the Tamils, Muslims
or Sinhalas. If it is said that this is our homeland [nijabhumi] or that it
belongs to our kind [vargayata himi] the basis is wrong. People of this
country must be able to live where they wish. Muslims could ask for a
homeland saying that they need one to ensure their safety. Then we will
have to live as separate races [jathis]. This is a very unscientific
[ashashiriya] system.”

A number of monks advanced other practical reasons for their opposi-
tion. “This [a separate state] will lead to border disputes.”™ Another monk
reiterated this claim; “I cannot agree to division. If we look at the population
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or the resources, we are too small for that.”* The major reason, however, was
a deeply felt belief that the division of the country would be disastrous for
Sinhala Buddhists. There were also fears that an independent Tamil state in
Sri Lanka would merge with breakaway Tamils in south India and form a
large and potentially threatening state.” For instance, one monk claimed that
“the Sinhala live only in Sri Lanka, We as Sinhalas do not like to give part of
our country. We can live together with equal rights for all without dividing the
country,”™’

The same fears of consequences relating to the loss of unity lie at the
basis of opposition to devolution of power to Provincial Councils. The estab-
lishment of Provincial Councils was at the heart of the 1987 Indo-Lanka
Accord, which itself was designed, among other things, to attempt to resolve
the ongoing civil conflict between the Sri Lankan government and separatist
Tamil groups. Elections to these councils were first held in the period April-
November 1988. The idea of Provincial Councils, in general, and the idea ol
a single Northeast Council to cover the areas claimed as traditional homelands
by Tamil groups, has roused strong opposition among sections of the Sin-
hala.® Many monks arc opposed to the new effort at some devolution of
power. According to one:

There is no evidence that administration in this land suffered because of
the absence of Provincial Councils. Because we could not give councils
to the Northeast alone it was introduced everywhere. If we strengthen
this system, and give the councils more powers, then we will give the
Eelamists what they want.*

According o another monk, devolution of power will not have long-term
effects:

It will be a temporary solution. They are fighting for self-rule. Accord-
ing to the Provincial Council system, power is shared and resides
largely with the center. So the Tamils will want all powers and when
they get them, they will gain a situation in which they can invade the
rest of the country. That is why it will be a temporary solution.®

Another monk made a similar point:

I do not think that they are of much use, except for increasing expendi-
tures. [question: “But if the Tamil leaders agree to the Provincial Coun-
cils as a solution?’] That is not a good idea. They are close to India and
Tamil Nadu. That will be a cause for fear here. Sri Lanka has [histori-
cally] had troubles [karadara) from India."
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Similar fears of separatism were at the root of the opposition of the lead-
ership of the Buddhist sangha to the 199597 proposals of the People’s
Alliance Government for a new constitution which weuld devolve power to
“regions.” Leading Buddhist monks argued consistently that unless the LTTE
were dcfeated, making Sri Lanka a “union of regions” was the first step to
dividing the country.” This opposition was widespread. Speaking at the Sha-
rastananda Pirivena, Dehiwala, in February 1996, Ven. Maduluwawe Sobhita
emphasized that “it is our duty to hand over a united country to the future gen-
eration. All communities must unite in this endeavour.” However, the argu-
ment of some of the leading Buddhist monks has been that the safeguarding of
unity (eksath bhava) was dependent on the preservation of the unitary form of
the state (ekeeya rijjyaya). This was also the conclusion reached on Tuesday,
March 5, 1996, by some two thousand Buddhist monks assembled in Colombo
to consider the government’s constitutional proposals.” The government, in
subsequent drafts of the proposed constitution, tried to emphasize their concern
over the preservation of unity under a “devolved” political system.*

Despite these attitudes, there was recognition of existing discontent and
the need for radical reform to regain the allegiance of the Tamils of the north
and east. In the words of Venerable Bellanwila Wimalaratana:

Let’s not talk of a Northeastern Province but of new provinces. This
would be fair. The Tamils have developed a distrust of Sinhala politi-
cians and wish to protect their language and culture. They must be given
room to do so, but there are some things that must be placed under the
central government to protect the unitary [ekeeya] nature of the state.

The Venerable Nanaloka of Sarananda Pirivena was more explicit:

We do not say that a solution to this problem should come through war.
On the contrary, their requirements must be met peacefully. [question:
“What about Provincial Councils and their powers, including police,
education, and health? Some say that it these powers are granted it will
effectively divide the country. Do you think so?”] I think that is the fear.
This is our fear, too. But how else do we solve the problem, if we do not
give them these powers? Then we will be withholding their rights. If 1
do not get my rights you have deprived me of them. My opinion is that
though police powers are given, the power of the armed forces is with
the central government. [s that not so? [my answer: “yes.”’] Then, they
should be given these rights. If we can give them to the Western
Province why can we not give them to the Northeast? What there is
mainly is the fear that these people are different and will not act in our
interest. We cannot solve the problem that way. It is a fear.”*
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The point that might be emphasized here is that within the paradigm of
the desirability of the unity of the country, there can be very different attitudes
toward minorities. Some Buddhist monks do exhibit a considerable amount of
hostility and prejudice. Consider, for instance, the view of one monk:

The only way to solve this is to settle people according to their propor-
tion in the country in the Northeast Province. Then their power will end.
This is more an Eelamist problem than an ethnic [janavargika] ques-
tion. If it were an ethnic problem division will not solve it, because
when their numbers increase, they will have to come to these [Sinhala]
parts. They have not changed their laws. They have a law called The-
savalai (sic) according to which their lands cannot be sold to others. 1
saw this in the paper today; about claims that lands in Trincomalee were
their lands. This was a threat [to Sinhala settlers]. If they think about it
in that way, why do they live here [in Sinhala areas]? Those who are
here, then, must be sent there [to the north]. But this will never be done.
Therefore, these laws must be changed by the state. If those people can
live anywhere in the island, why cannot the Sinhalas go there? If we
change thesc things the problem will be resolved. But this will not be
done and the problem will grow.”

On the other hand, there were some monks who placed part of the blame
on the Sinhala people. Venerable Rahula, for instance, pointed out:

When something happens in the north we clean the chicken coops of the
Indian Tamils.*® The Tamils in the north are badly treated: their jewelry
is stolen and their women are harassed. I have this information from the
perpetrators. We need a political solution. They are citizens of our coun-

tI‘y.‘w

The Venerable Nanaloka of Sarananda Pirivena, Anuradhapura, also
expressed sympathy for the Tamil Other;

The Tamils believe that our politicians deceived them. This might be
true. Much of the economic burden of our country is shouldered by
Tamils, especially their agricultural preduction. Thus, we should ensure
a fair deal for them. It is possible that they did not get what powers they
wished because of certain disagreements [amanapakam].”

Thus, among monks in contemporary Sri Lanka, there are a variety of
views concerning the position of Hindu culture, as well as the rights of Sri
Lankan Tamil people vis-a-vis Buddhist culture and the Sinhala people,
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Indeed, as we have seen, these views are not uniform. Also, as we have seen,
many monks’ views reflect fundamentalist values inasmuch as they see
Tamils and Tamil culture as a threat to Buddhist order. At the same time, how-
ever, there are as many monks who are sympathetic to what they consider to
be the plight of the Tamil in contemporary Sri Lanka. Yet, they, too, harken
back to the ideal past. While they do not share the fundamentalist values that
view the Tamil as the threatening Other, they nonetheless exemplify Buddhist
fundamentalism. Let me explain.

Peter Schalk has coined the word dharmacracy to describe what he sees
as the fundamentalist views of Buddhist monks in Sri Lanka. According to
Schalk:

The concept of “dharmacracy” in Sri Lanka is put forward by the Maha
Sangha and by other Sinhala-Buddhist groups on the conscious level as
a protest against the “secularism” of the state, similar to the Visva
Hindu Parisad’s protest against the “secularism” of the Indian state. In
Sri Lanka and in India these protests have become a threat and obstacle
to peace between ethnic groups. In reality, however, this protest goes
much deeper than only against the policy of the state on religious
affairs.”

Dharmacracy assumes the acceptance of the primacy of Buddhism and
the infusion of its values into all areas of political life. Schalk argues that in
the Sri Lankan concept of dharmacracy, the democratic political system is
replaced by the ideal of a ruler who fosters and protects the dominant religion.
Dharmacracy also involves the politicization of religion. Buddhism becomes
transformed into “a concept of the organic solidarity of the Sinhala race.”
Schalk goes on to argue that “the Sinhalese concept of dharmacracy is funda-
mentalist in the sense that it is a conscious attempt to preserve continuitics
with an (imagined) past base, with the words of the Buddha”* and, I might
add, with some interpretations of the Mahavamsa. If dharmacracy is inher-
ently Buddhist fundamentalism, even sympathetic attitudes regarding the rela-
tionship between the state, the sangha, and the Tamil people are fundamen-
talist inasmuch as they are founded on the notion of the primacy, and the
all-encompassing nature, of Buddhism in Sri Lanka.

The question as to whether the ideas contained in what Schalk calls
dharmacracy arc Buddhist has been addressed in part by Donald Swearer.
According to Swearcer:

The primary “fundamentalism” extracted from the sacred “source
texts” of Sri Lanka (the myths and legends) is properly speaking more
reflective of, and at the service of, the nationalist rather than the Bud-
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dhist world view—although the two are inseparable in the rhetoric of
the charismatic fundamentalist leaders. In other words, the specifi-
cally Buddhist character of the myths and legends is subscrvient to the
personal and social identity both threatened and affirmed in the texts.
Cultural identity in effect becomes a “a religious fetish, an idol, a
thing which has self-contained magical properties,” rather than a tran-
scendent and transforming moral and spiritual ideal in terms of which
all systems and institutions are judged as limited or only a partial
embodiment.

Swearer then relates religious fundamentalism to nationalist goals:

Religions thus harnessed to nationalism are often regarded as more pure
and orthodox than the traditional forms they supplant; in turn, national-
ism readily takes on the character of a fervid, absolutistic revival of reli-
gion. In the case of Sri Lanka, the search for national identity is prior
and conditions the fundamentalism of the religion(s) incorporated into
nationalism.™

Gananath Obeyesekere, in a recent essay, takes Swearer’s argument one step
further. He points out that the teachings of the Buddha do not provide a doc-
trinal justification for cultural identity, violence, and intolerance of others.
There is no concept of a “just war” or a justification for kingly violence, The
Buddha is no longer active and, in any case, the Buddha was seen as a totally
benevolent figure. Buddhist doctrine and ethics are universal.™

Obeyesekere argues that while Sinhala leaders have used “Buddhist his-
tory” to justify the construction of a national identity drawn exclusively from
Sinhala-Buddhist sources, there has been continual tension between the
“benign” Buddhist doctrine and an uncompromising and exclusive Sinhala-
Buddhist identity. Indeed, this is one reason that it is more accurate to talk of
“Sinhala-Buddhist fundamentalism” rather than “Buddhist fundamentalism,”
in general.

While there are many monks who subscribe to Sinhala-Buddhist funda-
mentalist ideas, the links between tradition and contemporary attitudes are
complex. There are many nuances within any one tradition and the concept of
“dharmacracy” is, as we have seen, at one end of a continuum. At the other
end are more tolerant and humane ideas, which are retlected in the views of
some of the monks quoted in this chapter. One of the areas that nceds more
study and reflection pertains to the changing system of pirivena education
available to Buddhist monks in Sri Lanka. Concerns relating to the linkage
between the secular postsecondary education system and pirivena education,
and the curricular content of the pirivena educational system were expressed
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by Buddhist monks of very differcnt political and ideological persuasions.
Currently, Buddhist monks do not receive a comprchensive education relating
to the basic secular concepls prevalent in the society in which they live. The
way in which this element is integrated into monastic education 1s likely to
have a major impact on the Sri Lankan sarigha, and through that impact, on
many areas of political and social life in the country.
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Chapter 4

The Impact of Land Reforms, Rural Images,
and Nationalist Ideology on Plantation Tamils

Oddvar Hollup

Introduction

With the growth in ethnonationalism and Sinhala-Buddhist “fundamen-
talism” in Sri Lanka, Sri Lanka’s ethnic groups have become further polarized
and alienated from each other. In this process, there has been a tendency to
stress and exaggerate ethnic distinctiveness and cultural differences at the
expense of cultural similarities which Sinhalas, Tamils, and Muslims share in
common. Because the Sinhalas—the majority and politically dominant
group—historically have failed to recognize (or at least have refused to con-
sider) Sri Lanka a plural society in its implementation of a cultural policy and
its definition of nationhood, the situation for Sri Lankan ethnic minorities
generally has been one of negotiation and of accommodation.

In an atmosphere of Sinhala nationalism and Tamil separatism, sup-
ported by widespread incidents of ethnic violence, there has been a tendency
of essentializing cultural differences by the use of cultural symbols and power.
Both Sinhalas and Sri Lanka Tamils in different ways have made use of the
past, history, and cultural heritage, to stress their right to rule over people and
territory. In the process of creating two monolithic categories of people in Sri
Lanka, another ethnic minority, the Indian Tamils or Plantation Tamils, with
whom this chapter deals, have been “denied” a separate identity of their own.
The Sinhalas do not recognize or make distinctions between the two Tamil
communities—Plantation Tamils and Sri Lankan Tamils—casting them both as
the monolithic Other. Plantation Tamils to some extent have been denied rep-
resentations of their own because Sri Lanka Tamils in public discourse have
attempted to represent Plantation Tamils’ interests and grievances in order to
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suit and support their own claim for a separate stale. The conditions under
which Plantation Tamils have been living in terms of civil rights, the issue of
statelessness and repatriation, together with the discrimination that followed,
have been utilized by Sri Lanka Tamils in promoting their own interests and in
legitimating their accusations against the Sinhala-Buddhist dominated state,

Plantation Tamils constitute mostly a low-status group of plantation
workers who have been powerless, subjected to repatriation to India, and
without proper political representation until recently.! Due to their low socio-
economic status, low level of education, poor living and working conditions,
and their relatively marginal role in the society at large, they have had little
opportunity to shape and define a distinct ethnic identity of their own. Most
Sinhalas have regarded them either as “alien” or just Tamils, based on Tamil
language and Hindu religion, not particularly different from the Sri Lanka
Tamils living in the north and east of the island. This may explain why Plan-
tation Tamils became victims of ethnic rioting in the central highlands in
1977, 1981, and during the holocaust of 1983.2

In this chapter I will describe the position of the Plantation Tamils and
analyze some of the socioeconomic consequences of the nationalization of the
plantations and the impact it has had on Tamil plantation workers. I will view
these land reforms that affected the tea industry in the mid-1970s” in the con-
text of nationalist ideology, the political rhetoric of Sinhala-Buddhist funda-
mentalism, representations of the rural order, and the social practice of state
patronage.* Although Sinhala nationalism can be considered an important
underlying factor that led to the nationalization of the plantations, it cannot be
treated as a monocausal explanation. Nationalization took place partly as a
response to the demands raised by the JVP (Janatha Vimukti Peramuna) insur-
gency in 1971 and the political pressure within the Uniled Front government
from the leftist parties, especially the LSSP (Lanka Sama Samaja Party).

The fact that Plantation Tamils were not integrated into the socicty at
large until recently, due to lack of citizenship and poor electoral power,
together with their relative social and geographical isolation in the planta-
tions, contributed to and reconfirmed Sinhala perceptions considering them as
Other—that is, as relatively recent immigrants of Indian origin. That their sta-
tus should be other than that of the “coolie” was difficult to accept, hence their
avenues for social mobility were severely restricted, except through trade in
which Plantation Tamils flourished.

Sinhala Buddhist Nationalist Identity
and the Construction of the Past in the Present

Both history and myth, as well as the invention of tradition—when used
to reconstruct the past in the present—can be used to invoke “nation-ness” or
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“peoplehood.” Such interpretations of the past and shared origin are often
exploited by ethnonationalists to construct identity. The emergence of a Sin-
hala-Buddhist nationalist ideology in Sri Lanka, in [act, provides us with an
illustrative example of how the past—that is, the interpretation of history and
myth—has been exploited in constructing a common national identity and
shared origin. As the case of Sri Lanka suggests, the cstablishment of a con-
neetion between the present conditions and the past can scrve as an important
means to political legitimacy.

Several scholars have stressed the importance of mythic traditions,
derived from the monk-authored, fifth-century chronicle, the Mahavamsa,® in
shaping Sinhala political consciousness and cultural identity. The Mahavamsa
became the most potent ideological charter to unite the themes of people, ter-
ritory, and religion, bound to each other in symbiosis as suggested by Senevi-
ratne,’ or in hierarchical cosmology, as Kapferer suggests.” The legends in the
Mahavamsa serve to legitimate the Sinhalas® claim to be of Aryan race (as
opposed to Tamils who are Dravidians) and the descendants of prince Vijaya,
considering themselves as the first civilized settlers of the island. Another leg-
end, about the hero king Dutugemunu who defeated the Tamil king Elara, has
been used to legitimate the political dominance of the Sinhalas over the
Tamils. The reactivation of this mythohistorical charter has been used to inter-
pret present conditions and mobilize the masses and direct their anger and vio-
lence against Tamils, as Tambiah has claimed.®

Nissan and Stirrat have pointed out that both the Sinhalas and the
Tamils justify ethnic violence in terms of opposing “histories,” representing
different views of the past. The past is presented as a struggle belween two
opposed and mutually exclusive entities, the Sinhalas and the Tamils, where
the latter are portrayed as “enemies” and invaders from south India. For the
Sinhalas, history justifies their claim and mission to rule over the island and
to protect Buddhism therein. Although Tamils refer to the past to support their
demand for a total autonomy for Tamil-dominated areas (their homeland),
they do not link it to history and former kingdoms." Rather they seem to value
belonging to a great literary and religious heritage, rather than to a political
history, as Daniel has suggested." Daniel discusses two polar orientations a
people may assume toward the past: history and culture. Sinhalas tend to priv-
ilege history whereas Sri Lanka Tamils privilege cultural heritage. And,
although Sri Lankan Tamils more recently have started to focus upon history
in their identity formation, the Plantation Tamils are seen to combine both
stances towards the past in order to claim a distinct identity. They consider
themselves both “new” (pudd al) and “old” (palle al) people, because they are
recent immigrants, yet they can vaunt an ancient historical tradition.

Despite these different orientations toward the past, however, 1 would
argue for the importance of seeing how they are constituted within relations
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of power. The question for me is not so much concerned with how Plantation
Tamil identity is being shaped or influenced by Buddhist “fundamentalism”
or Sri Lanka Tamil separatism (which is answered elsewhere in this volume),
but rather how they are being denied a separate ethnic identity by “Others,”
including other Tamils. In short, in order to maintain and reproduce Other-
ness, it has become important to deny Plantation Tamils’ representations of
their own ethnic idenlity, an identity that is also shaped by Sri Lankan social
realities. We cannot discount here, moreover, the impact that the plantation
regime, the hill country, and the “memory” of village life in south India have
had in shaping the identity of Plantation Tamils.

Plantation Tamils—A Separate Ethnic Group

Plantation Tamils (formerly known as Indian Tamils), descendants of
Indian labor migrants to the plantations during the British period, make up less
than 6 percent of the population in Sri Lanka. The majority (80 percent) are
estate workers living on numerous tea and rubber plantations in the central
highlands. Some are landless laborers and squatters in the north, while a minor
segment are traders and merchants in Colombo and towns in the planting dis-
tricts. Plantation Tamils constitute a distinct ethnic group, separated by caste,
occupation, manner of speech (dialect), time of arrival to the island, political
affiliation, and regional location from the Sri Lanka Tamils, who live in the
northern and eastern parts of the island. Despite similarities in language
(Tamil) and some religious practices connected with Saivite Hinduism, the
Plantation Tamils have not identified themselves and their interests with those
of the Sri Lanka Tamils. They have not supported the Sri Lanka Tamils” claim
for an independent state, Tamil Eelam. Nor do they want a place for themselves
in it where they have nothing (neither land, property, or attachment), and would
be forced to labor under Sri Lanka Tamils. Sri Lanka Tamils have attempted to
become spokesmen on behalfl of the Plantation Tamils, and have made use of
their grievances regarding citizenship, better living and working conditions, to
support their own demand for a separate state. However, Plantation Tamils
have come Lo view themsclves as different from Sri Lanka Tamils merely
because the latter have ill-treated them (often in humiliating ways) and have
exploited their labor power. Plantation Tamil workers and their children for
many decades have been a source of cheap labor (as servants) for both Sinhala
and Sri Lanka Tamil middle-class people.” Some would probably suggest that
Plantation Tamils are less distinct from Sri Lanka Tamils due to their cultural
affinities and dependence on Sri Lankan Tamils’ residential and political affil-
iations. Although Plantation Tamils regard themselves as different from Sri
Lanka Tamils, this does not exclude that they may feel some sympathy for
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some of their grievances. Yet, this identification is more situational in charac-
ter as, for example, the aftermath of the 1983 ethnic riots suggests. At that time,
Sri Lanka Tamils and Plantation Tamils shared common expericnces of des-
tiny, and both became victims of arson, looting, and murder.

Plantation Tamils stress that they are living, and have to remain, in the
up-country districts dominated by the rural Sinhala majority. Not only have
they adapted themselves to particular ways of life in up-country estates, but
they are used to the cool climate as well. The Tamil plantation workers have
largely been confined—first economically and subsequently emotionally—to
the estates. Plantation Tamils, of whom most are low-status plantation work-
ers, to some extent have been geographically and socially isolated™ compared
to Sinhalas and Sri Lanka Tamils. Plantation Tamils have lacked integration
into the wider society and have remained within the territorial boundaries of
the plantations, constituting a relatively “captive” and immobile labor force.
Until quite recently they have been politically marginalized, excepting the
influence of their trade union, the CWC (Ceylon Workers Congress) and its
president S. Thondaman," who became a minister in the UNP (United
National Party) government in 1977. However, the Plantation Tamils did not
benefit much from new job opportunities created in the public sector, partly
because they lacked higher education (and citizenship). More importantly,
however, their lack of political patronage and the paucity of public sector
activities in Tamil areas also have excluded them from the mainstream. As a
consequence, Plantation Tamils have confined themselves to trade and com-
merce as a possible avenue for upward mobility.

Among Plantation Tamils there has been a gradual shift toward a
stronger emphasis on ethnic identity that tends to transcend other social iden-
tities based on class and caste.”” This tendency to stress ethnic identity has
been influenced by the development of Sinhala-Buddhist fundamentalism,
Tamil separatism, and the occurrence of ethnic violence. As a consequence,
interethnic relations have deteriorated and ethnic identity has become the pre-
dominant identity by which the major ethnic groups try to distinguish them-
selves from the others. A claim to a separate cultural identity among the Plan-
tation Tamils has not been accompanied by political demands for a separate
territory and regional autonomy. With increasing cthnic antagonism and
polarization, there has been a tendency among the majority Sinhala to con-
sider the minor differences belween the two Tamil minorities as irrelevant,
creating a monolithic Tamil category. This process of singularization, this
reconstruction of the past in the present, has created notions that Sinhala-Bud-
dhist and Tamil-Hindu identities are mutually exclusive, “creating” two sepa-
rate nations and ethnicities.” In this process of ethnic polarization, the Plan-
tation Tamils have been denied their own separate ethnic identity, and have
been lumped together with the Sri Lanka Tamils into one blanket category.
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As is shown by other contributions in this volume, there has been an
attempt among the Sinhala at constructing a “singular identity”—based on a
common Sinhala-Buddhist cultural heritage. In the new conception of “being
Sinhala,” the Sinhala-Buddhist identity has come to dominate and has
embraced other categorics among the Sinhala population, whose identities
based on caste and religion are suppressed or considered less relevant. In con-
structing a commen Sinhala identity, the Sinhala-speaking people have put a
greater emphasis on “race” and language, or shared origin, rather than reli-
gion." It is through a common identification with a shared past and language
that the Sinhalas all have come to see themselves as distinctive.

I have argued elsewhere that competition in trade, access to higher edu-
cation, employment, land grants, and the like, are important factors explain-
ing ethnic rivalry in Sri Lanka.” Since the Plantation Tamils are living close
to Sinhalas, especially in the low- and mid-country situated tea and rubber
plantations, they have become victims of acts of retaliation from Sinhalas who
have responded to acts of violence carried out by Tamil Tigers in the north of
the country. As a result, in Sinhala dominated areas, the Plantation Tamils
have come to represent the accessible and recognizable Other to the Sinhala.

The creation of Plantation Tamil identity is also bound up with their
struggle for the improvement of their political and economic position, the
issue of repatriation and the granting of citizenship to those being classified
as stateless. For instance, the implementation of the Sastri-Bandaranaike pact
of 1967, which commenced in 1970," and came to an end in 1983, did shape
and influence the Plantation Tamils’ relations toward Sinhala Buddhists and
their nationalist ideology. They experienced the materialization of the nation-
alist ideology especially during the SLFP (Sri Lankan Freedom Party) rule
between 1970 and 1977, which later led the Plantation Tamils and CWC to
support the UNP in succeeding elections.”

The repatriation issue and the implementation of the land reforms in the
plantations can therefore be seen as interconnected and related to the growth
of Sinhala-Buddhist nationalism and fundamentalism. On the other hand,
when these issues became politicized and were carried forward by Plantation
Tamil leadership in the CWC and its president S. Thondaman, it acted as a
reassertion of Plantation Tamil identity. Sri Lanka citizenship for the remain-
ing Plantation Tamils has been a powerful political demand for the CWC and
other trade unions, which the CWC sees as a prerequisite for increasing their
clectoral power in the central highlands. Both issues—the citizenship question
and repatriation—have served to unite the Plantation Tamils, crealing a sense
of common interests vis-a-vis other ethnic groups. Despite a decision in 1988
to grant all stateless persons citizenship, the implementation has been slow
and ineffective, and as a consequence some 318,000 Plantation Tamils remain
stateless in Sri Lanka.”
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However, the fact that many more Plantation Tamils have become Sri
Lankan citizens and have achieved voting rights has increased their political
representation, as indicated by their presence in the newly elected Provincial
Councils. Since 1983, the CWC and the Plantation Tamils in the up-country
plantation districts have exercised increased political influence through its
strategic alliance with the then ruling party, the UNP. But with the increased
political representation of the Plantation Tamils, Thondaman’s sole leadership
has been met with some challenges from newly emerging leaders—namely,
Sellasamy and Chandrasekeran, the latter of whom broke away from the
CWC to form his own party, the Up-country Peoples Front. These factors
have changed the political landscape and contributed to make plantation
workers a more politicized group, which the Sinhala-dominated political par-
ties have to take into account when forming alliances to contest political
power.

Representations of Village and Plantation
in the Construction of Otherness

Village-estate relations have been interpreted and contrasted with each
other in terms of a dual economy, in which the former represents a “hemmed-
in” and “traditional” entity or sector, while the estate has been described as an
“enclave” or modern sector (Snodgrass 1966). Meyer criticizes these repre-
sentations and argues that they represent powerful reinforcing myths whose
political implications are highly significant (1992b:200). This dichotomy
between village and plantation, seen as self-contained units, is at best a social
construction, because there is much evidence of flow between them.

On the practical level it is difficult to see them as separate. To illustrate,
in the low country and in some mid-country estates, there are a substantial
number of Sinhala resident laborers and many more commuting villagers,
The images constructed of the village and the estate are closely intercon-
nected with the nationalist rhetoric of the “positive” or “negative” impacts of
the plantation system on villages.”> These images or representations of rural
life and estate are evident in the reports of the Kandyan Peasantry Commis-
sion,” which became important in shaping the views of nationalists. Its report
portrayed a crisis in rural culture in which the kin-based, homogeneous, and
reciprocal nature of “traditional village society” were being destroyed.
Moore has noticed that the report stresses: the alleged harmony and unity of
precolonial social and economic life; the integrating cultural role of Bud-
dhism in this life; and the loss of “community” as a sociocultural phenome-
non of the colonial era.*

Representations of the “negative” impact that plantations have had on
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the village economy include: the acquisition of village land; damaging effects
on local ccology; and deforestation and absence of benefits to the village pop-
ulation. The “imagined” negative impact of the estales on villages accords
with reality. Bandarage, among others, argues that “the plantation sector was
developed at the expense of village agriculture and peasant subsistence.”
According to these representations, the Kandyan Sinhalas have been deprived
of their high land (and chena cultivation) while the expansion of the planta-
tions is considered the direct, and indirect, consequence of stagnation in agri-
cultural production and increasing rural poverty. In addition, estates have
inhibited the possibility of village expansion. The Kandyan peasants have
become embittered over the dominant role of the plantations and the monop-
olization of employment by the Tamil workers, whom they associate with the
British plantocracy. Many Sinhala rural people believe that Tamil estate work-
ers enjoy a better living standard (in terms of steady wages and the issue of
food rations by the estate) than many of the Kandyan peasants. There is a ten-
dency also to privilege external [actors in order to explain the social ills,
poverty, and exploitation among the Sinhalas, rather than focusing on class
and caste differences within the rural social structure. These representations
of the idealized rural order have become an important part of the Sinhala-Bud-
dhist nationalist ideology and of fundamentalism, which to some extent can
explain the rush toward legislation for land reform and nationalization of the
plantations. It also explains at least partially the wide appeal of the “Sinhala-
Only” language act and the privileging of Buddhism in the constitution. The
symbols of the past thus have served as a charter for the proper social order
for the present. Indeed, as Moore suggests, the rural past, with a stress on
“community” and “harmony,” has become a central theme in national politi-
cal ideology.*

The idealized vision of rural life in nationalist rhetoric has come to be
connecled with the electoral power of the Sinhala peasantry and the well-
established relationship (and forms of dependency) between the peasantry
and the stale (state patronage). The powerful symbols of this idealized
vision of Sinhala cultural identity included: the tank; paddy fields; and the
temple.” They have become indisputably associated with Sinhala-Buddhist
identity. Jayawardena notes that “there was a harking back to an idealized
village community of peasant owners, assumed to characterize ancient Cey-
lon, as constituting a valid model for Sri Lanka’s modern development.”™
The same symbolic associations were revived by ministers during inaugu-
ration ceremonies of modern development projects—for example, the
Mahaveli program. Along these lines, in a study of the politics of develop-
ment rituals, Tennekoon has shown how interpretations of the past and the
Sinhala mythohistory of legends have been reenacted in social practices of
the present.”
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Socioeconomic Consequences of
Land Reforms on Tamil Plantation Workers

When the plantations became state property and changed management
due to political interference on employment,” the number of workers on pay-
rolls increased substantially, due to political patronage and poor management.
Government policy was enacted to reduce unemployment among the youth in
the estates and to provide employment for the unemployed Sinhala in the
neighboring villages (Daniel 1993). As a result, there were more registered
workers—that is, names on the payroll—than actual laborers. The immediate
benefits of the land reform to local villagers was usually in the form of unpro-
ductive jobs such as watchmen or supervisors and allotments to build a house.
The Usawasama (Up Country Cooperative Plantations Development Board)
was one of the public-sector corporations that initially disposed over 68,000
acres. It became widely known for poor management, while it sacrificed agri-
cultural output for immediate benefits to local villagers by allocating jobs and
rights to pluck tea. When the UNP came into power in 1977, this land was
transferred to the state plantation corporations.

One of the effects of land reform on the plantations was the fragmenta-
tion of the estate lands due to colonization schemes—that is, parts of the land
were settled by poor and landless Sinhala villagers. In addition, there was
wholesale neglect of agriculture and mismanagement of many of the estates
that had been taken over, which threatened their economic viability (or prof-
itability). Without work, many unemployed and homeless Tamil laborers fled
into the cities of Kandy and Colombo. Nationalization of the estates and the
eruption of ethnic riots in many mid-country estates in Kandy, Matale, and
Ratnapura during 1977 and 1981 forced many Plantation Tamils to flee to the
semiarid districts of Mannar, Vavuniya, and Mullaitivu in the north in search
of social security. Here these refugees or displaced persons were transformed
into bonded laborers while working as landless laborers for Sri Lanka Tamil
absentee landowners. They cleared the jungle and set up small mud huts with
thatched roofs, while living in conditions far more deplorable than on the
estates.

Since a majority of the Tamil estate houscholds rely on estate wages as
their main and sole source of income, they are dependent on how much work
(that is, number of days per month) the estate can provide them. This, in
return, depends on the economic viability and agricultural maintenance of the
estate to produce necessary yields. The land reforms have led to a great dete-
rioration of the agronomic conditions in many mid-country estates (Kandy
and Matale), which has resulted in less work and diminishing incomes for the
Tamil estate workers. Increasing poverty and underemployment has led to
some internal migration, to other and better maintained tea estates at higher
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altitudes (Nuwara Eliya or Halton-Maskeliya). There has been also labor
migration to the up-country estates in the decades since land reform. Planta-
tion workers have been paid incentives up to Rs. 2,000 to move to one of the
up-country estates, which have suffered labor shortages as a consequence of
Indian repatriation schemes. Thus, more Sinhala villagers have found employ-
ment in low country estates.

With the nationalization of the estates there were not only changes in
ownership, but also in management. The paternalistic pattern of managerial
methods prevailing under the resident British planter underwent a change
with their gradual departure during the 1960s and early 1970s. The land
reforms introduced an almost entirely Sinhala management recruited from the
upper- and middle-class wealthy landowning families in Colombo and Kandy.
Their management style has differed in the sense that they have not shown
any interest in the welfare and living conditions of the Tamil labor force. Man-
agement in estates has become subject to both communalism and political
interference, something which has led to a replacement of estate managers
following an election, where, for instance, an SLFP-supporter is replaced with
a manager loyal to the UNP, and vice versa.

During the first years after the land reforms were introduced, there were
also many experiments with corporate management that failed, including the
alienation of estate land to make corporate farms. Tamil workers encountered
severe problems when living on estates that came under the management of
such cooperatives, for example, NADSA (National Agricultural Development
and Settlement Authority).* The NADSA authorities resorted to methods of
squeezing out the Tamil-speaking workers who found themselves in the posi-
tion of vagrants. The workers in these estates were often faced with few days
of work, as little as eight to ten days a month, which meant reduced income
and often starvation: some workers complained that they did not get work or
salary advances to buy their food provisions. Although many Tamil workers
were ready to leave NADSA controlled estates and move to other estates, they
were unable to do so because their pension and dues offered them for long ser-
vice had not been settled. Other steps, thought of as progressive, such as the
takeover of estate schools, land alienation, and greater estate-village integra-
tion, only served to increase the Tamil workers” sense of insecurity and dis-
enfranchisement.

The nationalization of the plantations, accompanied by a further indig-
enization of management and staff where more Sinhala were recruited to jobs
in the low- and mid-country estates, did not change for the better the Tamil
workers’ position and living conditions. Their low wages, poor working and
housing conditions, deplorable health and educational conditions were not
alleviated.

Herring has argued that although the best land was seized during land
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reforms, the major beneliciaries were nol those at the productive base—that
is, the noncitizen (or stateless) Plantation Tamils, or even the landless Sinhala
laborers—but primarily the state through its increased control of both patron-
age resources and the national economy.® It can be argued that the main
objective of the ruling elite (although contradictory lo their own interests as
plantation owners themselves) in carrying out the nationalization of the plan-
tations was the redressing of grievances of the Kandyan peasantry. The elite
had idcological reasons, backed by a moral and mythohistoric justification,
for supporting the image of an authentic, family-farming and rice-based Sin-
hala society. They found the Kandyan arcas most suitable for transformation.®

Conclusion

Land reform and the nationalization of the plantations in Sti Lanka must
be analyzed in connection with the emergence of Sinhala-Buddhist funda-
mentalist ideology and political patronage. The ideology, based on mythe-
historical interpretations of the past, helped to create greater homogeneity by
constructing a “singular identity” among Sinhalas while at the same time
excluding others. The past, in terms of the myths and legends of Sinhala-Bud-
dhist chronicles, still plays an important role in the construction of national
identity, supported by a fundamentalist ideology that conflates race, language,
and religion. These interpretations of the past, when connected with rural
images, representations of the estates, and construction of the Other, can be
helpful in explaining the legislation of land reforms and the nationalization of
the plantations.

Land reforms and nationalization of the plantations represent politically
motivated means to build up electoral support, especially since the distribution
of state resources has functioned as an important means of political patronage.
The state, defined as a Sinhala-Buddhist one, became committed to support the
Sinhala peasantry as a moral obligation. As a result, the land reforms were con-
ducted in the name of the peasantry by the landed elite, rather than springing
from demands and discontent among the peasantry. Although nationalist senti-
ments were mobilized in support of the nationalization of the plantations and
can be regarded as an important underlying factor, it cannot alone explain the
move loward state takeover. Indeed, one political force behind nationalization
was the Marxist party LSSP, which was assisted by fear of peasant discontent
by the SLFP-led government after the JVP uprising in 1971. This was a factor
that led to a sudden rush toward legislation, but the fact remains that Sinhala-
Buddhist nationalist and fundamentalist ideology was a moving force. This is
indicated by the fact that the UNP, which had the support of landowning
groups, also voted in favor of the land reforms in 1975.
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Land reforms and nationalization of the estates has not succeeded in
redistributing any significant amount of land to the rural poor. Neither has it
transformed the agrarian structure, nor has it challenged the power and status
of the landed elite, mainly because paddy lands were virtually exempted from
the land reforms of the mid 1970s. Moore suggests that land policy, and the
ideologies that support it, have in general focused much more on the control
of 1and than on the cultivation or use of land.** The nationalization of individ-
ually and company-owned cstates constitutes no exception in that respect.
What is also evident by the common malpractice in the implementation of the
land reforms is the effective exclusion of the Plantation Tamil population from
any share in the process of alienation of land. In fact, the converse is true: they
have been evicted from some of the mid-country estates in which they had
labored for generations.

Buddhist fundamentalist ideas as implemented in Sinhala nationalist
ideology and practical policies, such as the citizenship issue and repatriation,
together with experiences of ethnic rioting, have shaped the identity of the
Plantation Tamils. Plantation Tamils have become more consciously aware of
the fact that they constitute a separate ethnic group with needs, interests, prob-
lems, and gricvances of their own, not to be confused with those of Sri Lanka
Tamils, some of whom demand a separate state in the northern and eastern
provinces.

Notes

1. The Plantation Tamils’ poor political representation is partly due to their dis-
enfranchisement in 1948, when the majority were denied Sri Lankan citizenship. After
an agreement in 1967 between India and Sri Lanka, some 400,000 were repatriated to
India while the remaining were gradually granted Sri Lankan citizenship. With the
recent introduction of Provincial Councils in 1987, the Plantation Tamils have
improved their political representation.

2. O. Hollup, “Ethnic Identity, Violence and the Estate Tamil Minority in Sri
Lanka,” The Round Table, 1992, 323.

3. The land expropriated by the government during the nationalization com-
prised 63 percent of the total tea acreage and 32 percent of the rubber acreage. The
land reform of 1972 was directed toward local proprictors where 226,629 hectares
were nationalized. In 1975 some 395 large estates comprising 168,758 hectares of land
was expropriated from foreign and local companies,

4. Successive governments have under various agencies (Land Reform Com-
mission, NADSA, etc.) used the policy of statc-aided land grants and settlement
schemes (colonization) of landless peasants to increase electoral support. Hence these
distributions functioned as a form of political patronage.
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Chapter 5

In the Shadow of Violence:
“Tamilness” and the Anthropology of
Identity in Southern Sri Lanka'

Pradeep Jeganathan

One. . . three . . ., seventy

Hundred . . . two hundred . . . two hundred
and fifly:

This counting will never end

For before it has ended

You come again

With bombs and bullets

To increase the numbers to be counted.

If only someone could come and see

The beauty of this moment!

The rioters will come again:
‘We wait expectantly.”

In an important article published recently, Gananath Obeyesekere
echoes the concerns of this volume of papers: the question of Otherness in Sri
Lankan Buddhist society.” Obeyesekere is rightly wary of “defining the Other
as a radically exclusive conception,” since the example at stake—the Tamil
Other in relation to the Sinhala Self—has been historically both a sought after
ally and hated enemy, wife or invader. Such a conception stands, then, in close
relation to the theme of these chapters collected here: the complicated place
of Otherness in Buddhist Lanka, and in particular the “near[ness]” of the
Tamil Hindu Other to the Sinhala-Buddhist Self. T have found this conception
of “otherness” instructive. Indeed, the evidence T will produce in this paper
will support this framing, even though the order of my categorics are
reversed: the Tamil Self in relation to Sinhala Others is my concern, Yet, I
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want tell that story of Othering a little differently from the way it has been told
belore me. In so doing I hope to rethink not only the place of “Tamilness” in
Sinhala-Buddhist society, but also the anthropology of identity in the Sri
Lankan ethnographic field.

Given my concern with “Tamilness,” my anthropological objects in this
chapler will be a set of signifying practices that are constituted by and consti-
tutive of the Tamil Self. There is, as there must be necessarily, a large terrain
of practices that are imbricated in the production of a particular identity, and
Tamilness is not an exception, My analysis, then, will only attend to one
moment in this larger terrain of practices, and so will be necessarily incom-
plete. That said, let me specify the character and kind of the signifying prac-
tices that concern me, which T shall do negatively, at first. I will not be con-
cerned in this chapter with what might justifiably be posited as conventional
practices of the Tamil Self, such as ritual practices of faith and worship, or the
intra- and intercaste interactions.

I will, on the contrary, focus on a set of signifying practices ol Tamil-
ness that are only visible in relation to the presence of violence in the ethno-
graphic landscape of Lanka. An examination of these practices, I suggest, will
allow for a foregrounding of a particular aspect of Tamil identity that has
emerged in recent years, which is crucial to understanding that identity more
generally. Tamilness in southern Sri Lanka, I will argue, is produced in the
shadow of violence. Or, in other words, in anticipation of violence. So this
paper examines a repertoire of practices that are produced by Tamils given an
anticipation of violence. I will call these practices “tactics of anticipation.”
They will be the primary anthropological object here.

Before moving further with the positivity of that anthropology, 1 will
attempt to clarify and locate my analytical categories in relation to other recent
approaches to the anthropology of identity in Sri Lanka. First of all, I want to
suggest that choosing a framing that encompasses violence as a category is not
idiosyncratic: it is not a product of my particular research interests—which
center, undoubtedly, on the place of vielence, and its perpetration in urban Sri
Lanka. On the contrary, the framing is increasingly pervasive: to write of
Lanka today is also to write of violence. If the subject is Sri Lanka, violence
must, and does, appear. I claim, however, that violence will appear in my text
differently from its appearance in the general scholarly discourses on Sri
Lanka. How, then, does violence appear in scholarly discourse on Lanka?
What is the form of thal appearance? What is its analytic place? My answer,
which I will produce succinctly first, and expand on later, is this: violence, not
always, but usually—that is to say, in the dominant form of its appearance in
the literature—takes on the form of a “problem.” Its very presence in the well-
known and well-worked ethnographic field of Lanka is in itself a problem, It
is that problem, that question of its very emergence, that motivates explanation.
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Let me clarify these claims further by returning to Obeyesekere’s arti-
cle, with which T started. Primarily, of course, his paper is part of an impor-
tant collection of texts on fundamentalism, and produces a brilliant response
to that project. In the course of that response, violence emerges as a categor-
ical presence in Obeyesckere’s text, repeatedly and quite centrally. This emer-
gence is not recent; in many articles by Obeyesekere published in the last
decade, violence appears as a category, that must, given its very emergence,
be explained.*

In these papers, violence is inserted into an analytic that produces the
answer to the question: What is the logic of this emergence of violence?
Specifically, in this particular paper of Obeyesekere, violence emerges as
“problem”—needing explanation—in relation to the perceived nonviolent
nature of Buddhism. Take this key sentence: “Here then is the partial answer
to the question of how Buddhism, a religion of radical nonviolence, has pro-
duced in our time an intensity of political violence.” The production of vio-
lence is to be explained because, in Obeyesckere’s view, it sits nonintuitively
in relation to “nonviolent” Buddhism. Now one kind of violence that is at
stake here is intercthnic or Sinhala Buddhist/Tamil Hindu political violence.
Let us read the explanation that Obeyesekere advances for the emergence of
this kind of violence.

It is “Buddhist history,” Obeyesekere argues, in contrast to the Buddhist
“doctrinal tradition,” that is “associated with . . . violence and the intolerance
of others.” In a colonial context, this Buddhist history is intertwined by the
religious reformer Anagarika Dharmapala, with the doctrinal fundamentalism
produced a few ycars earlier by the American Theosophist Henry Steele
Olcott.® What emerges here is a new Buddhist history; a discourse where “pas-
sion, physical and polemical violence” can “reign.” Given a concern with the
presence of violence, the discourse of Buddhist history must be located in
relation to “Tamil-Hindu history.” “This Buddhist history, redefined and clab-
orated in various ways, exists in confrontation with the very recently invented
yet equally polemical Tamil-Hindu history.™

It is by tracking this confrontational relationship then—that is to say, the
relationship between the Sinhala Self, and Tamil Other—that for Obeyesekere
the “why” and “how” of the problem of the emergence of violence can be
addressed: “Here [in this confrontation] reigns . . . violence . . . and demean-
ing of the Other.”® In this problematic the anthropology of two of the key iden-
tities at stake in the Lankan ethnographic field—the identities of “Sin-
halaness” and “Tamilness,” and the crucial relationship between them—are
then examined to produce an answer to that vexing and ever-present question:
How or why has violence emerged in the Lankan ethnographic field?”

I can see, [ want to stress, that there are considerable analytic gains that
have been made by Obeyesckere in the pursuance of this problematic. But I
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also want to suggest that a fresh perspective may lead to other kinds of ana-
Iytical gains in relation to our understanding of Lankan identities. It is in that
spirit that I want to think this problem anew, examining the relationship
between “Tamilness,” and Sinhala sociocultural life by working through a dif-
ferent set of analytical moves. Reversing the common location of violence as
a category that must be explained, given its emergence, I will situate it as
unavailable for explanation.”® I shall do so because T think there is the possi-
bility of losing the density, the opacity, the very presence of the object—vio-
lence—by attempting to cxplain its emergence. The shadow of violence, then,
will hover over this text—its very density casting a long, dark, fuzzy pall over
it. There will be no “getting beyond” violence in this paper; no explaining it
away. Rather than be explained—and thereby be worked upon—the category
of violence in this paper, since it is unavailable for explanation, may help
hence in the analytical work of the paper itself. The presence of violence in
this text, then, will be used to foreground a set of particular signifying prac-
tices of Tamilness.

The kind of violence at stake in this chapter is urban collective vio-
lence—what might be called riots—that have taken place with some regular-
ity in southern Sri Lanka." At the end of July 1983, Tamils living in southern
Sri Lanka experienced a week-long moment of direct, overwhelming vio-
lence.”? That week remains an extraordinary punctuation point in our modern
history, the profound significance of which, I believe, we are yet to fully
understand.” Tamil Sri Lankans, who were living in the south of the country
during the violence, found their lives changed forever, as they found their
“Tamilness,” remade first in relation to this violence, and then repeatedly, in
its wake, in the months and years after.

Valli Kanapathipillai, in her pioneering cfforts, has examined, sensi-
tively and closely, the (female) survivor of this violence, tracing the effect an
event of violence had on particular life histories, and telling of particular
reconfigurations in the wake of that event." This kind of work is rare in the
Lankan ethnographic field, as it positions violence as unavailable for expla-
nation, just as I would like to, instead of positioning its emergence as a prob-
lematic in itself. But my explicit concern with the analytical place of violence
is not Kanapathipillai’s; the place of violence is not thought through anew in
her work, emerging rather through the received anthropological category of
the survivor. This analytic category of the survivor is produced through (oral)
biographies of the survival of direct violence.

As such, then, the place of violence in Kanapathipillai’s work is that of
a “cause.” It is through this causal relationship that the “surviver” is pro-
duced: the “survivor” exists because she has experienced violence. Such
elforts are now familiar in the anthropology of violence," for they operate in
relation (o an object that is always already visible to the ethnographic eye sen-
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sitive to the effects of violence, an object whose existence is indisputable to
the ethnographer because it is marked out prior to her arrival in the field, an
object, in other words, that is always already available to an anthropology of
violence.

I want to draw a distinction between Kanapathipillai’s work, and my
own here. My concern is with the anticipation of violence, not with the expe-
rience of survival and the survivor of violence. There is, therefore, an analytic
distinction to be drawn between our objects and, subtle though it may seem, I
would plead its importance. By refusing to position violence in a direct causal
relationship with the categories of my investigation—Tamilness in southern
Sri Lanka—TI am able to both think the texture of the relationship between the
categorics of “violence” and “Tamilness” in a way that may have not been
possible before.

But, even in so doing, the riskier, uncharted nature of my undertaking
may become apparent. The signifying practices of “the anticipation of vio-
lence” are not, it seems to me, to be as coherently available to the ethno-
graphic cye, or to the anthropological project, as might be practices of sur-
vival. The practices 1 want to think through here are both ever-present and
ephemeral. They may seem visible, but then may fade away; they may shift
position, but scem always to be centered; they may disappear quickly, and
reappear even more strongly and suddenly. The practice of anticipating vio-
lence, I want to suggest, flitters across the landscape of Lanka like a shadow
cast on a cloudy day by the setting sun. The production of such a category
does not come easily to anthropology; it will emerge only through and within
my analysis, spreading through it darkly and pervasively.

Three chronological and interlocking clusters of practices provide a grid
on which my analysis rests. First, [ explore narrations of the anticipation of
violence that are located within the space of the July 1983 riots. Second, I
mark the explicit production of “tactics of anticipation” in expectation of
more civilian-directed violence in the south, in the years after 1983. And third,
I comment on the self-conscious production of these tactics of anticipation by
southern Tamils, for circulation through the metropolitan West. Throughout,
my analysis will draw upon extensive, recent ethnographic rescarch carried
out in Colombo.

An introductory digression that sketches out networks of social power
in Patupara,'” a neighborhood in which I lived and learned about for two years,
will be necessary before the position of Tamils, and the location of “Tamil-
ness” in that community, can be delineated. Patupara is a small lane that leads
up from a vast, and uninhabited marshy plain—to a major road that falls on to
Galle Road."” Up until the 1950s, Patupara was a footpath cutting across the
farms of the Pereras, a Sinhala-Christian family, who had bought land in the
area in the early part of this century.®® While the Pereras had capitalized their
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grass fields, with coconut trees and a coconut processing mill, and sheds of
cattle that stood on the high land surrounding Patupara, the lower reaches of
the fields, especially where the path trailed off into the great marsh, was, in
the rainy scason, a small lake of water. It was here that the now middle-aged
Perera brothers had come down from their exclusive public school, “to do a
spot of fishing,” during the holidays. But old Mr. Perera passed on, Colombo
expanded south, and country, slowly but surely, became city. The farm ceased
to function, and the value of the land was transformed into urban real estate.

Property, which had existed in an abstract, jural sense since the seven-
teenth century, began to take on the yet newer inflection of the urban: a “novel
social space” simultancously defined by “unprecedented proximity,” and “pri-
vatization.”" Land is now measured in perches, not acres. The new plots of
land became the grounds of new family homes: the bungalow, self-contained
with a defined boundary marked by a wall or fence, had come into being.
Here, “spatial distance reflected social distance.”™ Some of the Perera chil-
dren built family homes on their shares of land and others sold parcels to other
bourgeois families.

Importantly, this was simultaneous with Patupara’s transformation into
a “real” road from its early beginnings as a [ootpath. The chief quality of a
“real” road, in my use here, is ils representability on the maps of the Munici-
pal Council, where Patupara (the road) emerges uncertainly in the late 1960s.
The road was then tarred, its drains measured, municipal taxes levied, and
crucially, bourgeois families who lived down the road got “real” addresses:
numbers and street names, marking the privatization of space. A road is a vec-
tor of capital The road challenged, but did not completely displace, the
claim of the “Walauwe"—the manor house of the Pereras—to be the symbolic
center of the community. The road is where the grocery stores and the public
taps are: one cannot, therefore, avoid the road if one lives in the community.
It defines my basic unit of analysis.

Yet, the transformation of the value of land was inevitably uneven. In
the days of the farm, the workers had lived where they worked. These old,
retired workers—their children now factory workers, in the main—were
gifted small pieces of low-lying land in inconvenient spots: on the banks of
storm water drains, or near garbage dumps. Their always small shacks, which
in contemporary Sri Lankan urban-planning discourses are called shanties,
are now crowded together, sandwiched between the bungalows. Since many
of the gifts had been informal in the naturalized relationship between the
“lord” and his “servants,” the time-consuming and expensive survey plans
and “deeds of gift” were not drawn up for the workers.” The land parcels of
the workers, a product of modernity, lacked the complete realization of com-
modification: exchangeability. In fact, a worker lived on a small plot at the
overarching sufferance of his/her lords with whom lay the ultimate possibil-
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ity of denying the gift, and declaring the workers “squatters.”

If we turn now to two particular plots of land, the specificities of the
intersections of authority and ethnicity will be apparent. The first of these
plots—about 0.75 acres in extent—had been marsh, overgrown with shrubs.
Michael Perera who owned it (wanting to raise cash) sold the entire plot to a
real estate development company—a subsidiary of an enormous conglomer-
ate of intersecting, publicly-quoted, holding companies. Earth-filled trucks,
bulldozers, and power rollers transformed that piece of marsh into “buildable
land” in a matter of weeks. The company, building a high, white wall around
the entire plot—so that the shanties around its edges could not be seen—
blocked it out with colored markers into eight perch plots and settled down to
sell it off at ten, yes, ten times what they paid for it. The snag, however, was
the Carolis family. They occupied 7.5 perches at the eastern end of the plot,
steadfastly maintaining that John Hamu had given them the land before he
died. John Hamu, one of the Perera brothers who had been both an alcoholic
and a leftist, indeed might have given them the land, except it was not ever his
to give: it was his brother’s. Neither Perera persuasion, nor company offers of
money (well below selling price) worked, and the Carolis family did not
move. So, now, the white wall zig zags at the east end of the land.

This issue of the Carolis land had soured relationships with the Pereras
considerably. All the Perera children now thought of Carolis’ family as those
who were “squatting on Michael’s land.” Carolis, in turn, had stopped visit-
ing the Pereras at Sinhala Avurudhu (New Year). And, there was yet an added
dimension to this relationship that further complicated it: Carolis” daughter
Leela had married a Tamil, Muttiah. Now Muttiah and his family lived on the
same plot of land that Carolis was “squatting” on; upon marriage, they had
built a new shack, abutting the old one. It was not the marriage, as much as
the growing family that resulted from it, that made it imperative that the land
not be handed over to the Pereras or their nominees. And Muttiah, a new-
comer to the intricate relations between this particular master and his servants,
was caught in an uncomfortable middle. His Tamilness had never figured
explicitly in the dispute, but he had felt, as he told me later, that it might.

The question of property was crucial in the case of another Tamil fam-
ily that had lived in the neighborhood for a decade. The Josephs were a mid-
dle-class family that had rented a house from one of the Perera brothers. A few
years before the riots they had been asked to leave by the landlord, but they
had stayed on, citing the high rentals in new houses and apartments. The
house the Josephs occupied was rent-controlled, and Sri Lanka’s strong ten-
ant protection laws made it nearly impossible for the Pereras to force the issue
legally. Here, too, the question of the Josephs’ Tamilness had not been directly
addressed by the Pereras, who in any event liked to think of themselves as
cosmopolitan people whose best friends, as the old cliché goes, were Tamils.
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Then came the riots. That massive anti-Tamil violence that shook urban
Sri Lanka for one week in July 1983. This paper is not about the political
economy of that event or its ideological place in a Lankan national space. I
would like to set those questions aside to consider another question that will
take us to the heart of this paper—the texture of “Tamilness” in the midst of
that violence, and its remaking in the years after. Muttiah, who talked to me
about those times during the two years I lived in Patupara, narrates that wait-
ing vividly.

Many of these conversations took place under particular circumstances
that are constitutive of methodological sites, that are crucial to my ethno-
graphic representations here. These were particular moments during the long
calm of the early 1990s, when Tamils like Muttiah expected another riot to be
around the corner. One such important moment was in mid-1992, when a mil-
itant bomb, in the north of the country, blew up nearly the entire commanding
staff of the Sri Lankan armed forces. A big military funeral was planned the
next day at the national cemetery in Colombo. Tn 1983 the long week of vio-
lence had begun after a similar military funeral. We seemed (o teeter, briefly
but palpably, at the edge of a space for violence within which a riot could take
place.

It was at times like this, when Muttiah would speak to me of 1983—and
seeing as he did its sharply etched shadow across his life—that he produced
in his narratives a rich texture of detail that was not available at other times.
These narratives are not, then, merely about the past. And they do nof in my
representation here serve as “evidence” produced in an effort to investigate
the “event.” On the contrary, these narratives—Ilike all history—are about the
past as well as the present; about recollections as well as anticipation. They
are made, like Tamilness itself, in the shadow of violence.

“I didn’t know what would happen,” Muttiah remembered, “maybe they
would come for me, just me, or they would burn the house, also. If it was just
me, it would be all right, but without the house we would have nowhere to
live. I thought if T wasn’t in the house, when they came, things would be all
right. So I left.” Suddenly, Muttiah, who usually saw himself as the protector
and master of his family becomes, in his own eyes, its liability. It was his own
“Tamilness” that made him want to banish himself from their midst, acting as
if his presence was a taint on their being. Even as he left home, warning his
wife and two daughters to be careful, he stopped by the Josephs, to warn them
of the impending danger. This was unusual; in the ordinary course of events,
Muttiah—who drove a garbage truck for the Municipal Council—had little to
say, except in submissive greeting to Joseph, who had a white-collar job in the
city. What is more, Muttiah would trace his ancestry to India, within a depth
of a few generations, while Joseph would to Jaffna, marking himself and his
family as “Sri Lanka Tamil” on a census form. But here and now, in the face
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of violence, class and origin did not matter as much as they might have on
another day: Muttiah opened the gate to the Josephs’ house, and knocked on
the door.

Only Joseph was home: his family had been sent away that very hour,
with a few documents they had thought were invaluable, to a Sinhala friend’s
house in another neighborhood. Joseph had stayed behind, as he told Muttiah,
“as the man of the house to keep the house safe.” There is an obvious rever-
sal of movement here, when Joseph is contrasted with Muttiah’s own depar-
ture from home; here Joseph is not a liability, rather, despite his “Tamilness,”
he remains a true patriarch, a protector of hearth and home. But what I find
significant here is the nexus of masculinity and ethnicity that emerges in each
case, and that emerges in others [ know of, as well. To wait for a riot is to wait
in a space for violence, at its shifting, porous boundaries. A space for violence
is a space of danger, one in which particular masculinitics can emerge.” And,
in Muttiah’s subordinated, sacrificial leaving home in an attempt to save the
house, to Joseph’s desire to face down any intruders single-handedly, we have
similar but different plays of masculinity and ethnicity at the boundary of a
space of violence.

But Muttiah talked Joseph out of it. Exercising the rare authority of
street wiseness that his working-class status gave him, Muttiah told Joseph
that it was unwise to stay; so unwise that he could risk death. Joseph capitu-
lated slowly, but then, in the inevitable unraveling of the logic of bourgeois
order in the face of violence, asked for time to put a few belongings into a bag.
And, as Muttiah waited, Joseph scuttled about the house first picking up one,
and then another, possession, commodity, heirloom, keepsake, or knick-
knack, only to put it down again in confusion. Such uncertainty is familiar, I
would argue, to Tamilness in Sri Lanka; to be a Tamil is to both remember and
anticipate the destruction of property so treasured by bourgeois society. The
many Tamils who have safe deposit boxes, deep in the vaults of banks in York
Street, live in the vise of this anxiety, of not knowing what in their lives must
fit into 2 box two feet by three. It is nol—as Joseph’s dilemma demonstrates—
easy to know what from one’s home, that terrain of lived detail made over
years, must be fitted into a box or shoulder bag.

They went off together, Muttiah and Joseph, to hide, deep in the marsh,
until the danger had past. They walked far, until their bodies had sunk in up
to their waists, shrouding their heads with banana leaves. Joseph, who had
rarely been near the marsh before, and certainly not this far, had been appalled
by the grime and the stench, but Muttiah knew it was their safest bet. What
Muttiah remembers about that day is the smoke. First, it looked like a rain
cloud darkening the sky, but then it grew larger, blackening not just the sky
but the earth, as well. It filled the air with the smell of charring and tiny par-
ticles of ash. By tracing the movement of smoke, they could tell the neigh-
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borhoods that were on fire, and those that were yet untouched. They waited in
the marsh for the fires to come to them.

A common Tamilness emerges here in this example, between Muttiah
and Joseph—despite differences of class—as il did among thousands of
southern Tamils in that week. Two men who, even though they lived a few
hundred yards from each other yet had never done anything together, and who
had, in every sense of the phrase, “kept their distance” from cach other, now
crouched close together. Tt was, of course, a momentary proximity, yet it is
worth noting that it is ethnicity, with its ability to promise equality in the face
of its impossibility, that does that work.™

On that day, in a complex set of events that I have described and ana-
lyzed elsewhere, the Josephs’ house was attacked and looted by a group of
neighborhood toughs.” T suggest here that the violence perpetrated in this
neighborhood depended on a particular, unstable class alliance between the
men who carried out the violence, and the Pereras, the overlords of the neigh-
borhood. The JTosephs had been marked as enemies in local, working class
memory before the riots, in a way that Muttiah or his family had not been. So
the Tamilness of the Josephs was made to matter, by both the toughs and the
Pereras, while with Muttiah, local working-class solidarities were too strong
for rupture. As the leader of that particular gang of thugs, Gunadasa, told me
one night, nearly ten years later, when T asked him about Muttiah: “he had
nothing to be afraid of, we would never touch one of our own.” But Muttiah
was not to know that, with any certainty. All of us, if we are Tamil, live in
anticipation of violence to come.

My larger point is this. There is, in the shadow of violence, a repertoire
of signifying practices that is positioned in relation to that shadow, that are
very centrally about “Tamilness” as such. In this chapter I will call these prac-
tices “tactics of anticipation.” These tactics are not merely produced in rela-
tion to one event of violence—July 1983—they are produced in relation to a
chronological series of events of violence, the last being the July violence.

For Tamils in southern Sri Lanka the violence of 1983 was sudden and
extraordinary, but not unexpected. The Muttiahs and the Josephs, like so many
other Tamils in the south, did not know when and how violence would be
upon them, or even perhaps, what shape it would take. But they would have
known it was coming; all they could do was wait. The possibility of violence
would have been real before 1983, given that Tamil civilians had experienced
collective violence, years ago in 1958, and more recently, in 1977 and 1981.%
But it is the overwhelming nature of the last riot that makes this very history
of violence visible. And that visibility, now—after 1983—acquires a new
depth, not of ten years but of forty.

I will try to both distill and reinforce my point here with recourse to a
well-crafted literary text that concerns itself with “Tamilness” in southern Sri
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Lanka: “Rasanayagam’s Last Riot."” In this play—which is set on the 25th of
July 1983—Rasanayagam’s “Tamilness” is constructed in relationship to
what I have called “tactics of anticipation™ that are available to him. He vis-
its (the Sinhala) Philip Fernando, an old university roommate, on occasions
when a riot is imminent. Their friendship is then made manifest during these
regular interludes of violence. Rasanayagam is, on each occasion, sheltered
from the “mob” in the streets outside. On these occasions of sheltered inti-
macy with the Fernandos, Rasanayagam—apart from his case of belong-
ings—also brings bottles of liquor with him, the number of bottles corre-
sponding to the possible duration of the violence:

St [FERNANDO]: [ must say Rasa and you do some marathon boozing, when-
ever these riots take place!

PHILIP [FERNANDO]: What do you expect, confined here days on end with all
the murder going on around us!

Sita: But still, it is bad to drink so much!

PHILIP: Don’t exaggerate Sita, how frequent is that, 56 '58 '61 '74 '77 '81 . ...

Stra: Don't play the fool, Philip you are trying to make a comedy of the whole
thing.®

The string of dates “’56 °58 *61 . . .” that emerges here throughout the
play is repeated in this and other forms. As such, it is a succinct marker of the
intense visibility of prior events of violence, that the current riot—now avail-
able to be added to the end of the list—makes available as chronology. “Tac-
lics of anticipation,” then, can be produced in relation to this visible chronol-
ogy of violence. In the play I am reading here, many parts of Rasanayagam’s
Self are produced through these tactics: so the bottles of alcohol that fill his
bag, in each successive visit, and the “boozing” it produces, are gentle paro-
dies of that repertoire of practices.

The most succinet example of a “tactic of anticipation” emerges in this
text both as farce and tragedy. It is what might be called a “master” tactic of
anticipation, the kind of tactic that is learned by us Tamils, so that they may
be mobilized when confronted, during a riot, by a Sinhala mob, during a riot.
Rasanayagam has learned, over the years, to pronounce the Sinhala word
baldiya (bucket) the Sinhala way, as opposed to what might be thought of as
a distinctively Tamil way of pronunciation: valdiya. The point for
Rasanayagam is this: when he is confronted with a Sinhala “mob™ who pre-
sent him with a bucket and ask him to “name” it, he is able to perform his
Tamilness as Sinhalaness, given the “tactics of anticipalion” he has Icarned.
He continues to perform these tactics throughout the text, negotiating the line
between the serious and the parodic, until finally, as it were, he refuses in one
profound moment to do it any more—to perform his Tamilness as Sin-
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halaness—and is then killed by a “mob” that has surrounded him. I have dwelt
on this text to bring into relief the remaking of “Tamilness” in the wake of
1983, The story of Rasanayagam’s life and death focuses on the central impor-
tance of a repertoire of practices, tactics of anticipation, for those Tamils who
have lived on. The simple point is this: to be a Tamil in southern Lanka, after
1983, is to produce one’s identity, one’s Tamilness, in relation to the anticipa-
tion of violence. To live as a Tamil, then, is to learn such a repertoire of tac-
tics.

Muttiah and his family, who stayed on in Lanka, then, are such Tamils.
Like many working-class Tamils in Colombo, they could not muster the cap-
ital, symbolic and otherwise, to plan migration.” When I got to know Muttiah
and his family in the early 1990s, the consequences of this position had slowly
but subtly manifested themselves. His children were becoming Sinhala and
Buddhist. Such an assimilative movement in working-class, urban Sri Lanka
has a history as old as migration itself, with the intensive movements of
Indian Malayali labor in the early twentieth century and subsequent inter-
marriages, being a good example.® In fact, Muttiah’s own marriage to a Sin-
hala woman had not provoked a social crisis on either affinal side, and the
relationship, as noted before, did not provoke comment in ordinary commu-
nity life. Yet, the emerging configuration of Sinhalaness and Tamilness in the
lives of Muttiah and Leela’s children seemed to have undergone remarkable
shifts in the space of a decade. There are five children in question here; two
girls born five and three years before the riots, and three others born in rapid
succession alter a long hiatus, in the four years following 1983. The elder two,
young women, when I knew them, had been given two names each, one with
a Sinhala ring to it, and another with a Tamil ring. Such names, of course, are
official appellations only invoked at sites of governmental power such as the
school, hospital, or the courts. But urban working-class people take such insti-
tutions seriously, and the question of a name, and the practice of naming have
similar importance.

With the first two children, “he [Muttiah] named them his way, and 1
named them my way,” said Leela, when I asked her. Then the couple had just
put in the two names in the certificate of birth, that crucial picce of govern-
ment paper. But the other three children, including the much awaited boy
child who was the reason for the couple’s remarkable fertility, had but Sinhala
names. “He still names them his way,” said Leela, “but we don’t write the
names on the certificate.” Muttiah, she said, thought it would be a way to
avoid trouble in the future.

The presence of violence, in relation to tactics of its anticipation,
emerges also in relation to the practice of “religion” in southern Lanka, cen-
tral to the concerns of this volume. I shall use the “tactics of anticipation”
practiced by the Muttiah family in relation to “religion” to comment on the
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place of “Tamilness” and also the anthropology of identity in southern Sri
Lanka. The ethnographic terrain I shall use to do so is one that Jonathan Wal-
ters has recently called a “multireligious field”"—that is to say, a field where
the practices of “multireligion” can be thought through.™

The specific field in question here is that of the “Vel festival”—where
Hindus and Buddhists perform public acts of faith as a “sacred spear” moves
between two temples in the city in a complex ritual procession. The Vel festi-
val itself can be seen both historically and anthropologically in relation to the
multircligious field of Kataragama, which has, of course, drawn significant
scholarly attention.” I could, given the framework this rich literature provides,
and my concern with the presence of violence in the Lankan ethnographic
field, proceed to analyze the interactions of “Buddhists” and “Hindus” in this
tield in an attempt to understand the “how™ and “why” of political violence in
Lanka. But T will not. My efforts, as I have already suggested, take me in a
different direction. What I want to point to is the place of this multireligious
field in relation to the anticipation of violence. Observing the festival in the
summer of 1993, for example, what was dramatically apparent was the
shrunken nature of the celebrations. An event that had flowed and overflowed
along the main thoroughfares of Colombo producing an orgy of petty con-
sumption for the middle- and working-classes, that rivaled the spectacular dis-
plays of faith that accompanied the fulfillment of vows by the believers, had
retreated almost entirely into nonpublic spaces, the grounds of the temples
themselves.

After 1983, the hoopla of Vel—not the movement of the spear itself, but
its associated practices—could not be public, out there on the city streets any-
more. It had to be contained inside a demarcated and defined boundary. Given
that the festival had not even been held for several years after the riots, it
would be possible to argue that there is here a clear cause and effect relation-
ship: Vel was not held because of the riot. But to my mind—as I have sug-
gested before—this causal relationship does not sufficiently illuminate the
ethnographic field in this case. I want to think of the multireligious field as
produced in anticipation of violence. In this reading the revived, but now non-
public and withdrawn, nature of the event is a sign of its sclf-effacement, a
way of positioning it as something other than a public celebration of Tamil-
ness and Hinduness, which would be unwise given the constant anticipation
of the possibility of violence.

In the period before the riots, the Muttiahs regularly attended the Vel
festival in the city. But they do not do so anymore, and that annual event is
only a distant memory for the elder children; the family hasn’t been to “see
Vel” since the riots. They have felt, and this was expressed with some subtlety
to me, that to go and “see Vel” might not be “safe.” They were right in their
anticipation. In July 1993, when I visited the temples concerned with Vel and
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spent time there, anthropologizing that ethnographic ficld with a senior and
distinguished colleague, a bomb exploded in that very space just minutes after
we had left. Tamils I talked to believed that the bomb had been planted there
by the army, as a disapproving warning against even limited celebrations of
Tamilness.

Leaving events like Vel behind, the Muttiah family have moved cau-
tiously into the sphere of Buddhism. Most inhabitants of Patupara are nomi-
nally Buddhists, but as in many urban neighborhoods only the very old and
the very young display any interest in regular temple visits. What matters for
cveryone else is the observation of festivals like Vesak and Poson, with great
energy and display. The older Muttiah children have begun to participate in
these events, and the younger children now go to Daham Pasal, the Buddhist
“Sunday School” at the local temple, with other neighborhood children. It is
not my suggestion here that all working-class Tamils have moved to assimi-
late Sinhala-Buddhist socio-cultural practice after the experience of collective
violence. On the contrary, there are other communities where spaces of “mul-
tircligion,” and “multiethnicity” operate with success.” Yet, the options Mut-
tiah’s family have exercised are not idiosyncratic; rather, in my experience,
they are becoming increasingly common.

I turn now to another aspect of the reproduction of Tamilness in the face
of collective violence, by way of another Tamil family that moved to Patupara
after 1983, the Pathmanathans. They made no bones about it, they were Jaffna
Tamils, their interests in Colombo were commercial. They were not wealthy,
but hoped, I think, to get there some day. The family, who had recently moved
to Colombo from the north, had found it very hard to find adequate housing,
especially since their son, Ravi, was seventeen. Young Tamil boys were under
suspicion in the city, and cordon and search operations were frequent, while
all Tamils were stopped routinely at check points everywhere. No landlord
wanted to be accused of harboring a Tiger, and the few who would agree
wanted inflated rents. The Pathmanathans’ accommodation in Patupara was
such an arrangement, but Pathmanathan thought it was a good deal, since the
neighborhood was “quiet,” and “safe.” They were outsiders in the neighbor-
hood, with no social links to other families in Patupara, such as the Pereras,
who were central to the lives of many. They had little idea that anything at all
had “happened” in Patupara in 1983, accepting on face value the bland, oft-
repeated assertion that everything had been “fine.” But still Pathmanathan
liked the location of the house they rented because it was hidden from the
road, and therefore shrouded his wife’s Hindu ritual practices—which were
carried out indoors—from Sinhala eyes. The possibility of violence, the posi-
tion of the Pathmanathans in relation to it, remained an unsaid, but not an
unthought, denominator in all this.

After the Pathmanathans had lived for about a year at the place, the
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landlords, no relations of the Pereras, decided to raise the rent on the house.
Now this was understandable since price inflation in Colombo had to be coun-
tered; yet, the rise was steeper than might have been expected. For the Path-
manathans, who had rented the place on the understanding that the rent would
be constant for two years, the demand seemed unjust. They refused to pay,
until one day, not altogether by accident, they heard about the Josephs: the
long-standing dispute the Josephs had over the rented house with the Pereras,
and their sorry plight after the violence. This story was merely hinted at, not
told in stark cause and effect tones or terms; but it struck right at the heart of
life. Nearly ten years after the riot, the possibility of renewed civilian-directed
violence was real as it was terrifying. The rules of the game, between landlord
and (enant, were suddenly suspended: the Pathmanathans paid up silently.*

Things changed for the Pathmanathans after that; they grew cautious
and wary; said little and walked quickly. For the old man and his wile, this
was just another burden to bear, just another facet to their being in a Sinhala
land. Their son, Ravi, however, responded differently. I realized this one night
in mid-1992, when a militant bomb, in the north of the country, blew up nearly
the entire commanding staff of the Sri Lankan armed forces; a moment I have
marked before. I note, once again, the peculiarities of this methodological
site: a moment framed by an event of violence, which then positions “Tamil-
ness” firmly in the shadow of violence. The anticipation of violence, then, is
both intense and representable in these particular moments, which are always
experienced in relation to a chronology of events of civilian-directed violence
that might be represented as a string of dates—'58, *77, *81, *83; on that night
I wondered if '92 would be added to that list. Old Pathmanathan and his wife
were, of course, worried, and [ tried to reassure them that things would be all
right.

But Ravi disagreed. There was going to be a riot, he said, and it is going
to make 1983 look puny. As we argued late into the evening, it became
increasingly clear that there was a great deal at stake for Ravi in this discus-
sion. He, unlike his parents, was not in mortal fear of a riot. He had his papers
in a bank vault, and a few clothes in a case. He lived in anticipation of a riot,
not with helpless anger, but with clear foresight: it would help him to leave
Lanka and migrate to the West. Ravi’s cousin Bala was in Canada; he was
doing well with his own grocery store, and would take Ravi in. Except he had
little chance of obtaining political asylum, given the relatively peaceful con-
ditions in southern Sri Lanka. Ravi wanted a riot. It was then, and only then,
that his Tamilness would be worth something in the West. Ravi is not alone;
there are many like him. The possibility of violence has loomed large for
southern Tamils for too long for such a response to be unthinkable. But the
possibility of violence is not enough for a visa: for embassy doors to open,
people must die.”
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A consideration of Ravi (and similarly positioned Tamils) is crucial to
understanding the practices [ have been calling “tactics of anticipation” in this
paper, both politically and analytically. The proximity of Tamilness (o the pos-
sibility of violence, is not for me, and should not be in general, sign of its
political righteousness, or its positioning on a moral high ground. If this were
s0, then the narratives I have produced, and the ethnographic field I have con-
structed here, would merely be part of the growing story of Tamil *suffering”
that is now told repeatedly in different contexts. Ravi’s intervention demon-
strates the complexity of such narratives of “suffering.” It is my contention
that “tactics of anticipation” can also be politically positioned, produced as
they are in a field of power. Practices of the anticipation of violence, and
humanist narratives of “suffering” that are associated with them, I want to
stress, can be both self-conscious and interested, and produced performatively
in different contexts. Hence, my effort to encompass a series of very differ-
ently situated practices of anticipation as factics, which allow, finally, for the
Tamilness of Ravi to emerge in relation to the Tamilness of Joseph, Muttiah,
Pathmanathan, and that extraordinary fictional figure, Rasanayagam.

My conclusion is this: a life that is always already to be lived under the
shadow of violence—in other words, the very proximity to violence of Tamil-
ness—can itself be objectified and made available to the repertoire of prac-
tices I have called “tactics of anticipation.”

Undoubtedly, my efforts to write of “Tamilness™ in southern Sri Lanka
have been incomplete, leaving untouched much of the internal content of that
Tamilness, for example, its ritual practices, or its kinship patierns. Or, in other
words, the anthropology of objects that are already visible, But the writing of
that anthropological account has not been my intent. Rather I have tried a dif-
ferent approach. First, an approach that places violence in the center of analy-
sis, positioned as unavailable for explanation and then, second, one that works
through that categorical centrality of violence in its entirety, treating the rela-
tionship between violence, and the practices of its anticipation, not as an
object always already known through a causal logic, but one that emerges
slowly, producing with its own labor its analytic weight; taking seriously—in
other words—the necessary repositioning of my received understanding of
the anthropology of identity in the Lankan ethnographic field.

This analysis does not, then, rework the relationship between the Tamil
Self, and the Sinhala Other, with view (o explaining, or understanding, the
emergence of violence in the Lankan ethnographic field. On the contrary, the
relationship of the Tamil Self, to the Sinhala near Other, has been analyzed
through the category of violence, and has therefore emerged as mediated by
an irreducible and ever-present possibility of violence. But my point is not
that this relationship to violence—apart from specific repertoires of prac-
tices—is an exclusive feature of Tamilness. There do not, upon reflection,
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seem to be Lankan identities that cannot be and should not be understood in
relation to violence, which has been both pervasive and overwhelming in
recent years. If so, there is a more general suggestion that arises from my
work here: Sri Lankanist anthropologies of identity, like Tamilness itself, may
have to be rethought in the shadow of violence.
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and restrictions imposed by colonial authoritics on the festival held in Kataragama.
See Hinduism in Ceylon (Colombo: Gunasena, 1957), p. 124. For an account of the rit-
ual relationship between Kataragama and Vel, see Don Handelman, “On the Desuetude
of Kataragama” in Man (n.s.) 13:157. For ethnographic accounts of Kataragama, sce
Gananath Obeyesekere. “Social Change and the Deities: Rise of the Kataragama Cult
in Modern Sri Lanka,” in Man (n.s.)12 (1977): 377-96, and “The Fire Walkers of
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Asian Studies 37, no. 3 (1978): 457-76; and Bryan Pfaffenberger “The Kataragama
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33. I think through such a community in another work, “Traces of Violence,
Spaces of Death: National and Local Identity in an Urban Sri Lankan Community,” a
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at Madison, November 19935,

34. Such situations are not uncommon; Kanapathipillai, 1990, has also noted an
instance of the inflection with violence of a landlord-tenant relationship, as has Sum-
itra Rahubadha, in her enormously popular novel Surg Asura (Colombo: Kosala
Prakashakayo, 1986).

35. It is not only Ravi who anticipates this possibility. There is more at stake
than desire of Lankan Tamils to migrate seeking a better life for themselves. Immigra-
tion itself is part of a globalized circuit of capital with its own logic and imperatives,
and large-scale migrations of Tamil political refugees to the metropolis from Lanka
after 1983 have inscrted “Tamilness™ into those circuits. On the one hand are the many
hundreds of thousands of Tamils in north America and Europe who live in the “half-
light” of migration. They are not quite in yet; so they could be sent back. Every so
often, bureaucrats will look down at the files, and wonder if Lanka could be reclassi-
tied as “safe.” This would spell disaster for those who have paid tens of thousands to
immigration “brokers” who got them to the West, where they thought the good life was
at hand. On the other hand, of course, are the “brokers” who have a good thing going.
There is something to be made off every refugee. They too live in anticipation of vio-
lence. A consideration of this ethnographic field, however, is beyond the scope of this

paper.
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Chapter 6

Sufi and Reformist Designs:
Muslim Identity in Sri Lanka

Victor C. de Munck

Introduction

Scholars dishearteningly have observed that the second half of the
twentieth century is marked by a proliferation of infranational civil wars along
the fault lines of schismogenic “primordial loyalties™ (Tilly 1993; van Crev-
eld 1991; Wiberg 1991). Tilly (1993:1) writes that “the 20th century stands
out from all its predecessors for the scale at which agents of states, including
armed forces, have deployed violence not only against other armed forces but
also against unarmed civilians. We live in a bloodthirsty time.” Wiberg
(1991:337) comments that “close to half the current major armed conflicts in
the world have the ethno-national contradiction as one important component.”
Garnett (1988) provides the statistic that, in 1980, 23 percent of the 600 bil-
lion dollars spent in world military expenditures was accounted for by devel-
oping nations such as Sri Lanka. Sri Lankan government defense spending in
1995 was 32 billion rupees ($392 million). Since the anti-Tamil riots of 1983,
the civil war in Sri Lanka has claimed an estimated 50,000 lives (Reuter Feb.
1, 1996).

This paper does not directly address the issue of violence, although, like
a steady drumbeat, it certainly occupies the minds and hearts of the people
about whom I write. Rather, here I explore first the rise of Islamic fundamen-
talism in Sri Lanka. By Islamic fundamentalism I mean the construction of an
Islamic/Muslim identity based on a “memory” of a heroic Arabic past and an
avowed ideological commitment to Islamic doctrinal practices and beliefs. In
regard (o Islamic fundamentalism, my main premise is that it is a macro-
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identity that is being constantly contested and shaped by local and global
forces. Macroidentities (such as Sri Lankan ethnic and national identities, in
general) are cobbled together out of local microidentities on the basis of per-
ceived and asserted claims of historic and cultural commonalities. In the case
of Islam in Sri Lanka, the Sufi tradition, which I explore below, counts as one
such microidentity, which itself is negotiated constantly.

Second, I argue here that macroidentities in Sri Lanka and c¢lsewhere are
designed by elite leaders or organizations that have a vested interest in con-
structing macroidentities. Islamic fundamentalism in Sri Lanka reflects one
such macroidentity, fashioned by the elite, thal asserts historical and cultural
ties with a larger identity—namely, pan-Arabic. Describing an Islamic funda-
mentalist (“macro”) identity, however, does not simply mean aggregating a
list of normative beliefs and practices shaped by elite leaders. Macroidentities,
if they are to be accepted and have motivational force, must have something
to say—must be useful—to individuals in the context of their real life experi-
ences. “Reality” is “relativized to context” and, therefore, interpretations of
what it means to be a Muslim shifts with context (Quinn 1985:294). In this
sense, microidentities, constructed out of the intersection of shared experi-
ences, shape and influence the interpretation of macroidentities.

By providing an ethnographic account of Muslim contentions over what
constitutes an Islamic/Muslim identity, [ hope to show how identity can be
differentially interpreted, manipulated, and contested depending on context.
That is, identities are “sites of unceasing struggle” in which the symbolic
markers of identily are contested relative to their oppositional contexts (Ish-
mail 1995:56). In the global context, [slamic/Muslim identity is constructed
in opposition to similar levels of contrast (for instance, Christian, Western); at
the Sri Lankan national level, Islamic/Muslim identity is contrasted with Sin-
hala Buddhist and Tamil Hindu ones; and at the local level an Islamic/Muslim
identity is contested between Sufi and orthodox versions of that identity.' The
boundaries between these three conceptual levels becomes porous as individ-
uals enter and are affected by national and global contexts and events.

In developing this argument, I will show how historical and contempo-
rary processes at the local, national, and global levels have had an impact on
Muslim villagers in the Sinhala-speaking community of Kutali? Kutali, a vil-
lage of approximately a thousand Muslims, is located in the Moneragala Dis-
trict of the Uva Bintenne.” In excursions to other Muslim communities in the
south, east, and west of Sri Lanka, T have witnessed similar debates between
adherents of Islamic orthodoxy and Sufism over what constitutes a true Mus-
lim. I believe that my accounts of the contest over identity in Kutali can be
generalized and applied to Muslim communities throughout Sri Lanka.
Nationalist and global processes in Kutali and elsewhere in Muslim Sri Lanka
have led to the emergence of a new pan-Islamic fundamentalist identity that
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seeks, through its adherents, to subvert a more localized Sufi-Muslim identity
and establish itself as the sole legitimate version of identity for all Sri Lankan
Muslims. As we shall see, the contest between proponents of these two ide-
ologies has produced schismatic divisions within the village.

In contrast to the Catholic community of Sri Lanka, which, as Stirrat in
this volume persuasively describes, has come to invoke ethnic, over religious,
identity, Sri Lankan Muslims actively identify themselves as distinct from
both the Tamil and Sinhala (and Burgher) communities on the basis of reli-
gious differences.* This is so despite internal discord among Muslims con-
cerning what exactly constitutes the proper content of a Muslim religious
identity. The difference in marking identities between Catholic and Muslim
communities is due, in part, to the ethnic-religious conflation of the category
“Muslim.” While “Tamil” and “Sinhala” refer solely to ethnic groups, even
though who “belongs” to those groups is often contested on the basis of reli-
gion, as the Introduction to this volume suggests, “Muslim” in Sri Lanka is a
marker for both religion and ethnicity.

Managing Neutrality: A Viable Option?

De Silva (1986), Spencer (1990), and I (1994) have each stated that Sri
Lankan Muslims have “managed” to maintain a neutral stance in the ongoing
“interethnic fratricide” between Sri Lankan Tamils and Sinhalas. This obser-
vation was based on the strategical pragmatics of Muslim cthnic politics
grounded in their minority status vis-a-vis both the Sinhala and Tamil popu-
lations of Sri Lanka.* 1 (1994:276) quote a Muslim villager who expressed this
sentiment by stating that “In Tamil areas [ am pro-Eelam, in Sinhala areas T
am pro-Sri Lanka.” The use of “Sri Lanka” is significant, for it denotes how
ethnicity, notwithstanding the Muslim mode of drawing boundaries, has come
to be the dominant mode of defining the nation, and the exclusion of Muslims
as part of that nation.® The statement also expresses the alacrity with which
Muslims may switch allegiance depending on circumstances. However, in
both the Sinhala and Tamil context, as described by the Muslim villager, the
Muslim is defined as being subordinate, and in an accommodating role, in
relation to the dominant Other.

Unfortunately, references in scholarly literature to the accommodative
policies of the Muslim elite connote a unity within the Sri Lankan Muslim
community that elides fundamental differences both between castern and
western Muslim elites and between Muslim elites and the Muslim peasantry
and urban poor. For the castern Muslim elite, “managed neutrality™ entails an
accommodation within the Tamil majority. For the western Muslim elite, it
entails an accommodation within the Sinhala majority. And for the villagers
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of Kutali, managed neutrality involves a consciously cynical and ad hoc
acceptance of either Tamil or Sinhala hegemony depending on the situation.
In all three situations, “managed neutrality” is constructed not as an affirma-
tion of identity but as a defensive reaction to their subordinate and minority
status.

However, managing neutrality has become increasingly more difficult
in light of the hundreds of east coast Muslims who have been killed and the
thousands left homeless since the onset of the third phase of the civil war (Ish-
mail 1995:92). Attempts by the LTTE (Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam) to
gain the allegiance of north and east coast Muslims, in their struggle to create
a sovereign state, have failed. The vast majority of Muslims seems to support
the People Alliance’s proposal for peace and blame the LTTE for starting this
third stage of warflarc. At the same time, there has been a resurgence of
Islamic fundamentalism that leads some Muslims to look past the current
exclusionary image of “nation” to a pan-Islamic image of community, much
as they did at the turn of the twentieth century.

Splitting Identities: The Fundamentalist and Suft Options

I think it is accurate to state that most Sri Lankan Muslims do not perceive
themselves as full citizens of the Sri Lankan nation as it is presently formulated.
Obeyesckere’s (1979) infamous equation—*“Sri Lanka=Sinhala=Buddhism”—
retains its saliency in contemporary discourses on Sri Lankan nationalism. At
the same time, Sri Lankan Muslims are divided as to what constitutes an “offi-
cial” Muslim identity. On the one hand, there has been a strong South Asian Sufi
tradition that retains its vigor, particularly among the urban poor and Muslim
peasantry. On the other hand, Sri Lankan Muslims also identify themselves with
the Arab world and seek to “remember”” and affirm those connections in part
through adherence (o Islamic orthodoxy.

The rise of Islamic fundamentalism among Sri Lankan Muslims is linked
to Muslim exclusion from that totalizing conception, discussed by Obeyesckere,
of what it means to be a Sri Lankan. Muslim clites organize jamatis (meetings)
to promote an Islamic identity that supersedes nation-state boundaries. At the
same time, more “traditional” Sufi designs for Muslim identity are being under-
mined by leaders of Islamic orthodox movements.

A Brief History of Sri Lankan Muslims and Kutali Village

Sri Lankan Muslims (or Moors) trace their history back to Arab and Per-
sian traders who arrived along the south Indian and Sri Lankan coast in the
eighth century.” The Buddhist kingdoms of Sri Lanka encouraged Arab mer-
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chants to remain through intermarriage and the transfer of nindagam (feudal)
lands with the expectation that the merchants would increase overseas com-
merce (Arasaratnam 1964; Dale 1980).

In 1505, Muslims opposed the entrance of the Portuguese into Sri Lanka
in part because the Portuguese posed a threat to their control over overseas
trade. The Kotte King Bhuvanekabahu VII sought the allegiance of the Por-
tuguese to gain the upper hand over his brother, Mayadunne, who ruled the
Sitawaka kingdom. As a result, many Kotte Muslims fled to Sitawaka and,
when Sitawaka fell in 1593, they sought refuge in Kandy where they were
welcomed by King Senarat. In 1617, King Senarat signed a peace treaty with
the Portuguese in which he was initially urged to sever relations with Mus-
lims. A compromise was reached by which the Muslims would be permitted
to continue their trading activities as “friends” of the Kandyan kingdom.*

The Dutch attempted to curtail the Muslims’ trading and retail activities
by prohibiting them to travel to the western seaboard without first registering
themselves. The Dutch prohibited Sri Lankan Muslims from buying property
or possessing houses within the Fort and the Pettah merchant district of
Colombo (Abayakoon 1976:95-96). Kandyan Muslims were supported by the
king who relied on them for transporting local products and trading them for
luxury goods and weapons. According to Goonewardena (1976:129), “The
Moors had a virtual monopoly (on internal trade). They supplied salt, cloth
and dried fish to the Kandyan villages and in return bought areca nuts and cer-
tain surpluses in food provisions for sale in Dutch territory.”

In 1802, when the British arrived in Ceylon, trading opportunities
increased for the Muslims. Muslims took advantage of the introduction of cof-
fee plantations in 1820 by expanding the tavalam (bullock-cart) trade, trans-
porting supplies to and from the plantations. The Muslims supported the
British against the Nayakkar dynasty that ruled Kandy. According to lore,
Kepitipola, the leader of the Welassa Rebellion against British rule, used the
local devale (shrine for Buddhist deities) for a hiding place. A Muslim
informed the British of Kepitipola’s hiding place and Muslims were instru-
mental in his eventual capture. As a result of Muslim involvement in Kepi-
tipola’s denouement, tensions arose between Sinhala and Muslim in the area
and many Muslims from neighboring towns (e.g., Medagama and Bibile) fled
to the relatively isolated community of Kutali. The increasing politicization of
ethnicity was more evident at the national level.

This sort of politicization made its way into the late nineteenth-century
scholarly debate over what constituted “ethnicity.” In 1888, Ponambalam
Ramanathan, a leading spokesman for the Tamils, read and published a paper
titled the “Ethnology of the Moors of Ceylon.” He intended to demonstrate
that Sri Lankan Muslims and Tamils shared the same cultural heritage. Along
these lines, he argued that Muslims were of Tamil descent and should there-

Digitized by Noolaham Foundation.
noolaham.org | aavanaham.org



Sufi and Reformist Designs 115

fore be identified as Tamil-Muslims. His claim—that Muslims were Tamil
converts to Islam—infuriated the Muslim community. Through the leadership
of M.C. Siddik Lebbe, a Kandyan proctor and journalist, and Arabi Pasha,
exiled from Egypt to Ceylon by the British in 1883, the Sri Lankan Muslim
elite and urban middle class, particularly in Colombo, united in their efforts
to establish a distinct Arab-Muslim identity. Through their efforts, the first
Muslim college, Zahira College, was established in 1892 in Colombo. The Sri
Lankan Muslim elite began to claim and express their Islamic identity by
learning Arabic, wearing “fez” caps, and donning Arabic dress, including the
veil for women. At the same time, L. M. Abdul Azeez began the first Muslim
newspaper, The Muslim Friend (Thawfeeq n.d. 134). As president of the
Moors Union, founded in 1900, Abdul Azeez fashioned a rebuttal to
Ramanathan by claiming that the “Ceylon Moors™ are descendants of Arab
merchants who were, “according to tradition, members of the family of
Hashim . . . less war-like and given to the peaceful pursuit of trade” (cited in
Ismail 1995:68). As Ismail (1995:69-70) notes, Abdul Azeez discursively
constructed a Muslim identity based on racial ancestry, and a religious-cco-
nomic affiliation with the Hashimites (the tribe of Mohammed), peaceful
immigrants involved in trade. This construction further served to differentiate
Muslims from Tamils who, according to Sinhala populist constructions,
entered the country as invaders. As Ishmail (1995:70) further observes,
Azeez’s image of Muslim identity is patriarchal because it lacks mention of
Tamil wives who married the Arab merchants, thus presuming that “Arab men
gave birth, by themselves, to the Sri Lankan social formation,” These efforts
by the Muslim western elite to develop a dynamic and distinct Muslim-
Islamic community paralleled ethno-religious revivalist movements within
the Tamil and Sinhala communities. The process of intraethnic consolidation
also kindled interethnic discord and rivalry. For instance, in 1915, Anagarika
Dharmapala wrote that:

The Mohammedans, an alien people . . . by Shylockian methods became
prosperous like Jews. The Sinhalese [were] sons of the soil, whose
ancestors for 2358 years had shed rivers of blood to keep the country
free from alien invaders . . . The alien South Indian Mohammedan
comes to Ceylon, sees the neglected villager without any experience in
trade . . . and the result is that Mohammedan thrives and the son of soil
gocs to the wall. (quoted in The Circle 1995, S. Ranyjit)

Response to the 1915 Sinhala-Muslim riots also exemplifies this theme
of intraethnic discord and its aftermath. Sinhala reaction to the incident that
sparked the riot was organized and violent. Throughout May and June of that
year, “groups of Sinhala men . . . attacked the property of Muslim traders and
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in some places destroyed mosques” (Ismail 1995:82). The colonial govern-
ment declared martial law and Buddhist leaders (among them D.S.
Senanayake, independent Ceylon’s first prime minister) were accused of incit-
ing the riots. In the Ceylon Legislative Council, Ramanathan made a plea in
defense of the Buddhist leaders arguing that a “grievous injustice” had been
done to them (i.e., imprisonment). In this debate the violence perpetrated
against the Muslim community became a side issuc, overshadowed by criti-
cism of British colonial rule. The message was not lost on the Muslim com-
munity: they had become the “Other” relative to both the Sri Lankan Tamil
and Sinhala communities.

Thus perceived as the Other, Muslims have been complicit in forming
this identity for themselves by seeking to create distinct Muslim-Islamic insti-
tutions in Sri Lanka. Their intent has been to create a unified Muslim com-
munity with specific interests and institutional needs within the context of the
Sri Lankan nation-state. In fact, since the turn of the century, the Sri Lankan
Muslim urban elite and professional class, in order to perpetuate an identity
distinct from the Tamils, has established newspapers, schools (madrasas), a
Wakf board to oversee mosque activities and organization, a Kathi court for
adjudicating divorces, and cultural associations (e.g., Moors Islamic Cultural
Home). Yet, despite the push for a separate identity, and with the exception of
the 1915 riots, the overarching history of Muslims with Sinhala and Tamil
communities can be characterized as one of accommodation, motivated in the
contemporary context by fear of being the target of state-sponsored violence.
However, such a “history” of the Muslim relationship with Sinhalas omits the
majority of Muslims who are neither elites or professionals, but agricultural-
ists.” The story of Kutali, an “old” Muslim village, situated in a Sinhala-dom-
inated region, provides an alternative, perhaps metonymic, rcading of how
contemporary Muslim identities are locally formulated and contested among
both the elite and subaltern.

The Origins and History of Kutali

The origins of Kutali are unclear. According to Adam Marikar (the
retired trustee of the village mosque), Kutali was founded by two Muslim
merchants in the late 1700s. Adam Marikar told me the following story: the
Kandyan king’s son had sculpted the imagined face of the woman he intended
to marry in a block of wood. The king displayed this carving and offered a
reward to the person who found this girl. The two merchants, traveling by
tavalam, saw near Kutali a girl resembling the carving. As a reward, the mer-
chants were bestowed much of the land on which present day Kutali is situ-
ated. One cannot help but note how this story parallels Muslim elite versions
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of Muslim identity (formed in relation to trade and as an accommodation to
Sinhala rulers).

In contrast to neighboring Sinhala villages and hamlets where the
homes and small shops (kadees) are dispersed and where rice paddy fields lie
adjacent to dwellings, Kutali is a nucleated village, with the paddy fields sur-
rounding the dwellings and shops. Villagers noted that the village was con-
sciously planned so that they could defend themselves against attack by
neighboring Sinhala.'® It must be added that relations between Kutali Muslims
and their Sinhala neighbors are amicable and, in the collective memory of the
villagers, there has been no threat or outbreak of interethnic violence. All vil-
lagers, however, fear and recognize the potential for an eruption of ethnic vio-
lence. The clusters of tightly packed dwellings surrounded by paddy fields
provide them with a physical and psychological defense against such a poten-
tiality.

In 1914, a Moulana (a Muslim who claims direct descent to the Prophet
Mohammed) from Dikwella (near Matara in the southern tip of Sri Lanka),
traveled to Kutali and to other Muslim villages in the south central interior on
a personal campaign to revitalize Islamic practices among the Muslim peas-
antry. The Moulana, a merchant, began an annual village festival called the
Burdha Kandhoori (sometimes spelled kanthuri). According to his great
grandson, the current Moulana, the objective of the festival was to rid rural
Muslims of Hindu and Buddhist practices that had filtered into their religious
customs. He explained that the festival was established to revitalize Muslim
customs and traditions:

My grandfather’s father started this work in 1914. Earlier there was no
Burdha Kandhoori. . . . In those days there was no religion and people
had no knowledge of the proper way of reciting prayers, so my grand-
father would travel to twelve Muslim villages yearly and teach villagers
the proper ways of worshiping. The villages, of which Kutali was one,
would put on a feast to honor him . . . being a Moulana is like a caste . . .
we are from the blood of the Prophet, no? My daughters must marry
other Moulanas, but boys can marry anyone because the blood is passed
through patriliny. However, even sons should marry the daughters of
Moulana families; all my six sons did so. People respect me because I
am of the blood of the Prophet and through me they worship Him.

Though this description frames this annual festival as an event wrought by an
individual, it must also be seen as part of the larger historical process of eth-
nic revival occurring in Sri Lanka at the turn of the twentieth century. The
Burdha Kandhoori begins with the arrival of the Moulana and culminates in a
large kandhoori (festival) on the eighth day, when he departs. Since 1914 the
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festival had continued unabated until 1980 when it was abruptly canceled for
one year. Amid turmoil and much debate, it was recontinued in 1981, Vil-
lagers explained that the reason for the cancellation of the festival in 1980 was
due to the trustee and other marikars (mosque administrators) pocketing
funds collected before and during the festival." The mosque trustee and his
supporters argued that the cancellation was due to a drought that left the vil-
lagers unable to donate the requisite cash and foodstuffs necessary to hold the
festival, However, there had been droughts in previous years and the festival
never had been canceled.

Moreaver, there are always allegations of corruption against the trustee
and marikars. While poverty and corruption are necessary conditions, they
may not be sufficient conditions for the cancellation. Instead, I believe the
inroads made by the Tablighi Jama’at to instill Islamic orthodoxy and elimi-
nate Sufi practices and beliefs among Sri Lankan Muslims has caused vil-
lagers, particularly young and educated village leaders, to refute or question
the legitimacy of the Burdha Kandhoori as an Islamic practice.

The Sufi Tradition

Embedded in this sociopolitical history there has been a strong Sufi tra-
dition that centers around devotional recitals (maulid) in honor of a saint (Wali
or sometimes called Andawer, “god”). Two of the most prominent saints in Sri
Lanka (and elsewhere in south India and the Maldives) are Qutub Mohideen
Abdul Qadir al Jilani, an Tragi saint and scholar born in 1092, and Shahul
Hamid Nagore Meceran Sahib, born in northern India in 1532." Abdul Qadir
is said to have come to Sri Lanka and meditated for eleven years at Dafter
Jailani, situated fifteen miles south of Balangoda."

Annually, during the eleventh month of the Islamic calendar (Rabhi-ul-
Akhir), there is a monthlong maulid (anniversary celebration) for the saint at
this site and shorter twelve-day maulids in Muslim communities." I attended
the maulid for the month in 1981, living and interacting with the thousands of
Muslims who had come on pilgrimage from Sri Lanka and India. Dafter
Jailany is situated in the forest, approximately 2500 feet above sea level. A
number of Sufi “hermit” mystics (murshids), including a woman, had taken
up permanent residence in the area.' During the festival month I witnessed,
there were long lines of pilgrims desiring to receive the blessings of the mur-
shid. A few of the murshids had (and have) devoted acolytes who care for
them throughout the year. The mystics and the festival at Jailany were, and
continue to be, central to the construction of a Sufi identity.

Kutali villagers identify themselves both as Sunnis and as members of
the Qadariya Tariga (order or sect of Sufis). Though there is no official pir or
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sheikh (leader) who organizes and maintains the sect as an active order, there
are weekly Thursday evening dikhr (devotional) services held in honor of
“Mohideen Andawer.” I observed similar services in Kalmunai (on the east
coast) led by a pir and attended by both women and men; the women were
separated from the men by a curtain. During dikhr recitals some participants
enter trance states that are explained as the individual entering a state of spir-
itual grace (fana) in which they are attuned to the spiritual vibrations of Allah.

Each night, at Jailany, there is a procession around the shrine (dargah)
of the saint led by a group of Rifa'i fakirs (also referred to as murids). Rifa’i
was an Iraqi twelfth-century saint said to have followed in the “footsteps” of
Mohideen Abdul Qadir. The Rifa'i fakirs are known by Sri Lankan Muslims
for their ecstatic and extreme forms of devotional practices. Led by a khalifa
(one of many titles for a leader of a Sufi order), the fakirs dance in elaborate
militarylike fashion and as the tambourine playing and chanting becomes ever
more intense, slash and pierce themselves with swords, maces, and long sharp
metal skewers, in a manner reminiscent of Hindu and Buddhist worship at
Kataragama. Members of the audience also participate.” These actions are
intended both to reflect the faith of the fakir and participant, and the sacred
power of the saint.

It is precisely the sacred states of the saint and the supernatural power
that can be harnessed by devotees that lies, as we shall see, at the center of the
debate over the acceptable parameters of Muslim religious practices and
beliefs. At both the Kalmunai and Dafter Jailany festivals, there had been a
small group of Muslims who handed out pamphlets and told interested
bystanders that the worship of saints was a form of idolatry and, therefore,
heresy (haram) according to the Shari’a (Islamic law). These Muslims were
members of the Tablighi Jama’at, a group that perceives itself to represent
orthodox Islam, as we shall see. The group provides the emerging dominant
view of Islamic identity that extends the boundaries of identity from a Iocal to
a global context.

A Sufi Design for Identity

A Sufi design for identity, as used here, is defined both by the worship
of saints and by the social establishment of a Tariga (a Sufi order) constituted
by a pir and his followers (murid). Though there is no pir in Kutali, there are
weekly dikhr recitals: a Sufi practice in which the names of Allah are recited
repetitively in devotion to the saint; the Moulana serves as a pir during his
stay. Similar to Hindu and Buddhist folk deities, the saints, Mohideen and
Shahul Hamid (among others), represent supernatural funds of power that can
be tapped for aid through devotional practices and offerings.
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The village mosque (pali) is called the Mohideen pali and there is a
small till box at the gate along the street where villagers can put coins in for
vows (muradi or barre)." The labbai (a term villagers use to refer to the vil-
lage “folk priest,”) or vede mahatteyya (folk healer who specializes in snake
bites) are called on by villagers, after the harvest or at critical times in their
lives to offer vows and give a narsi (also called pukka or dana and refers to
food offerings) for the saint.” Simply exclaiming “Ya Mohideen” suffices to
enlist his aid in times of trouble. This became clear to me when, in 1982, I
took an ill villager to the hospital in the middle of the night on my 1952 Java
motorcycle. On our return, there had been a downpour and one of the cause-
ways was flooded. The light of the motorcycle reflected against the water so
that it looked like pavement. As we motored into the flood, my passenger
screamed out “Ya Mohideen” and, knee-deep in water, we managed to extri-
cate ourselves. The story made the rounds and was cited as proof of
Mohideen’s power and attentiveness to individuals in distress.

The role of saints pervades everyday life in Kutali, They are distin-
guished from Nabis (prophets) or the Rasool (the Prophet Mohammed) who,
according to one maulavi (a Muslim trained at a madrasa in Islamic doctrine
and Arabic), are “dead and gone having fulfilled their task but Allah gave the
saints the power to intercede on our behalf.” The worship of saints is not con-
fined to the exigencies of daily life but extends to devotional practices. The
Thursday evening dikhr rites, performed on behalf of Mohideen, as we have
seen, are in practice a recital of the various names of Allah. The participants
congregate, light camphor incense, and proceed in unison to chant the various
names of Allah with the intention of attaining inner harmony with the sacred
(fana). Stories of the miracles and the devotional practices of Mohideen and
Shahul Hamid circulate among Muslims and are told, much as hadith stories
about the life of the Prophet Mohammed are recounted, as instructive parables.

Specifically with regard to the offering of vows, saint worship among
Sri Lankan Muslims is similar to Tamil and Sinhala folk practices directed
toward deities. In both forms of worship, the saint or deity is perceived as a
supernatural intercessor who can act in behalf of the community or individual
who offers the vow. The supplicant offers small coins or small tin images, and
a ritual specialist communicates the vow, while the supplicant gives a food
gift (narsi or pukka). Muslims recognize the parallels, but for those who
believe in saints, the categorical differences distinguish them from the Tamil
and Sinhala populations. Much like Buddhist folk deities, saints are perceived
as hybrid entities—half human/half supernatural—who, because of their
human qualities, are conceptualized as a bridge to the realm of the sacred. As
villagers say, they function as a sort of idealized government aitending to the
needs of the powerless (see Gilsenan, 1973, for a similar account of saints in
Lebanon).
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Indeed, Muslim villagers explicitly recognize the ritual and functional
parallels in their worship of saints and local Sinhala-Buddhist worship of the
gods, For example, village elders have told me that Mohideen Andawer is the
same as the Buddhist god Saman Deviyo, while Shahul Hamid is considered
to be identical to Natha Deviyo. As those of us who are familiar with Sri
Lankan Buddhist cosmology know, both gods are considered to be among the
four protector deities of the island. Such conflation suggests the upward
mobility of the Muslim saint. More importantly, it suggests that Sinhala-Bud-
dhist culture has contributed in significant ways to the definition of minority
identity in Sri Lanka, one of the themes of this book.

This conflation of Sri Lanka’s religions and cultures is most pronounced
in the premiere Muslim village festival, the Burdha Kandhoori, which occurs
a month or so after the rice paddy harvest in April and May. A letter of invi-
tation is sent by messenger to the Moulana in Dikwella sometime in January.
He acknowledges the letter and informs the marikars of the date of his arrival.
A month before he arrives, the marikars convene and divide up the labor to
prepare for the Burdha Kandhoori. Villagers are enlisted in cooperative labor
teams to clean up the village: they clean up homes and shops, whitewashing
them with lime; women make colorful reed mats for the mosque; all gather
foodstuffs and donations in the village; and local leaders make the rounds to
collect donations from Sinhala villagers and wealthy merchants in the region
(including Sinhala shop owners). Stories of the miraculous power of the
Moulana are told and retold by Muslims and Sinhalas alike.

Sinhalas of the region are invited to attend the grand feast (kandhoori)
that marks the culmination of the festival. Their participation in the festival
explicitly is intended to preserve neighborly relations between Kutali vil-
lagers and the regional Sinhala people. Because of the parallels between the
Burdha Kandhoori and Buddhist folk festivals, the Sinhala participants per-
ceive the Moulana as the functional equivalent of the kapurala (Buddhist folk
priest) whom they enlist (o petition the gods for support.

Most villagers accept, without question, that the Moulana possesses
supernatural power. But the source of his power, as the Moulana states, stems
from his blood tic to the Prophet. Indeed, villagers perceive the Moulana as
the symbolic embodiment of the Prophet. During the eight-day festival, the
Moulana visits homes, charms water to heal the sick, resolves dowry and mar-
riage problems, and arbitrates various other disputes. He also has the power
to remove marikars, including the trustee, from office. During his stay in
Kutali, he is the unquestioned religious leader of the village.

On the eighth, and final, day of the Burdha Kandhoori, approximately
two thousand Sinhalas and Muslims stream into the village. A loudspeaker
is rented through which music is broadcast and donations are announced.
In 1981, the Mosque trustee estimated that more than one hundred chick-
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ens, twelve goats, and ten oxen were slaughtered for the final feast of the
festival. The street by the mosque is lined with petty entrepreneurs selling
costume jewelry, silver and gold bracelets, brass pots, saris, sarongs, and
other wares. Sinhalas and Muslims from the area arrive by bus, rented
vans, private vehicles, bicycles, and on foot. A merry-go-round and swings
arc set up on the mosque grounds for the children. Guests and hosts, Mus-
lims and Sinhalas, rich and poor, sit on the ground in groups of five eating
from large metal sabans (bowls). The sabans are filled with rice, vegeta-
bles, and meat curries. The five people around the saban dip their hands
into the communal bowl and eat. After the feast, adults congregate in small
groups chatting, watching the children play, and generally enjoying them-
selves. The women and children eat in the rice cooperative building across
the street. Sinhalas and Muslims alike form a line, waiting to meet with the
Moulana who will bless them or charm some water that they will store and
drink only when they are ill. The general tenor of the day is one of com-
munal harmony and camaraderie. While historically the Burdha Kandhoori
had been intended to differentiate Muslim from Sinhala religious practices
and ideology, on this day markers of religious-ethnic distinction elide in
the figure of the Moulana.

After the feasting is over, the Moulana delivers a final benediction. In
1981 it went as follows:

O Allah, let our sins be forgiven for those who are here and for all vil-
lagers. All the people want to pray and I beseech you to help them pray.
O Allah, we are very poor and uneducated, therefore send us the means
to become rich. O Allah, we want to dic with lots of merit. O Allah,
bless our request. O Allah, give us plenty of rain and good harvests, give
many things to our village. O Allah, we hope for an abundance of rain
and good paddy and chena [swidden] harvests. O Allah, we hope for
better education and more comforts. O Allah, please grant our
requests.”

This benediction is attuned to the specific needs of a Muslim peasantry. But
Sinhala villagers are also present and treat the Moulana as a holy man. The
ethnic-religious distinctions between Sinhala and Muslim peasantry are both
muted and marked during this festival. There is, from my observations, no
sense or expression of ethnic-religious discord but, rather, a sense of “collec-
tive effervescence,” bringing both communities together in the presence of the
embodiment of “the sacred.” Despite the evident syncretism of this festival,
evident both in the reference to “merit” (pin) and to the charming of water
with mantrams, villagers view the proceedings as a symbolic display of the
power and veracity of Islam. Whatever else the festival does and “means,” it
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unites Muslim and Sinhala, legitimizing a socioreligious identity of historical
depth and power. It unites them, too, because both, to paraphrase Radin
(1957:246), live in a “blaze of reality” where the whimsy of nature and health
can only be controlled by enlisting sacred power.

It is during the annual maulids and the Burdha Kandhoori that village
microidentities based on their petitioning of the saints for prosperity, health,
rain, and comforts, coalesce into a more encompassing macroidentity. These
microidentities are delineated at critical junctures in the lives of people. They
are contingently triggered whenever a child is ill, when paddy seeds are
broadcast, a shop is opened, a woman goes into the forest to collect reeds to
make mats or firewood, or a man goes hunting. At these times, villagers
remember Mohideen or Shahul Hamid (also known as Meera Saibo). In mak-
ing a vow or simply calling out “Ya Mohideen” whenever they need protec-
tion or guidance, villagers are engaged reflexively in the reproduction of
social practices,

Stories of the saints are told as instructive tales, much as Jataka tales of
the Buddha are told by Sinhala villagers. There is no orchestration of
microidentities; rather, they are triggered as a consequence of everyday exi-
gencies, hopes, and misfortunes. Muslim villagers respond to these situations
in similar fashion. The reiteration of these similar actions, interpreted and
motivated by shared beliefs, provide the sociocultural elements for construct-
ing and organizing more inclusive (macro) identities. Through the participa-
tion in collective and scheduled rituals such as the Burdha Kandhoori,
maulids and weekly dikhr prayer, these elements are assembled and organized
into a Sufi identity. The trustee, marikars, and the Moulana benefit from their
respective roles in these rituals. Their position as leaders is made visible and
concrete; the leaders gain prestige, and they have the opportunity to make
money. The mosque and villagers pay the Moulana for his services, the trustee
an annual stipend, and the marikars receive cash donations to hold the festi-
val. It is in their interest to construct and to organize a macroidentity out of
the shared experiences and common concerns of villagers.

Despite the popularity of saint worship, there are village Muslims who
are troubled by it, by the syncretism of Sufi practices, and by the villagers’
idealization of the Moulana as the contemporary embodiment of the Prophet.
In Kutali, these Muslims are mostly young (under thirty) and have been edu-
cated at high schools in towns on the east coast or in Badulla. They form a
small but active group recruited by the Tablighi Jama'at. In 1979, 1981, and
1982, they were passive onlookers at the Burdha festival. They did not
directly oppose the festival, but were instrumental in its cancellation in 1980
and in the construction of a new pan-Islamic identity that presages a return to
orthodoxy and discredits the worship of saints and the recruitment of Sinhala-
Buddhist kartadis and bhikkhus for curing illnesses.

Digitized by Noolaham Foundation.
noolaham.org | aavanaham.org



124 Buddhist Fundamentalism and Minority Identities in Sri Lanka

The Tablighi Jama’at:
The Construction of Muslim Orthodoxy

The Tablighi Jama’at was founded by Maulana Muhammed Ilyas in
1926 in the town of Mewat, near Delhi (Durrany 1993:22). Ilyas was a Mus-
lim reformer who campaigned for Muslims to abandon non-Islamic accre-
tions. Foremost among these was saint worship. Van der Veer (1992:555)
illustrates this point when he writes of the Tablighi Jama’at in Surat (a port
town in Gujarat) that,

Public confrontations on religious issues are carefully avoided. Never-
theless, some of their propaganda clearly stands against Sufism, as is
well understood among both Sufis and non-Sufis. They do not concern
themselves with Hindu participation or Hindu influences in Sufi prac-
tices. Their main theme is that Sufi conceptions of hereditary saintliness
and saintly power are innovations (bidaf) that have led Muslims astray.

Van der Veer (1992:549) refers to the Tablighi Jama'at as the “main Muslim
opponent” to Sufism in Surat.® Durrany (1993:147; 151) goes further by
defining the Tablighi Jama’'at as a fundamentalist movement whose members
preach that “worldly constitutions and the government are imperfect and sub-
ject to change and corruption” and promotes “the establishment of an Islamic
social order.” These characterizations of the core goals of the Tablighi Jama’at
accord with my own observations. The movement’s followers oppose Sufi
practices and imagine the establishment of a pan-Islamic identity that super-
sedes national boundaries.

The expressed goals of the Tablighi Jama'at platform are to reform and
recruit Muslims into their movement, The Tablighi Jama’at is a religious, and
not a political, movement. However, these goals have political, antinational-
ist, consequences. By espousing that Muslims should be committed to a
transnational “realm of Islam” (dar al Islam) and that “worldly constitutions
and the governments are imperfect and subject to change and corruption™
(Durrany 1993:151), the Tablighi Jama’at provides Sri Lankan Muslims with
a potent alternative identity to Sri Lankan Sinhala-Buddhist nationalism. If
religion is, for Muslims, the dominant mode for defining identity in Sri Lanka,
then the appeal of the Tablighi Jama’at is that it fashions an identity that
supersedes nationalist Sinhala and Tamil discourses of identity.

It must be emphasized that the members of the Tablighi Jama’at are pur-
posefully nonconfrontational in their opposition. During the Burdha Kand-
hoori and maulids for Mohideen and Shahul Hamid that I witnessed, village
members of the Tablighi Jama’at did not express public disapproval, but their
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position is well known by their silence and nonparticipation in these cere-
monies, The Tablighi Jama’at claims to represent orthodox, “pure” Islam and,
by implication, Sufi practices and beliefs are defined as impure accretions—
“abominations” or “danger,” to use Mary Douglas’s (1966) terminology. This
dichotomous conceptualization of Muslim identity has intensified debates
within the Muslim community over what it means to be a genuine Muslim,

From 1914 to 1980 the Moulana was the unquestioned authority on
Islam. In the nationalist fervor of the first half of the twentieth century, reli-
gious-ethnic revival movements occurred within the framework of the nation,
perhaps because the “framework™ for the nation had not yet been properly for-
mulated. The Burdha Kandhoori and Sufi practices of Sri Lankan Muslims are
a pastiche of Hindu-Buddhist and Islamic practices and beliefs, but from the
point of view of the “ordinary” Muslim, they serve as a distinctive socio-
religious complex that confirms their own unique connections to funds of
sacred power.

In rejecting this connection, the Tablighi Jama’at proposes an alterna-
tive, global prescription for what it means to be a Muslim; one that confers
power through connection to a transnational Islamic identity. At the same
time, such a rejection necessarily entails a rejection of local histories, dislo-
cating villagers from their past. The past that is “significant” to the Tablighi
Jama’at is not Sri Lankan or even South Asian, but rather an Arabic past—the
time of the Prophet and his companions. In referring to their activities, the
Jamatis (missions or meetings) state that they are imitating the devotional
practices of the companions (sahabah) of the Prophet Mohammed. The sym-
bols used by the jamatis to invoke their image of a Muslim identity are taken
from Islamic events that connect Muslims cross-culturally with a common
cultural heritage.

The Tablighi Jama'at recruits members by organizing jamatis in
Muslim communities throughout Sri Lanka (and elsewhere in South Asia),
Three to four times a year a group of five to ten Tablighi members visit
Kutali for a few days. Typically, the members are professionals (retired
judges, lawyers, businessmen) from Colombo who travel by car or van;
they are always males. Occasionally, Tablighis include members from Pak-
istan, Bangladesh, and India. The international flaver of these jamatis and
the high status of the members impress, and occasionally irritate, villagers.
The village lacks a police department, post office, or medical facility.
Except for the Moulana and the jamatis, no “important” people visit the
village. The arrival of Muslims from Colombo and other countries sym-
bolically expresses the villagers’ affiliation with a national and interna-
tional community, The intent of the Tablighi is not only to recruit villagers
but to instill, visit by visit, an image of genuine, orthodox Islam that over-
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whelms the more localized identity formulated by the Moulana.

During their visits, the members of the Tablighi sleep on reed mats in
the Mohideen mosque. During the day, much like Christian missionaries, they
go door to door to lecture on Islam and the Tablighi. They make a special
point of meeting with a congregation of women who, behind a curtain, listen
to a Tablighi member exhort them to adhere to doctrinal Islam—to pray five
times a day (salat) and practice purdah. In the evening the Tablighis partici-
pate in prayers and deliver sermons. These sermons are well attended; the
mosque is usually full. Interspersed in the sermon are repeated appeals to
recruit villagers by asking them to stand up or raise their hands if they are
willing to participate in locally organized jamatis. Despite the cxhortations by
the Tablighi leader, most villagers sit in uncomfortable silence. This is in stark
contrast to typical mectings at the mosque where villagers are always boister-
ous,

This contrast came to the fore when, during a Tablighi visit, a poor
elderly villager died. The marikars and other interested villagers adjourned
secretly at the deceased’s house to consider the funcral arrangements. The
group decided to delay the funeral until after the Tablighi members left. They
did not want the Tablighi members to see how poor and “backwards” the vil-
lagers were, The Moulana, on the other hand, is privy to “backstage” arenas
and behavior, The difference in villagers’ perceptions of the Tablighi Jama’at
members as “outsiders” and the Moulana as “insider” is, I think, reflective of
the difference between “local” and “global” knowledge. The relationship
between the Moulana and the villagers is a localized relationship, built-up
over time in face-to-face meetings and dinners where villagers tell the
Moulana of their problems and he secks a religious solution for them. The
members of the Tablighi Jama’at are not concerned about developing this type
of relationship. Their goal is to reform Muslim practices so that across Sri
Lanka and the world, these practices will be uniform. They have no interest in
establishing local ties or learning local knowledge; their concerns are univer-
sal rather than local.

Only a few villagers (approximately 10-20) were active members of
the Tablighi Jama’at. These few, however, were tremendously influential.
There were lour maulavis (Islamic scholars trained at Muslim schools,
madrasas). The three youngest (between the ages of 18-25) were leaders
of the local “branch” of the Tablighi Jama’at. The fourth was in his late
thirtics, and was married to the trustee’s sister and, although a supporter of
the Tablighi Jama’at, took a less active role than did the other three
maulavis. As maulavis and Tablighi Jama'at members, these three behaved
as religious virtuosos: they attended and frequently led prayers; they did
not swear and behaved modestly in public; and they gave sermons at the
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mosque, particularly during Jummah (Friday afternoon) services. They
attempted to provide an example, through their behavior, of a new Muslim-
Islamic identity.

After the Tablighi leaves, male villagers often gather at local shops
(kadees) to exchange stories and jokes about the Tablighi. On one occasion,
a man was telling the story of a Tablighi member who came to his house.
He had seen him approaching and had told his son to answer the door and
tell the Tablighi member that he was not at home. The boy had gone to the
door and said, “my father told me to tell you he is not at home.” Just then,
one of the young maulavis arrived and, after the villagers had a good laugh,
made a statement that it was a sin to disparage the Tablighi Jama’at; he rep-
rimanded the villagers. Unlike typical shop debates, where villagers are
quick to respond, the villagers were silent after the maulavi’s comments.
Their silence, I suggest, was not only borne out of their respect for the
maulavi, but out of their tacit recognition that the Tablighi Jama’at
metonymically represents true Islam and that all criticism of the Tablighi
is, by implication, a criticism of Islam and, therefore, heretical. The fre-
quency of their visits, the missionary zeal of the Tablighi Jama’at members,
and the effective silencing of public criticism seem to me to foreshadow the
eventual replacement of a syncretistic Sufi identity with a more “puritani-
cal” Muslim identity. Since 1982, the Tablighi Jama’at has continued to
recruit members and, in Sri Lanka, has emerged as the largest Muslim
reform movement.”

As we have seen, in 1980 the Burdha Kandhoori was canceled for the
first time in the collective memory of the villagers, Though there were charges
of corruption in 1980, in 1981 the festival was resumed largely because vil-
lagers believed that the ensuing drought was a consequence of their not hold-
ing the festival. The problem lies deeper than corruption and weather. In dis-
cussions with the Moulana in 1979 and 1981, he told me that other villages
had recently canceled the festival. In its historical context, the Burdha Kand-
hoori and the Moulana represent a distinct Sufi-Islamic identity that contrasts
with Buddhism and marks religious and ethnic boundaries.

Today, the culturally relevant contrast is with the Tablighi Jama’at
which provides a “nationalist” Islamic identity vis-a-vis Sinhala and Tamil
nationalisms. The context has shifted from one that frames distinctions
within localities to one that frames distinctions within, and between
“nations.” The cancellation of the Burdha Kandhoori in disparate commu-
nities suggests a gradual erosion of a community-based Sufi identity. The
arrival of Tablighi Jama’at members by caravan into the community from
outside—some from other countries—is intended to mirror the original his-
torical spread of Islam. The representatives of the Tablighi Jama’at, their
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actions and preaching, express an identity and a connection to a global com-
munity that is more powerful and inclusive than one that Sufism can offer.
In a time of interethnic fratricide, when Muslims feel excluded from both
Tamil and Sinhala nationalisms, the building of a powerful pan-Islamic
identity that looks back to its own glorious past, provides a solution to their
dilemma.

Conclusion

Muslim identities in Sri Lanka recombine and change over time and
space so that, at best, T have managed to describe two very general “designs”™
for Muslim identity. By conceptualizing identities as designs, I have empha-
sized how agents (thc Moulana and the Tablighi Jama’at) design identities
within local contexts. Agents do not operate in historical and cultural vacu-
ums; they do not create designs ab nihilo. Sri Lankan Muslims don’t just
decide to “buy” one or the other potential identities sold at the ideological
marketplace. Identities are formulated by agents out of the shared symbolic
and experiential “lived worlds” of agents and audience.

By virtue of their religious, cultural, and linguistic differences, Kutali
Muslims distinguish themselves from neighboring Sinhala communities.
However, the day-to-day lives of Muslims and Sinhalas in the area historically
have been (and are) much the same: they share common travails and interests.
Their lives revolve around the same quotidian and seasonal cycles. Malaria,
tuberculosis, drought, birds, and other animals that can ruin their crops do not
make ethnic distinctions. The commonality of experiences has led to histori-
cally companionable relations between the two communities. Muslims and
Sinhalas visit each other, exchange labor. The Muslim vede mahatieyya is
called to cure snake bites by Sinhala families, while the Buddhist katfadi is
summoned by villagers to cure various illnesses. Muslims set up shops during
the annual festival at the nearby Bandara-Kataragama devale (a shrine for
Buddhist folk deities). In short, ethnicity has been historically muted as a
salient symbol of difference in lieu of the commonalitics of their experiences.
This is not to say that enmities did not (and do not) exist, but they were (and
are) cxpressed in terms of interpersonal, or interfamilial, rather than inter-
ethnic, disputes.

The Burdha Kandhoori originated within the national context of reli-
gious revivalism and the emergence of an independent nation-state. The
parallels of Muslim and Sinhala-Buddhist folk practices were ritually and
conceptually untangled. The Moulana’s genealogical tie to the Prophet
Mohammed and his embodiment of Islamic funds of sacred power, the
invocation of Muslim saints, and the practice of maulids and weekly dikhr
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rites offered Muslims their own effective and affective religious counter-
parts to Buddhist (and Hindu) ritual practices and beliefs.

The emergence of local ritual practices and identity discourses aimed at
differentiating Muslims from Sinhalas in the early decades of the twentieth
century were not merely coincidental with national events. Claims of ethnic
distinction were partly propelled by fears of assimilation. Ramanathan’s
assertion that Muslims are Tamil converts and his subsequent support of Sin-
halas during the Sinhala-Muslim riots of 1915 deepened divisions between
these two communities (Mohan 1987:21-23; Weerasooria 1971:25).” The
competition over trade between Sinhala and Muslim (coastal Moors) mer-
chants coupled with the riots furthered the efforts by Muslim leaders at the
turn of the century to create a Muslim identity. The Burdha Kandhoori, though
a local development not directly motivated by events in Colombo and Kandy,
was part of this national engagement of Muslims to shape a distinctive Mus-
lim community.

The collective “remindings” of Sri Lankan history in modern cere-
monies celebrating the nation do not include Muslims (Tennekoon 1988;
Brow 1988). For Sri Lankan Muslims, their memories of a heroic past are
traced back to the time of the Prophet. The preaching of the members of the
Tablighi Jama’at, the willingness of these rich and urbane Muslims to sleep in
the mosque on reed mats, recall the simple and pure religious life of the
Prophet. In the identity politics of Sri Lanka, local events and interests are
now directly related to national and global events and interests. The Tablighi
Tama’at, more than the Moulana, resonates with the villagers’ expansion into
a world beyond the village boundaries.

Ahmed (1988:228) writes that nationalism “has created ambiguity and
tension among Muslims” in India primarily because nationalism entails loy-
alty to the state and to a national culture that excludes Islam. Along these
lines, within the contemporary discourse on Sri Lankan identity, Muslims
have the option to accept the hegemonic ideology of the Sri Lankan state that
reduces them, they argue, to second-class citizens or, in the present context,
to construct an identity that transcends the nation-state. A more utopian (but
less foreseeable) option is to do away with unitarian identity politics. For Sri
Lankan Muslims, the Tablighi Jama’at offers them an alternative to Sri
Lankan nationalism by involving them in a commemoration of their Islamic
heritage and offering them full citizenship in a pan-Islamic “nation.” It offers
them a response to national level identity politics that does not mark them as
the subordinate and minority group but, rather, as the dominant majority
group. Despite the increasing prominence of Islamic “fundamentalism™ in Sri
Lanka, most Sri Lankan Muslims are not “fundamentalists,” but, I would con-
jecture, seek inclusion in a Sri Lankan nationalist identity that does not stig-
matize their “far Other” identity.
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Notes

1. Since the 1980s, the dominant mode of reckoning Sri Lankan Muslim iden-
tity is religion. However, as Ishmail (1995) has shown, the saliency of identity mark-
ers is not immutable and has shifted from “race” to “language” to “religion.” For more
on this, sce Bartholomeusz, Hollup, and Stirrat in this volume.

2. Kutali is a pseudonym that I have used in other publications and continue to
use both for obvious reasons and for the sake of continuity. Kutali is a Tamil word that
means “friend” and reflects, in my imagination, the way I hope villagers and | view
cach other.

3. The main period of my fieldwork was between June 1979 and February 1982.
I returned for a month in 1992 and have remained in correspondence with villagers.

4, In this paper, [ use “Muslim” as an inclusive term and do not address minor-
ity ethnic Muslim groups, particularly the Malayan Muslims, partly because they are
a very small minority within the Muslim community and partly out of lack of my
own knowledge. The first Malays came in the thirteenth century and the largest con-
tingent came as exiles from Indonesia in the eighteenth century. At the turn of the
twentieth century Malays formed 75 percent of the police force and 100 percent of
the Colombo fire brigade (Thawfeeq n.d., 144-45). However, since then, the Malay
community seems o have largely disintegrated as a cohesive entity, largely through
intermarriage. There is a Ceylon Malay Research Organization headed by Mr. Murad
Jayah.

5. Muslims comprise only about 7 percent of the Sri Lankan population com-
pared with 18 percent and 74 percent for Tamils and Sinhalese, respectively.

6. Obviously this also applies to the villager’s use of “Eelam.”

7. “Moor,” of course, is a Portuguese term. 1 use “Muslim” because Sri Lankan
Muslims refer to themselves as “Muslim™ rather than “Moor.” There is also some evi-
dence that pre-Islamic Arab traders arrived in Ceylon as early as the sixth century
(Rachid 1976:190).

8. Chandra R. de Silva (1996, personal communication) notes that a “compro-
mise formula” was reached in which King Senerath “promised to be a friend of friends
of the Portuguese and enemics of their enemies.”

9.1n 1911 the majority of Sri Lankan Muslims were “small farmers cultivating
their own lands” (Denham 1911:466, cited in Ishmail 1995:78). Samarasinghe and
Dawood (1986) state that 35 percent of Muslims were agriculturalists and 28 percent
traders in 1973 (cited in Ishmail 1995:78).

10. This was a “scripted” response provided by many villagers. Though this
explanation may be accurate, the village plan is similar to that of other Muslim villages
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and may also be part of the Muslim “image”™ of the community as centered around
mosque and business (¢.g., Lynch 1974).

11. There are four marikars in the village, with one voted trustee, or head
marikar. The position of marikar is traditionally hereditary, but in 1957 the Wakf
board that oversees all Sri Lankan mosques declared there should be open elections for
the marikar and trustee posts every three years. In fact the elections still follow along
hereditary lines, thus the elder brother and father of the present trustee had been
trustees prior to him.

12. Qutub is a Sufi title that means “axis” or “pole star,” suggesting that devo-
tecs of the saint order their lives and devotions around his teachings.

13. This is, it should be noted, a legendary claim lacking (to my knowledge of)
historical evidence.

14. Maulid can be used both to refer to the anniversary or the recitals on behalf
of the saints.

15. The woman mystic resided permanently in a spacious and well-kept two-
room cave. She was approximately 30-35 years of age and attended to by a man of
about fifty years who brought her food and water, and regulated the traffic of pilgrims
who came to her for advice. Within the Sufi tradition it is not unusual to have female
saints or pirs.

16. On a personal note, the piercing of flesh is more intense and “cxtreme” than
T have witnessed at the Kataragama festival or other Hindu and Buddhist rituals
accompanied by piercing. To provide an example, one of the fakirs, a young man in
his twenties, took what looked like a fencing sword and picrced his abdomen length-
wise with the point sticking out the other side.

17. Muradi is the Arabic term that is somectimes used for giving vows, more
often villagers use the Sinhala term barre.

18. The offering of vows in Kutali, and the procedures that accompany the giv-
ing of vows, including the recital of mantrams and the tying of amulets (yantrams) for
protection, parallel Buddhist and Hindu customs. Probably because of the village’s rel-
ative isolation from other Muslim enclaves and their close association with the sur-
rounding Sinhala population, villagers use a mixture of Sinhala, Tamil, and Arabic col-
loquialisms to refer both to the ritual specialists and the procedure for offering vows.
Vede Mahatteyya, for example, is a Sinhala term, but is used by all villagers to address
and refer to the local “folk doctor.” Both the labbai and vede mahatteyya statuses are
traditionally inherited but they can also be achieved by someone willing to undergo the
fairly rigorous training necessary to perform these roles. In 1982, none of the sons of
cither the vede Mahatteyya or labbai were interested in becoming apprentices and their
particular skills are likely to be lost.

19. [ am indebted to A. “Singer” Muthulingam for this translation.
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20. In referring to the Tablighi Jama’at as an “oppenent,” van der Veer concep-
tualizes this movement as a superorganic entity, analyzing it as an agent of change, or,
in my borrowed terminology, as a “design.”

21. Personal communication, A.A. Salaam. T do not have statistics on the num-
ber of members and I hope to do a more detailed study of the Tablighi Jama’at next
year.

22. On August 11, 1915, Ramanathan stated in the Legislative Council that “a
great and grievous injustice has been done to the Sinhalese” (quoted in Mohan
1987:23).
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Chapter 7

Sinhala Anglicans and Buddhism in Sri Lanka:
When the “Other” Becomes You

Tessa J. Bartholomeusz

Introduction

As Oddvar Hollup comments in his essay, language, race, and ethnicity,
rather than religion, as had been the case until recently, are the most impor-
tant identity markers for Sinhalas and Tamils in contemporary Sri Lanka.'
This observation provides a useful starting point for analyzing the Sinhala-
Anglican community in Sri Lanka. Over the past few decades, it has con-
structed an identity to suit its neocolonial world. In that world, being “Sin-
hala”—the majority identity on the island—means being empowered. That
empowerment has been eloquently discussed elsewhere.” In this chapter, I
analyze at what point the majority of Sri Lankan Anglicans saw themselves as
a separate religious community. In addition, I explore why today they identify
themselves with Sinhalas, rather than the British, despite the Sinhalas’ associ-
ation with Buddhism. As we shall see, Sinhala Anglicans, much like other
Sinhala groups, have been forced to show their loyalty to the nation through
the revival of a shared “history,” and language, rather than through religious
affiliation.

The Creation of the Sinhala Anglican Tradition in Ceylon

Unlike India, which had a thriving Christian community before the
advent of colonization,” Sri Lanka (Ceylon) became a permanent home to
Christianity only after it was colonized by the Portuguese in the early 1500s.*
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Though the Dutch later brought Protestant Christianity to the island, the
Anglican Church did not become part of the religious mosaic of Sri Lanka
until the British period. The first Anglican missionaries arrived in 1818 and
set about preparing Ceylonese candidates for the ministry.® In this early
British period, large numbers of Buddhists and Hindus converted to Angli-
canism, at least nominally. This is not surprising: as is well known, colonized
peoples often adopt the religion of colonizers as a strategy to advance in social
institutions. British Anglicans in Ceylon were painfully aware of this phe-
nomenon and tried with little success to safeguard Anglican liturgy from the
influence of nominal Christians, both Sinhala and Tamil.® The British indeed
had converted the “far Other,” or Buddhists and Hindus whose cultures and
traditions were perceived by the British as being totally alien. Yet Anglicans
had the task of making sure that their converts had fully relinquished their for-
mer religious affiliations.

In fact, until the 1880s few attempts were made to adjust Anglican
Christianity to fit the particular milieu in which it had begun to take root in
the island. The British introduced Anglicanism to Sri Lanka, basing it solely
on the British model. One of their main concerns was to ensure that Angli-
canism remained aloof from Buddhist influence. In other words, they strove
to create a separate religious community, distinct from Buddhism, Hinduism,
and even other forms of Christianity. This entailed, among other things, care-
fully training “native” clergy;” prohibiting amendments to the English Prayer
Book;* and serving as a watchdog agency that critiqued the British govern-
ment’s patronage of Buddhism, Hinduism, and the Anglican Church. Regard-
ing the latter, British Anglicans domiciled on the island in the 1890s were
scandalized to learn that the British governor of Ceylon regularly listened to
the Jayamangala Gatha, or a Buddhist sutra, at government functions.’
Though on one such occasion they granted that the governor believed the
Jayamangala Gatha Lo be an “address ol welcome,”" they pointed out that the
verses were “distinctly religious and characteristic of Buddhism.”" Therefore,
Christians had “just grounds of complaint at their use.”" The Jayamangala
Gatha came to symbolize the ever-present threat of Buddhism and the
“Other” to Anglican Christianity.

British Anglicans in Sri Lanka remained suspicious of Buddhism and its
influence on converts to Christianity throughout the nineteenth century. Nine-
teenth-century British Anglicans were well aware that many of their converts
confessed Christianity but practiced Buddhism, especially during crises. In
one such instance in the 1870s, they agonized over what to do when they dis-
covered that a “native” (Sinhala) priest had granted a Christian burial to a con-
vert who had listened to Buddhist chanting on his deathbed. After much con-
sideration, the Anglican community decided to suspend the priest.” The case
made public the private concerns of many British Anglicans in Ceylon regard-
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ing converts. It was also serious enough to warrant a pastoral letter from the
British bishop of Colombo, Reginald Copleston. In that letter, the bishop dis-
cussed the problem of lapsed Christian converts, coining the term “Buddhist
Christianity.”* British Anglicans in the 1870s used the term to describe the
half-hearted conversion of Buddhists to Christianity. Priests used the burial
casc as material for sermons and began preaching with new vigor the dangers
of complicity with Buddhism; that there could be “no communion between
light and darkness.”

Along these lines, the Anglican Church in Ceylon warned its parish-
ioners against marrying Buddhists, which amounted to “forsaking Christ.”'¢
Despite the British clergy’s attempts to create a separatc community modeled
solely on British Anglican forms, it did not remain aloof from Buddhism. The
process of mixing has created a remarkably sophisticated and cohesive new
manifestation of Christianity that, as we shall see, many colonial British of the
1870s and earlier would not have condoned.

Though the Anglican clergy assiduously attempted to safeguard Angli-
can tradition from Buddhism, they were not insensitive to Buddhism’s influ-
ence upon newly converted Christians. In 1876 the English archdeacon of
Colombo reminded his clergy that “Christianity can scarcely be embraced
without persecution and loss of caste and family and home.”"” He warned his
clergy not to dismiss as dishonest and ungrateful the “native races” that nom-
inally accept Christianity and continue to practice Buddhism.” Rather, he
admonished the clergy to take pity on them and help them heal their “spiritual
disease.”

The clergy’s sympathetic view of converts created the climate for indi-
genization. From the point of view of late nineteenth-century clergy—both
local and British—the spiritual disease of lapsing back to Buddhism could be
best rectified by accommodating certain cultural practices that did not contra-
vene church law. The clergy began to rethink their approach to converting
Buddhists and Hindus. They had tried maintaining the ritual format of Eng-
lish worship with little success. The clergy thus began to replace the former
mode of parroting English worship with accepting into Ceylon Anglicanism
elements that met the needs of the newly converted. In this way, the church
began the process of adapting Anglican worship to the cultural setting of Cey-
lon.

One of the main instruments of indigenization in the late nineteenth
century was music. The clergy, both local and British, argued that music was
the most important vehicle for bringing Christ to the people of Ceylon."” The
indigenization of music thus began as a strategy of conversion. Cries were
heard throughout Anglican congregations to create music that would resonate
with converts, especially Sinhala and Tamil speakers. Since its inception in
Ceylon, the Anglican Church had offered services in four languages: Sinhala,
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Tamil, Portuguese, and English. The hymns, however, were limited to English
and therefore unintelligible to many. According to one priest, “It is music,
good, hearty, and congregational music, which makes services attractive,
especially to the young, who are first of all drawn to church for the sake of the
music,”

Different parishes in the 1880s experimented with creating music that
would bring “pleasure to converts,” and sang “Sinhalese hymns to harmo-
nized native tunes” with much success.” One clergyman, however, warned
against “original hymns,” yet invited the “Native Clergy” to translate hymns
into Sinhala. He did allow, however, that English meter might be unsuited to
the Sinhala language.” The problem to a large extent was solved by a former
Buddhist, Father Senanayake, who in 1883 produced for the first time a
“Singhalese Hymnal.” Senanayake, however, preserved English meter.” The
1885 hymnal nonetheless paved the way for the full-scale indigenization of
Anglican Church music.

As the church’s discussion over music suggests, in the late 1800s the
Anglican Church in Ceylon began to change radically. No longer an alien
transplant that could be dismissed as being less authentic than other traditions
in the island, the Anglican Church in Ceylon began to develop a particular
Ceylonese identity.

In the 1880s, when the Anglican Church was well on its way to creat-
ing a particular Ceylonese identity and a separate religious community, Bud-
dhists in Ceylon had already begun to affirm their Buddhist cultural heritage
and hone their identity in unprecedented ways. Buddhist revivalists such as
Anagarika Dharmapala, whose career has been well documented, began to
stimulate lapsed Buddhists to view Buddhism anew. During the 1880s, Bud-
dhist pride became a form of cultural resistance against the British, which
gave birth to Sinhala-Buddhist fundamentalism. At that time, Dharmapala’s
fundamentalism helped provide Buddhists with a total worldview in which
alien influence would not be tolerated. That alien influence included anything
perceived to have the potential to corrupt Buddhism, including Anglicanism.

I would argue that it is not coincidental that a Ceylon Anglican iden-
tity—both Sinhala and Tamil—emerged during the period which witnessed
unprecedented Buddhist revivalism and nascent fundamentalism. At that time,
Buddhist revivalists argued that Ceylonese who were non-Buddhist (or non-
Hindu for that matter) were less authentic Ceylonese than Buddhists (or Hin-
dus). In this period of Ceylon history, “Otherness” was clearly determined by
one’s religious affiliations. Put differently, when Westernized Ceylonese in
* the late nineteenth century grappled with the problem of locating an identity
in a colonized world, identity was coextensive with religion. In short, Bud-
dhist revivalists cast “authentic” identity in terms of religion. Anglicans were
not immune to this existing method of evaluating authenticity. While Bud-
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dhists honed an identity as one response to the perceived injustices of the
British, and thus Anglican, colonial government, Sinhala Anglicans con-
structed their identity in response to Buddhist revivalism and fundamentalism.
How to create an authentic religious identity in the face of Buddhist revival-
ism became the preeminent concern for the Sinhala (and Tamil) Anglicans in
Ceylon in the 1880s and 1890s.

Accommodating the Other:
Indigenizing the Church in Ceylon

This was as true for British Anglicans resident in Ceylon as it was for
their converts. In the late 1870s one English clergyman challenged his col-
leagues to “find out and meet the wants” of Anglican converts in Ceylon.” At
the same time Bishop Copleston discussed creating a “native Church”—that
is, an Anglican community in Ceylon with a local episcopacy drawn from the
various ethnic communities of the island.® In the early 1880s, the bishop
remarked that this would entail taking local Anglicans “by the hand and
lead[ing] them further.”* Despile the condescending imagery, Copleston’s
remarks had far-reaching implications. In the past, the bishop and others had
attempted to eradicate all elements of the former religion of the Other among
their converts. In the 1880s and 1890s, these Anglicans no longer fought the
assimilation of a few elements of Buddhism and Hinduism into Anglican wor-
ship in Ceylon. No longer would the Anglican community in Ceylon be iso-
lated from the culture in which it had taken root. Rather, the British made
overt attempts to unite “the English and the Native Church””—that is, o give
converts a voice. This voice was not limited to singing Christian hymns to
native tunes.

In fact, in 1888 Bishop Copleston preached that Christianity might even
be influenced positively by its sojourn in Ceylon:

It is an important truth that Christianity does not involve English
clothes, either literally or figuratively, and it is a noble anticipation that
European Churches may have much to learn hereafter from what the
national characteristics of Eastern daughter Churches may draw out
from the stores of Christianity.

Given prior attitudes of the British clergy to “native” traditions, the bishop’s
thoughts were revolutionary. He added, however, that the “natives” had not
yet reached the point at which they could be “trusted” to guide the church in
Ceylon.” His optimistic outlook on the church’s response to the East nonethe-
less helped to redefine the church’s attitudes about local culture.
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At roughly the same time that Bishop Copleston highlighted positive
interaction between the church and the East, a local Anglican churchman
debated whether Christianity and patriotism were contradictory in the Ceylon
setting. Doubtless responding to Buddhist characterizations of local” Chris-
tians as unauthentic Ceylonese, this “native churchman,” as he was called,
refuted such claims. He argued that patriotism need not be complicit in “help-
ing to elbow Christianity out of the way.”* He argued for a “nationality of
reflection, rather than a nationality of prejudice.”® He claimed that while it
was important to realize that Christian brotherhood transcended national or
ethnic distinctions, Ceylon Christians should take pride in their “ancient
dress, customs, history and the like.”* Doubtless pressed by Buddhists to
prove themselves authentic Ceylonese, Anglicans such as this local church-
man responded that being Christian did not preclude loving Ceylon. It was in
regard to religion, and not culture, or even nationality, that this Anglican-Sin-
hala churchman perceived difference between him and his Buddhist-Sinhala
neighbor. It is also probable that though Sinhala Anglicans considered them-
selves to be different from Sinhala Buddhists, they had never been completely
alienated from their “original” cultural identity. Indeed, for the local Sinhala
churchman, the Buddhist was the “near Other,” strange, yet familiar, the
Other, yet the Self.

This idea resoriates in the words of some British Anglicans in Ceylon,
as well. One Britisher remarked that he looked forward to a day in which the
“Anglican Native Church” in Ceylon would increase and become the *Native
Anglican Church.”* He implied that a native Anglican Church meant much
more than attracting large numbers into the flock. It meant creating an Angli-
can community that was suited 1o, and a reflection of, the local cultures of
Ceylon, the Self of the nation.™

Throughout the 1890s the question of how to accommodate converts
occupied the minds of Anglican clergy, both local and British. The sources
suggest that the clergy was fairly unanimous in its support of adapting Angli-
canism to local culture. Some clergymen, however, issued warnings that true
growth was the spontaneous worship of Christ in an Asian setting rather than
change that would come from tampering with “the historic Episcopate, or the
Creeds and Sacraments.”” Moreover, as the 1890s’ outrage over the British
governor’s listening to the Jayamangala Gatha indicates, British Anglicans
were not willing to pay tribute to Ceylon’s customs at the expense of Chris-
tianity. “Buddhist Christianity” would not be tolerated. Yet in the 1890s,
clergy argued that Christianity could be adapted for, and even glorified in, the
Ceylon context.

From the end of the nineteenth century to the present, the Anglican
Church has continued to create an identity in Sri Lanka. In an effort to further
accommodate converts, the church in the 1890s translated the Book of Com-
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mon Prayer into the vernacular languages, thus incorporating a larger sector
of Ceylon into the Anglican fold.* The rise of an urban, Sinhala middle class
in the late nineteenth century also further helped to root the Anglican Church
in Sinhala culture. These new entreprencurs continued to enter the English
world of “civility, refinement, and intellect” through conversion to Anglican-
ism.” In this way, the Anglican community in Ceylon became increasingly
Sinhalized.

Among the emerging entrepreneurs of the late nineteenth century, per-
haps the largest group was drawn from the Karava caste. The mid- to late
nineteenth-century economic climate, including a burgeoning plantation
economy, created a radical reduction in the primacy of the Goyigama, con-
sidered the highest caste among the Sinhala. In 1870, when the Duke of Edin-
burgh visited Ceylon, he was feasted by Karavas—the Jeronis de Soysa fam-
ily—much to the dismay of Goyigamas.* The event was a great victory for
the rising Karava caste and marked their formal entrance into the local Cey-
lon elite.

The Karava caste continued to dominate the new middle class in the lat-
ter decades of the nineteenth, and well into the twentieth, century. There is
evidence to suggest that they also dominated the local Anglican clite at that
time.* For instance, in 1883, upon the death of Samuel William Dias, a Kar-
ava church canon, the church pointed out the absence of Goyigama elite
among their clergy.*® While praising Canon Dias, an Anglican wrote that the
church looked forward to seeing men of “social rank™ entering the priest-
hood.* His sentiments suggest that non-Goyigamas, particularly Karavas such
as Dias, dominated the Anglican Church at the turn of the twentieth century.

Aware of caste discrimination by Goyigama notables in the preceding
century, Karava Anglicans in the 1910s played a major role in attempting to
persuade activists to speak out against caste.” At the same time that Karava
Christians mobilized themselves against social discrimination, Buddhists con-
tinued to critique the Anglicized and Christian population and characterize
them as less than Sinhala. As is well known, Anagarika Dharmapala and oth-
ers, including the novelist Piyadasa Sirisena, used Anglophile imitations and
adaptations as evidence of the denationalized character of the Christianized
local elite. For such Buddhists in the early decades of the twentieth century,
the Anglicized were nothing but pale renditions of the truly Sinhala. In short,
they were the Other. For them, the authentic were Sinhalas who were Bud-
dhist. These Buddhists thus created a boundary—based on religion—among
the local population that determined who was firmly Sinhala and who was
not.

It is not surprising, therefore, to find that in the first few decades of the
twentieth century the segment of the local Anglican population that pressed
for indigenization was the Karava elite. In the climate of a Buddhist cultural
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renaissance, and Buddhist fundamentalism, more than others they had to
prove their Sinhalaness: after all, they were Westernized and non-Buddhist.
Given the Karava caste’s newfound economic success,” and adoption of
British ways, including Christianity, Karavas had to prove that they were just
as Sinhala as the rest, that they were not “johnny-come-latelies.” Moreover,
their economic advances during the British period, at variance with the status
accorded to them in the caste system, doubtless propelled them to exert efforts
to bring their caste ranking and, [ might add, their religion, into line with their
economic weight.* Under pressure to conform to the Sinhala identity that
Dharmapala and his colleagues had promoted, Karava Christians proved their
Sinhalaness, and their loyalty to Ceylon, by “Sinhalizing” their religion.

In the period preceding Ceylon’s independence from Britain the ques-
tion of loyalty became a paramount concern among local Anglicans. One
Anglican in 1919, aware of the “plea that Christianity is inconsistent with
Nationalism,” urged his fellow Sinhala Christians that “Christianity does not
denationalize any man.” Rather, it “helps him to see the true interest and wel-
fare of his countrymen.” In other words, the writer argued that it was possi-
ble to be Sinhala and Christian without compromising love of country.
Dharmapala and others, as we have seen, disagreed. In much the same way
that Dharmapala focused upon Anglicized Sinhalas in his attack on non-
patriots, Anglicized Sinhalas kept abreast of Dharmapala’s vituperations. One
writer even quoted from Dharmapala’s musings on Christians in Ceylon to
prove the Anglican success in converting the island.* This kind of banter was
a striking feature of the presses—both religious and secular—immediately
preceding Ceylon’s independence. During that period, Buddhists and Chris-
tians fashioned their identities in reference to each other.

Many commentaries in the local Anglican journal addressed the role
that Anglicans could play in the nationalist movement. In an example from
1920, one author argued that national aspirations could find self-expression in
Anglican worship.” In short, he argued that the Ceylonese could express their
nationalist sentiments as well in Anglicanism as they could in Buddhism.*
Here, as in other instances, Sinhalas reconciled being Christian in an atmos-
phere of suspicion. They had to: among all groups of Christians, the Anglicans
were perhaps the closest to the British. In urging other Anglicans to continue
pursuing nationalist interests and to aim for independence from Britain, con-
tributors to the Anglican journal heralded a new phase of Anglican history in
Ceylon. Onc argued that Anglicanism could be a vehicle for celebrating Cey-

B

lon’s “national” culture and religion:

In the form of solemnisation of matrimony, some edifying national cus-
toms may be introduced and the service made more elaborate. In spite
of the theory of transmigration the dead are long remembered in this
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country, Therefore the doctrine of the Communion of Saints may be
emphasised and a form of commemorating the faithful departed may be
added.” '

In other words, he argued that Christians were well suited to be purveyors of
Ceylon’s “customs.” It is striking that from his point of view these customs,
and beliefs, such as transmigration, were “national” rather than religious. His
view suggests a Christian colonization and transformation of Buddhism as
national culture, or the culture of the Sinhalas. It is not surprising that he thus
argued that Anglicans, the majority of whom were Sinhala, could also glorify
“traditional” Sinhala culture.

In this preindependence atmosphere Sinhala Anglicans affirmed and
asserted their Sinhalaness in unprecedented ways. From the 1920s onward,
the Anglican journal of the period, the Ceylon Churchman, published numer-
ous articles about indigenization. Karavas dominated the discussion on indig-
enization.” Adopting Buddhist rhetoric, they pointed out thal the vast major-
ity of Anglicans lived as foreigners in their own country.” Though these
writers accepted it “as inevitable that Christianity should have come to [them]
clothed in a Western garb,” the time had come to address their alienation
from traditional “culture,”® This discussion continued well into the post-
independence period since, in this period, Anglicans lost much of their colo-
nial backing and legitimacy. Much of the discourse of the postindependence
period, much like it had in the late nineteenth century, hinged on music.” The
first Ceylonese bishop of Colombo, Lakdasa de Mel—a Karava from a pow-
erful landowning family—argued in 1955 that in addition to music, chapels,
liturgy, and art should be fashioned in “Sinhalese style.”* In other words, he
continued the preindependence transformation of Buddhism into a national,
Sinhala culture. For both Buddhists and Anglicans, this culture was rooted in
the “Aryan” cultures of north India.™

In much the same way that Buddhists such as Dharmapala attempted to
recapture an “Aryan” past in their reformation of Buddhism, many Anglican
priests in the postindependence period looked to the “Aryan” cultures of India
as a source of indigenization. In my 1993 interviews with Sinhala Anglican
priests, many of them recounted their journeys to Bengal, their stays in Chris-
tian ashrams there, and their reintegration into Sri Lanka as “unalienated”
Sinhalas. It is significant that Sinhala-Anglican priests chose to go to Bengal
as part of their training and as part of the indigenization process. At the same
time and earlier, Buddhists were making claims that their ancestors, particu-
larly Vijaya, alleged to be the first Sinhala, were Aryans from Bengal. Their
view of history was based on the Mahavamsa, the fifth-century Pali work that
chronicles the development of Buddhism in the island. Co-opting much of
that myth, specifically the interpretation of the Sinhalas® connection to Ben-
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gal, these Anglican priests affirmed their Sinhalaness. In this way, they
assuaged their strong sense of alienation from their own “national culture.””
At a time that saw increasing state sponsorship of Sinhala culture, these Sin-
hala Anglicans reiterated their connection to the island by spending time in
Bengal, rather than Tamil Nadu, where there were also opportunities for
Anglican ashram work and study. South India, however, was Tamil country,
“non-Aryan,” and thus unable to legitimate the Sinhala Anglican priests’ ris-
ing Sinhala consciousness. Moreover, as the distinction between
Tamil/alien/Other and Sinhala/national/Self continued to be honed in the
postindependence period despite centuries of mixing, Sinhala Anglicans,
associated with Buropean imperialism, glorified their Sinhalaness even
though being Sinhala by that time meant being Buddhist, The rise in the num-
ber of Sinhala Anglicans involved in the JVP (Janatha Vimukti Peramuna) in
the late 1980s rather tragically reveals this trend toward the “Sinhalization” of
Anglicans.® That the JVP, a revolutionary Sinhala group with fundamentalist
Buddhist roots, can attract Anglicans into the fold, suggests the extent to
which Sinhala-Buddhist identity has percolated down to non-Buddhist

groups.

Conclusion

In the present period, Sri Lankan Anglicans continue the process of
making their community more authentically Sri Lankan. The dynamic and
expansive rcligious systemn that they have built, according to the present
bishop of Colombo, continues to “baptize” things “Sri Lankan” and make
them Anglican.” In the 1890s, the Jayamangala Gatha symbolized the threat
of Buddhism to the Ceylon-Anglican community and its converts from Bud-
dhism. Today, the Jayamangala Gatha is an important feature of the Anglican
liturgy in most Anglican churches in Sinhala-speaking areas of Sri Lanka. The
present bishop of Colombo even weaved its traditional melody into his instal-
lation ceremony. In short, for Anglicans the Jayamangala Gatha and other tra-
ditionally Buddhist symbols are now Sinhala rather than Buddhist.” Among
Sinhalas in Sri Lanka, then, it seems that identity is cast in terms of ethnicity,
race, and language, rather than in terms of religion, as was the case in the
nineieenth century.

Religious conversion means something different today in Sri Lanka
than it did one hundred years ago. As the history of the Sinhala-Anglican
community suggests, the history of this convert group is best discussed in
relation to the organization of state power in Sri Lanka.® In short, in the pre-
sent context, indigenization means Sinhalization, a movement toward
empowerment. This is a welcome trend for many. As one Anglican priest
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commented, Sri Lankan Anglicans have “maintained their Sinhala hearts
throughout history though in the nineteenth century this was not completely
apparent.” Like the other Sinhala Anglican priests I interviewed, he added
that his main identity referent is his race rather than his religion. Echoing
him, other Sinhala Anglicans in the present claim that they have the right to
indigenize because they are just as Sinhala as the rest, And, because being
Sinhala means being empowered, this minority group within a majority com-
munity will doubtless continue to become more Sinhalized. This means con-
tinuing to “baptize” into their worship other elements of Sinhala *culture.”
Already, this has entailed modeling churches, church music, and even attire
along what many Anglican priests refer to as “Sinhala cultural patterns.” Sin-
hala Anglicans are now less alienated from what they call their “Sinhala her-
itage.” Now, more like the Other that they feared one hundred years ago, Sin-
hala Anglicans today are paradoxically faced with the problem of how to
maintain an identity without being completely absorbed into the majority
Buddhist-Sinhala identity. In much the same way that power has shifted from
the Westernized to the Sinhalized, so has the identity of Sinhala Anglicans in
Sri Lanka,
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Chapter 8

Catholic Identity and Global Forces
in Sinhala Sri Lanka

R. L. Stirrat

Introduction

This paper is concerned with some preliminary aspects of contemporary
Roman Catholic identity in Sri Lanka, mainly in Sinhala-speaking parts of the
island." Tt does not claim to be comprehensive: after all, one aspect of the
argument is that today it is difficult to talk of “a Catholic identity,” no matter
how frequently such an entity is invoked. To do so is to adopt an unwarranted
essentialism, for what it means to be a Catholic now as in the past is contex-
tual: it depends upon the circumstances in which that identity is being called
upon. Furthermore, there are disagreements as to what it means to be a
Catholic. It is not that Sinhala Catholics do not share some idea of a “com-
munity of Catholics,” but that there is little agreement as to what that “com-
munity” might mean. Far from there being a chorus of harmony there is rather
a series of alternative ideas of what “being Catholic” entails: of alternative
constructs of Catholic identity. If, as we are told, the postmodern world is a
world of discontinuities, fractures, and fault lines, a world of increasing cul-
tural anarchy and disorder, then Sinhala Catholics are very much members of
this new world.

The argument of this paper is that an understanding of changing Sin-
hala-Catholic identity has to place it within the broad processes of “global-
ization,” which involves not just the centuries-old increasing interdependence
of different parts of the world at an economic level, but also the more recent
phenomenon of a growing sense of “global consciousness™ in which distinc-
tions between the universal and the particular collapse. What we see today is
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the result of processes working over the last four centuries in terms of a com-
plex interplay between global and local forces. Much of what is presented as
local, particular and culturally specific, is the result of this interplay. Global-
ization in this context does not imply growing homogeneity (the “conver-
gence” theory associated with modernization), but rather the reproduction and
generation of heterogeneity within a global context.?

It should perhaps be admitted at the outset that the stress on globaliza-
tion in this paper may well be overplayed. After all, a focus on Catholics leads
one inevitably to stress the “universal church,” the actions of missionaries and
colonialists, and the continuing institutional and other ties between Catholics
in Sri Lanka and Catholics elsewhere in the world. Furthermore, the stress on
external forces tends to downplay the agency of Sri Lankans: their active
resistance to colonial rule and the ways in which global forces have been
transformed by the actions of Sri Lankans. Yet cven so, the rise of Sinhala-
Buddhist nationalism and associated fundamentalisms, which has had a major
impact on the changing forms of Catholic identity in Sri Lanka, owes much to
ideas of nationalism first developed in the colonial West, and to orientalist
constructions of Sinhala culture and society. Globalization does not deny
agency: it only makes agency a more complex issue.

The Creation of a Colonial Identity

In 1883, there was a riot between Catholics and Buddhists in Kotahena,
a suburb of northern Colombo.? The occasion for the riot was a Buddhist pro-
cession passing the road leading to the Catholic cathedral on Easter Sunday.
The procession was attacked by a large group of Catholics who had been
incensed by a series of rumors that claimed that the procession was carrying
sacrilegious images. Although the violence was in the main committed by
urban working-class Catholics, the priesthood came out in their support and
may have been actively involved in orchestrating the Catholic role in the riots
at Kotahena and elsewhere. It appears that there was general support for
Catholic participants in these riots throughout the Catholic population of Sri
Lanka—or at least, no criticisms are recorded. Over the next forty years there
was a series of violent clashes between groups who defined themselves and
each other in terms of religion: Catholic, Buddhist, Hindu, and Muslim.*

The participation of Catholics in violent conflicts with adherents of
other religions was only the most visible aspect of a more general phenome-
non: the manner in which the Catholics in Sri Lanka acted as a unified entity
whose spokesmen were the senior clerics. In matlers concerning education,
politics, economics, or whatever, Catholics spoke, at least publicly, with one
voice. Of course there must have been some discordant voices, but these are
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difficult to identify. The picture that emerges is one of unity and homogene-
ity; a particular form of nineteenth-century Catholicism that stressed faith and
devotion, obedience to the priesthood, and a sense of historical destiny.

This unity of purpose, homogeneity of belief and practice, and strong
sense of identity did not just happen. Rather a number of factors were at work
producing the particular situation in which Sri Lankan Catholics found them-
selves in the late nineteenth century, including the history of Catholicism in
the island.

Catholicism was introduced into Sri Lanka as part of the global expan-
sion of the Portuguese empire in the sixteenth century. During the period of
Dutch rule in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, Catholics suffered var-
ious degrecs of persecution from the authorities, but small groups of Orato-
rian priests from Goa maintained some sort of presence.” Even so, when a new
wave of European missionaries arrived from the 1830s onwards, what they
found was not a unified and homogeneous group of Catholics but a series of
scattered groups of people who claimed to be Catholics and who practiced
what, to the missionaries, were somewhat heterodox forms of Catholicism.

Throughout the nineteenth century, the missionary “project” involved
the establishment of homogeneity where once there was heterogeneity; of
establishing control and discipline over the minds and bodies of Sri Lankan
Catholics. It involved the imposition of their particular imagination on the
Catholics of Sri Lanka: of particular forms of religious practice and religious
organization. Thus an ecclesiastical hierarchy—a strong parish organization
created with an internal system of discipline including fines and penances—
and a church controlled system of schools and seminaries were established.
Through local feasts and pilgrimage centers, Catholics were encouraged to
think of themselves as a community. Through these systems the teachings of
the church werce instilled in the laity and a strong sense of identity inculcated
in which Catholics were encouraged to see themselves first and foremost as
members of the universal church, and only secondarily as Sri Lankans.®

How successful these efforls were is now difficult to determine in any
detail. Other forms of identity such as caste and class certainly existed, but
their significance was minor compared with religion. Certainly there were
forms of “syncretic” belief and behavior, which continued throughout the
nineteenth century, but such alternative imaginings of what being a Catholic
might involve were marginal. The main institutional threat to the unity of the
church, the so-called Goan schism, was put down vigorously.” The European
missionary hierarchy educated in the seminaries of Italy, France, and Belgium
appears to have been generally successful in imposing their vision of what it
was to be a Catholic on the laity of Sri Lanka.

The success of the missionaries in creating this sense of identity owed
much to the way in which British colonial rulers created “space” in which
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“religion” as an autonomous domain could develop. In contrast to previous
colonial rulers who had elided political and religious power, from the early
years of the nineteenth century the British allowed a large degree of religious
freedom, in part a response to the Buddhist majority in the island, and in part
a response to the growing separation of religion and the state in Britain. In a
sense, the creation of this space can be seen as the “invention” of religion: the
modernist and postenlightenment idea that religion was a matter for the indi-
vidual conscience and not an area in which the state could legislate.® “Politics”
and “religion” were increasingly defined, formally at least, as separate
domains, each governed by its own logic.? The only arca for dispute was
where the boundary between the two domains lay."

As far as Sri Lanka was concerned, this stood in contrast to the situation
under the Portuguese or Dutch rulers where religion was in general a matter
for state intervention. On the other hand it marked a contrast with, for
instance, south India (and perhaps Kandyan Sri Lanka) where religious affil-
iation was a means by which members of different religious groups could be
integrated into state structures." Nineteenth-century colonial rule saw the
development of a new articulation of religious identities and the state, in
which rulers neither imposed a form of religion nor integrated religious iden-
tities into one totality.

If the British creation of space for religion allowed the church to
develop its own institutions and encourage its own forms of loyalty and iden-
tity, it also encouraged the same process to get under way among followers of
other religions, particularly the Buddhists. Whereas in precolonial Sri Lanka
Buddhism had been closely connected with concepts of kingship and rule, the
“disestablishment” of the sangha created a situation where new forms of Bud-
dhism could develop, in particular the so-called Protestant Buddhism of the
southwestern coastal zones.”? And this ushered in a complex process involv-
ing both local and global factors.

First, the separation of state and religion allowed Buddhists in the
coastal zone to develop their own institutional forms of Buddhism partly in
response to the status pretensions of the preexisting sangha, and partly in
response to missionary (particularly Protestant) pressure. Second, the form
this took was in part derived from other parts of Buddhist Asia but also from
the West. At one level this consisted of Western organizational forms (e.g., the
YMBA) and techniques (e.g., the printing press) but it also involved linkages
with Western “rationalists” and “theosophists” who, for one reason or another,
were opposed to Christianity. Thirdly, it involved the development of forms
of Buddhism that in part were the result of Western orientalist scholarship, in
particular ideas about “pure Buddhism.” And finally, at various points, as for
instance just before the 1883 Kotahena riot, it gained the support of influen-
tial elements in the colonial government. So, far from being simply an
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endogenous or “nativistic” reaction to foreign rule, this resurgence was the
result of both local and global processes. It provided groups of Sinhala Bud-
dhists who had benefited from the economic and political results of colonial
rule a means of asserting their own identity in terms of a recovery of “true
Buddhism” and the beginnings of what was later to become Sinhala-Buddhist
fundamentalism.

The rise of these Buddhist groups, their assertion of what they saw as
their rights to hold processions and build temples, provided the most “signif-
icant Other” against which Catholic identity was defined. The riot at Kota-
hena was one manifestation of the way in which both Buddhist and Catholic
identities fed off each other, violence being both a manifestation of, and a fac-
tor in, more and more exclusive identities. The late nineteenth century was the
period when the strength of Catholic identity in Sri Lanka was at its peak. Led
(or controlled) by a powerful and self-confident European missionary clergy,
Catholics saw themselves as qualitatively different from the followers of other
religions in Sri Lanka. “Nothing can check [the church’s] progress,” thun-
dered the Catholic Messenger in 1909, “because she is endowed with a divine
vitality and a supernatural power . . . because she is THE TRUE RELIGION
[sic] and truth will always win.”"

Nationalism and Catholic Identity

In January 1995 the pope visited Sti Lanka as part of a tour of South-
east Asia. The highpoint of this trip was an open air Mass on Galle Face Green
in the center of Colombo, which was attended, so it is claimed, by over
300,000 people, equivalent to over 30 percent of the total Catholic population
of Sri Lanka.” On the face of it, the presence of such a high proportion of the
total Catholic population of the country could be interpreted as signifying the
continued existence of a strong sense of identity among the country’s
Catholics. But I think the situation is more complex. Today, it is difficult to
imagine that Sinhala Catholics as Catholics would mass on the streets of north
Colombo and attack a Buddhist procession. Today, there are fewer and fewer
occasions when Catholics act as a group to defend or assert what they see as
specifically Catholic interests. Today, there is less and less agreement as to
what it means to be Catholic. And just as in the nineteenth century the devel-
opment of a strong Catholic identity was intimately linked to global
processes, so the present fragmentation of Catholic identity and of what it
means to be a Catholic, is in part the result of these continuing processes.

By far the most obvious of present-day fractures in Sri Lankan Catholic
identity is that between Tamil and Sinhala Catholics. Since the carly 1980s
there has been an increasing gap between the church in the north of Sri Lanka
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and that in the Sinhala-dominated south of the country. The result has been in
effect a split between a Tamil Church and a Sinhala Church. During the 1983
riots Catholics were involved alongside Buddhists in attacking Tamils, no
matter what the latters’ religious affiliation.” In the north, the Catholic Church
is closely identified with the LTTE (Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam) and
many individual priests and members of the laity identify themselves with
what they see as a war of liberation against the Sri Lankan state. The state-
ments of the Catholic bishops calling for peace have little impact on the gen-
erality of the laity.

This is only the most obvious manifestation of the way in which nation-
ality or ethnicity has become the dominant way in which identity is imagined
in contemporary Sri Lanka.' Whilst in the late nineteenth century “being Sin-
hala” or “being Tamil” was for many people secondary to “being Catholic” or
“being Buddhist,” today the situation has reversed. Thus throughout even the
most uniformly Catholic areas of southern Sri Lanka, people sec themselves
first and foremost as Sinhala; only secondly do they identify themselves as
Catholics. So as far as the war is concerned, most Sinhala Catholics are much
more shocked by reported LTTE atrocities against Sinhala than they are by
government military attacks on churches in the north or the deaths of Tamil
Catholics. Whilst a shared religious affiliation is recognized, this does not
generate any strong sense of identification with the Catholics of the north.

What has happened, of course, is that one way of imagining the world,
of seeing it as divided into groups identified on grounds of religious affilia-
tion, has been replaced by another, the “imagined community” of the nation
(Anderson 1983). Indeed, much of the history of Sri Lankan Catholics in the
twentieth century has been concerned with how they should and could react
to the growing dominance of “the nation™ as the dominant mode of defining
identity.

As many writers have argued, the concept of the “nation state” devel-
oped in western Europe and in effect was exported to the rest of the world as
part of the cultural baggage of colonialism.!” Indeed, one of the ironies of
colonial rule in Sri Lanka as elsewhere is that it provided much of the ideo-
logical ammunition that undermined the colonialists’ claim to rule. This, of
course, is not to say that there was no resistance to colonial domination prior
to naticnalism. Indeed, in part the Buddhis( resurgence of the nineteenth cen-
tury was a form of resistance to British rule and cultural domination. Rather,
such resistance did not take the form of nationalism."™ And what is also strik-
ing is the way in which during the twentieth century Sri Lankan concepts of
nationalism were increasingly built upon social categories, which the colonial
authorities used to organize and understand the social composition of the
island’s population.

In her recent book, Nira Wickremasinghe shows how the dominant mode
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of classifying the population of Sri Lanka used by the British stressed “racial”
categories, and how these formed the basis for selection to various institutions,
for instance the Legislative Council (Wickremasinghe 1995). Whilst in the
early twentieth century members of the Sri Lankan elite may have thought of
themselves as “Ceylonese,” “ethnic” identity became increasingly important
and built upon the *racial” categories utilized by the British. Appeals to ethnic
identity, she argues, have dominated Sri Lankan politics ever since. Thus what
appears as “local” and “indigenous” is, at least in part, a product of a form of
classification that derives from nineteenth-century European modes of thought.
In a sense, she argues that the present war between the LTTE and the Sinhala-
dominated Sri Lankan state has its origins in nineteenth-century racism and its
influence on forms of colonial government.

Yet as Van der Veer (1995) has pointed out for India, the forms of
nationalism that have developed in South Asia are rather different from those
that developed in Europe. He argues that whilst the latter stress secularism and
distinguish between religion and nationality, the concept of a secular nation
has had a much less easy passage in South Asia.”” What is at issue here, he
claims, is the Western discourse of “modernity” which opposes the religious
to the secular and sees religion as associated with tradition and secular nation-
alism with modernity. Such an identification of religion with tradition and
secularism with modernity is incorrect. In the Indian case, Van der Veer argues
that “religious nationalism,” where religion is a basic element of national
identity, is of greater importance than secular models of Indian identity.*

Certainly, religion has become one of the key features in the definition
of the nation and national identity in Sri Lanka, particularly amongst the Sin-
hala.* In the nineteenth century, the “Buddhist revival” was not in itself a
nationalist movement. Indeed, in many temples built during this period the
British royal coat of arms was prominently displayed in the image house. But
by the carly twentieth century writers such as Anagarika Dharmapala, making
use of historical materials (particularly the Mahavamsa) concerning pre-
modern kingdoms, were able to generate concepts of Sinhala nationalism in
which race, language, and religion became the three defining elements of Sin-
halaness.? Within this construction of “the nation,” religious identity became
a stressed element of national identity.

The result was that through the twentieth century, Sinhala Catholics had
to face attack not just from those who identified themselves as Buddhist but
increasingly from those who stressed Sinhala nationalism of which Buddhism
was a major component. Catholics were attacked by Sinhala-Buddhist funda-
mentalists as “denationalized,” controlled by foreign missionaries, owing
their allegiance to a foreign pope, and as the heirs to foreign imperialism,
Catholics were represented as “mongrels” and aliens, lacking in true patrio-
tism and loyalty.”
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As independence approached, the Catholic hierarchy began to accept
that Catholics were inevitably going to be a minority in a Buddhist-domi-
nated state. Even so, after independence they continued to attempt to exer-
cise control over the Catholic laity and to encourage a strong sense of a sep-
arate Catholic identity in the country. However, the takeover of church-run
schools and restrictions on the entry of foreign missionaries in the 1960s,
were major challenges to this ideal of a separate Catholic entity. For a num-
ber of reasons, church-control of the schools was a, if not the, key symbol
of Catholic identity. Not only were they the means through which Catholics
had gained a relatively advantageous position in the bureaucracy and the
private sector, but they were also the means through which the idea of a sep-
arate “Catholic community” was reproduced. The takeover of the schools
meant that no longer was the agenda of education set primarily in terms of
Catholicism: now it was set by the agenda of the newly independent state.
Increasingly the curriculum was directed by Sinhala-Buddhist nationalist
interests.™

The loss of control over the church schools was only symptomatic of the
general decline of the power of the church and the clergy. The church as a
whole had little choice but to adjust to the realitics of Sinhala-Buddhist dom-
ination of the country. The area of competence over which the church claimed
authority shrank: what was once seen as dangerously Buddhist was now
accepted as part of Sri Lankan or Sinhala culture. Thus during the seventies
and the eighties, the church ceased to direct the faithful as to how they should
vote, in part to avoid criticism from nationalists that the church was “med-
dling in politics.”

In the missionary church, the priest had played a pivotal role. Not only
was he the channel through which flowed grace; not only did he hold a
monopoly over contact between mortals and the divine, but he also acted to a
large extent as lord of the parish. Priests often had a remarkable degree of con-
trol—spiritual, social, and economic—over the lives of their parishioners and
also acted as mediators between the laity and the colonial government. Such
a system of control could only work successfully under a colonial regime. But
with the spread of electoral politics and the political decline of the church in
the face of Sinhala nationalism, the position of the priest vis-a-vis the laity
was severely eroded. Discipline, which was one of the key means by which
homogeneity was maintained by the colonial church, could not now be exer-
cised by the priests. No longer could they control access to the centers of
power.

The result has been for the church to concentrate less on what marks out
Catholics as a separate group in Sri Lanka and more on what Catholics share
with others in Sri Lanka. At one level this has meant a continuation of a pol-
icy that first developed in the earlier years of the twentieth century: that
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nationalism was nothing to do with religion. Yet the problem continually has
been to distinguish between what is the realm of “religion” and what is the
realm of “the nation.” And within the context of a country where ethnic or
national identities have become increasingly important, the sense of “being
Catholic” has become less and less salient and more restricted in its area of
relevance.

Yet even if there had not been these dircct responses to the growing
direct political power of Sinhala Buddhists in Sri Lanka, it is doubtful whether
a strong sense of a Catholic rather than a Sinhala identity could have been
maintained in terms of broader cultural changes taking place in the island.
Through the mass media, at first radio and newspapers and more recently tele-
vision, Catholics have become more and more exposed to forms of national-
ist and fundamentalist rhetoric. Similarly, the takeover of the schools by the
state has ensured an education that stresses nationalist rather than sectional
themes: a history that stresses the past of the nation rather than the past of the
Catholics. Whilst pilgrimages to the great shrines of the church in Sri Lanka
still take place, these are often combined with visits to the great centers of Sin-
hala civilization—Anuradhapura, Pollonaruwa, Kandy, and Kataragama—
which of course are resonant with a Sinhala-Buddhist identity and history.
And finally, developments in the economy have led to a greater mixing of
people of different religious backgrounds.

The overall result has been to decrease the salience of a specifically
Catholic identity. Increasingly what is stressed is national identity. Thus in
Catholic fishing villages, in many ways the heartlands of Sri Lankan Catholi-
cism, which I have known for the last twenty-five years, there is an increas-
ing stress on what is shared between them and non-Catholic villages in the
same area. Whilst difference is still acknowledged, identity in the face of what
is seen as greater difference—for instance, between Sinhalas and Tamils and
between Sri Lankans and foreigners—is what counts more and more. This is
true even for those who use Tamil as their first language. Admittedly, there are
still memories of a Catholic past, for instance the persecutions of the Dutch
period and the takeover of Catholic schools in the 1960s, but these are not as
salient as they were even twenty years ago. Today, young Catholics in these
villages are more likely to know stories of the great Sinhala mythical heroes
of the past than they are to know stories of missionary prowess. Increasingly,
the cultural heritage that is called upon is one that stresses unity with other
Sinhalas whether or not they be Catholic, rather than one which stresses the
history of Catholicism. Similar processes are evident elsewhere. At a minor
level, traditional Catholic names—Maria, Anthony, David, and so on—are
less and less common; younger Catholics more and more are given Sinhala
names. In terms of jobs, increasingly Catholics are working alongside Bud-
dhists and there is less of a “ghetto” feeling in the coastal towns and villages.”
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Not surprisingly there is an increasing number of marriages across religious
lines.

Thus the “dominant discourse™ of identity even in Catholic areas of
southern Sri Lanka is one that stresses “nation” or “ethnicity,” “we Sinhalas”
rather than “we Catholics.” As a point of difference the importance of religion
is downplayed. Increasingly, the contrast is presented in terms of nature ver-
sus nurture; that “being Sinhala” is a quality that comes through birth whereas
“being Catholic” is a matter of choice or even accident. So it is conceivable
to change one’s religion—but not one’s ethnic identity.

Globalization and the Church

So far I have concentrated on the ways in which the rise of Sinhala
nationalism has led to a reduced stress on a particular Catholic identity. Yet
the nationalist movement was not unique to Sri Lanka. Even if Sri Lanka
regained its independence before most colonial territories, this was simply an
early moment in the collapse of European-dominated empires in the postwar
world. Since the middle of the century the “nation-state” has become the glob-
ally dominant form of political organization. The world has changed from the
empires of the late nineteenth century.

It was partly in response to this global change that the Second Vatican
Council was called. Whereas the church since the mid-nineteenth century had
set itself against such evils as modernism, secularism, and communism, and
had in general been only too happy to ally itself with colonial and repressive
regimes, by the 1960s it was clear even in the Vatican that there had to be a
reevaluation of the church’s role. The implementation of the decisions of the
Council had a direct impact on Catholics in Sri Lanka, which both weakened
and threw into question what it meant to be a Catholic in independent Sri
Lanka.

Some of the changes brought in by Vatican II directly encouraged the
increasing stress on nationalist identity. Changes in the liturgy, most notably
the use of vernacular languages in the Mass but also new forms of prayer and
worship modeled on “traditional” indigenous forms, encouraged people to
consider themselves as part of local society. Similarly, the new approach to
other religions, presenting them as alternative ways of approaching God, led
to novel points of contact between Catholics and adherents of other religions.
So whilst the decline in the salience of a specific Catholic identity was in part
a result of the rise of Sinhala nationalism and Buddhist fundamentalism, this
was encouraged by the actions of the universal church.

Yet of equal if not greater importance was the way in which Vatican II
redefined both the role of the priest and what it meant to be a “good Catholic.”
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Earlier, I mentioned the pivotal role played by priests in mediating between
both humanity and God and the ruled and the rulers. Vatican II questioned this
definition of the priest and encouraged priests to be exemplars rather than
mediators. Furthermore, priests were encouraged to become socially active.
Spiritual devotion was downplayed and the role of the priest as an activist
involved in assisting the poor, the dispossessed, and the marginal in seeking
social justice was stressed. Similarly, the forms of religious practice encour-
aged by the missionaries—cults, devotions, pilgrimages, cycles of prayer, and
so on—were increasingly represented by the church as of minor importance.
Salvation was to be achieved through this-worldly actions rather than a nar-
rowly-defined spiritual life or blind obedience to a set of rules defined by the
hierarchy.

These changes have thrown into question the nature of Catholic identity
not just in Sri Lanka but throughout the world. Much of what the church had
presented as central to any claim to be a “good Catholic” is now in question.
Old certainties and old dogmas are no longer unquestionable. For many
Catholics in Sri Lanka as elsewhere this poses a major problem: What does it
mean to be a Catholic? How is one to follow a Catholic life in a world where
there is no certainty—where even the teachings of the church change? And
rather than form a global monolithic entity, the Catholic world has become an
arena of dispute. Various groups argue for their definition of what it means to
be Catholic, each claiming to be the repository of “true Catholicism” and, to
a greater or lesser extent, attempting to impose their definitions of identity on
others. '

The result in Sri Lanka is a flowering of difference. Within the broad
category of “the Catholic community,” a series of different interpretations of
what it means to be a Catholic have been and are developing. All involve dif-
ferent “imaginings” of Catholic identity in a postindependence, post Vatican
I1, Sri Lanka, and all are in a sense incomplete: they are in a continual state of
“becoming.” With the demise of the old certainties there is a “search for iden-
tity”—or rather identities, through which “being Catholic” might become a
viable option. Within the space of a short paper it is impossible to map out the
range of such new forms of identity. Indeed, given the state of flux, such a
project would involve a misrepresentation of the situation for there is no con-
stancy, only a fluid search for meaning. All that can be done is to map out a
few of the ways in which new identities have been and are being constructed
over the last couple of decades.

One response has been for some Catholics to increasingly present their
religious identity as being of purely private significance and in effect to cut
themselves off from the wider flows of Catholic life. Faced with the major
changes that have taken place over the last few decades, they seek a private
identity as Catholics and reject what they see as a confused and confusing
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church. At one extreme such individuals see themselves as little more than
Catholics in name, an accident of birth.

Another response which has become increasingly popular is to join one
or other of the Protestant Evangelical churches that are expanding rapidly in
urban Sri Lanka (not to mention Latin America and Africa) and converting
what to the church are worryingly large numbers of Catholics. In part the
motivation for these conversions appears to be the certainties on offer in these
congregations and a sense of “belonging” lacking in the Catholic contexts
from which these converts come.*

Within the church itself there are large numbers of both clergy and laity
who reject what they see as modernizing trends in the church and identify
themselves as “traditionalists.” For them, true Catholicism involves forms of
religious practice and belief that are more or less the same as those of the mis-
sionary church: a stress on devotion and prayer; a rejection of modernist ten-
dencies in the church; a stress on the role of the priest as mediator between
man and God, and so on. At a conscious level such traditionalists see them-
selves as part of a worldwide movement within the Catholic Church. They
stress their linkages with other conservative elements, and stress the impor-
tance of international Catholic shrines such as Fatima and Lourdes as models
for their shrines in Sri Lanka.* Through international pilgrimage wealthier
traditionalists meet other members of a global network of traditionalist
Catholics, but more mundane forms of communication, most notably various
forms of literature, pamphlets, international prayer circles, statues, and other
devotional objects are also important.

Yet if one axis of the identities evoked by “traditionalist” Sinhala
Catholics is that of international conservative Catholicism, others stress a
more local context. Legitimation of traditional Catholicism depends in part on
the exorcisms and “miracles” that take place at their shrines and churches. On
the one hand the “demons” that are expelled are frequently the gods of the
Sinhala and thus evince a continuing strand of anti-Buddhist sentiment. On
the other, the discourse of possession and miraculous powers has much in
common with the broader context of Sinhala Buddhism.” And even if many
of these traditionalists would see themselves as Catholic first and Sinhala sec-
ond, they still tend to support the more militant aspects of the Sinhala-domi-
nated state’s war against Tamil separatists.

Very different configurations of what it means to be a Catholic are asso-
ciated with those who would see themselves as “radical Catholics.” For
them, the forms of Catholicism associated with the “traditionalists™ are mis-
guided and involve a failure to understand the true meaning of Christianity.
Radical Catholics have taken on the message of Vatican II and in some cases
have extended it beyond the ways in which it is now interpreted in Rome or
by the Sri Lankan bishops. Here, the stress is on the social role of Catholics,
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most notably in the role of Catholics to fight poverty and oppression. Great
stress is placed upon what unites Sri Lankans, no matter what their religion or
ethnic identity. Thus linkages between Catholics and members of other reli-
gions are stressed and major attempts are made to produce a specifically Sri
Lankan form of Catholicism.

Here again, despite the stress on a specifically “Sri Lankan” form of
Catholicism, global cultural processes are important. The forms of “contex-
tual theology™ developed in Sri Lanka are local counterparts of a more gen-
eral phenomenon in the Catholic world, and there are close linkages with
groups of Catholics elsewhere. Much of the original impetus for the develop-
ment of these radical Catholic identities was a result not just of Vatican II nor
the Sri Lankan situation but from developments in Latin America and else-
where that talked in terms of “liberation theology.” Furthermore, despite the
stress on developing specifically Sri Lankan forms of Catholicism, there is a
sense in which this effort has failed. Admittedly, links have been created with
radical clements in other religious traditions, notably with Buddhists, but
because of these radicals’ stress on a “Sri Lankan,” rather than a more limited
“Sinhala” identity, radical Catholics have been exposed to attacks as “anti-
nationalists” by various Sinhala-Buddhist groups. Furthermore, they have
failed to develop strong linkages with the mass of the Sinhala-Catholic laity.

One example of this is the recent dispute over the Iranawila relay sta-
tion, which is about to be constructed by the Voice of America (VOA).
Iranawila is a predominantly Catholic fishing village about fifty miles north
of Colombo where the government of Sri Lanka has agreed to lease out over
six hundred acres of land to the VOA for twenty years. Opposition to the relay
station has largely been orchestrated by “radical Catholics,” many of them
priests. On the one hand, they have formed an alliance with non-Catholic
activists including some fundamentalist Buddhist priests, an alliance that was
also active in attempting to prevent the Kandalama hotel scheme on environ-
mental grounds. On the other, they are allied with more “main stream”
Catholics, for instance the bishop of Chilaw in whose diocese Iranawila lies.”
In part the opposition is on the grounds of the impact the project is expected
to have on fishing, but also it is opposed in terms of the loss of coconut land
and in terms of American “neoimperialism.”

Clearly, there are a number of strands that could be pursued here. For
instance, the stress on environmental issues once again harps back to a global
interest in the environment and a sense of common identity, which lays stress
on environmental issues rather than religious issues. The opposition to Amer-
ican “neoimperialism” again resonates with global forms of hegemony and
resistance, a theme that unites both Sinhala-Buddhist fundamentalists and
leftward leaning Catholic radicals. One element in the campaign involves
calling on instances of such relay stations in other parts of the world. But the
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opposition to the relay station is also part of a longer running attempt by both
radical and more conservative elements in the church to oppose forms of com-
mercial development, particularly tourism, along the west coast of Sri Lanka.
For the radicals, opposition is justified in terms of the exploitive relationships
involved in the tourist trade; for conservatives it is justified in terms of the
impact tourist development has on “traditional morality and culture.” And of
course there is a certain irony here in that at least some of the heirs to one
moment in the process of globalization—the missionary endeavor of the six-
teenth to nineteenth centuries—are now opposed to a new moment—the
spread of global American influence,”

Yet what is perhaps most striking is how limited the attraction of these
appeals to resistance are to the majority of Catholics in the coastal belt. In
Iranawila there is undoubted opposition to the relay station among those
whose immediate interests are directly threatened, but there are also those
who see the project as beneficial. A few miles away the general feeling among
Catholics is one of indifference to the project. More generally, there is little
sense in which Catholics as Catholics are opposed to tourism and other forms
of development along the west coast. In part this is a matter of identity: for
most Catholics resistance to tourism and other projects is not a matter seen as
being associated with their identities as Catholics. Opposition is greatest
amongst the old and among those whose material interests are threatened.
Radical Catholic groups have failed to impose their definitions of what it
means to be a Catholic.

Given this variely in what it means to be a Catholic in contemporary Sri
Lanka, what then is the significance of the huge crowd that turned out to wel-
come the pope in January 19957 Of course, to some extent it was a celebra-
tion of the Catholic community in Sri Lanka, but that was in spite of, rather
than because of, any strong sense of a shared common identity or a shared
idea of what it means to be a Catholic today. In a sense the pope is so distant
from the day-to-day aspects of what it means to be a Sinhala Catholic that he
can act as a symbol of Catholic unity, a unity more dreamt of than realized.
Just for a moment, Catholics who hold very different ideas of what their
Catholicism involves could participate in a grand spectacle thal was not a
manifestation of a common identity but an occasion in which various imagin-
ings of what that identity might mean were disguised under a semblance of
unity.

Conclusion

Except at the most general level, there is little if any sense of a common
Catholic identity in Sri Lanka. Rather, what it means to be a Catholic and an
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individual’s sense of identity as a Catholic is a matter that is continually being
transformed and remade. Furthermore, it is not just a matter of variety, to be
seen as analogous with a series of “little traditions” encompassed by some
“great tradition.” Between the proponents of different styles of Catholicism,
different ways of “being Catholic,” there is at times a high level of resentment
and even conflict. “Traditionalist” Catholics frequently deny that the “radi-
cals” are Catholic rather than see them as “bad” or “failed” Catholics.

My “history” of Catholic identity as presented in this paper describes a
process of fragmentation. From a unified homogencous body in the late nine-
teenth century, cultural and political forces have worked to generate differ-
ence and confusion. Implicit in this description is the changing role of the
institutional church: its ability to control Catholics in the nineteenth century
and its inability to centrol them in the twentieth century. Yet it has to be admit-
ted that this is a problematic argument for the sources I have used all have a
vested interest in the depiction of a united “Catholic community” in the nine-
teenth century. From the church’s point of view, relations with Rome and rela-
tions with the colonial government depended in part on the church’s ability to
present a picture of ecclesiastical control. Similarly, critics of the church, not
just Sinhala Buddhists but also European Protestants and other anti-Catholics,
were also interested in presenting the church as an all-powerful monolithic
and indeed fotalitarian body.

Yet there are many hints that all was not as it was presented. We know
that there were practices that the church considered to be “heretical.” We
know that Catholics attended Buddhist and Hindu shrines. We know that there
were local disputes between priests and the laity, and between different groups
of Catholics. So how strong a shared sense of a “Catholic identity” was in the
nineteenth century must, at the moment, remain an open question. The tradi-
tional sociological picture of a move from “community” to the “individual”;
from “homogeneity” to “heterogeneity™; from “tradition” to “modernity” is
only too easy to impose on a shadowy past.

This leads on to a much more important question: How useful is it to
talk of a “Sinhala-Catholic identity” not just now but also in the past? Much
of the recent literature on identity has focused on issues concerning identity
politics as it involves gays, leshians, feminists, and blacks both in North
America and Europe. One of the common strands in this literature is that iden-
tities are always incomplete, fragmentary, and contradictory.® Thus black
feminists have argued that to talk of “woman” as an identity is to efface the
role of race. Similarly, among Catholics, Lo lalk of a “Catholic” identity is to
ignore the very real differences in the ways in which Catholicism has con-
structed female and male in gender terms, and how the experience and thus
the identity of Catholic men and women is very different.” And this is not the
only cleavage that has to be considered. Caste for instance has been and still
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is important in the internal organization of the church. Individual churches
were closely associated with different castes, and where castes shared the
same church, the internal organization of the congregation was often based on
caste. Caste has also been important in recruitment to the priesthood and in
the allocation of priests to particular parishes. Here again, to talk simply in
terms of a “Catholic identity” 1s to ignore these differences. Occupation, class,
urban versus rural, and even age are also ways in which the specificities of
“being Catholic” vary.

Thus to return to the opening sentence of this chapter, this has been a
preliminary attempt to investigate changing Catholic identities in Sinhala Sri
Lanka. It has dealt at an extremely general level and has ignored many of the
most interesting and challenging aspects of Catholic identity in Sri Lanka: the
ways in which it intersects with, reinforces, negates, contradicts, other forms
of identity both personal and collective. In writing this chapter what I have
realized is how little I for one know about “contemporary Catholic identity”
in Sri Lanka,
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Chapter 9

Buddhist Burghers and
Sinhala-Buddhist Fundamentalism’

Tessa J. Bartholomeusz

Introduction

Never in one hundred years, never in one thousand years, never in one
million years will you find a Burgher who’s a Buddhist. If you do, it
means he’s crazy; it means he’s off his nut. Burghers are Christians and
Catholics.

Thus proclaimed a Burgher in Negombo® when I asked him if he knew any
Burghers who had become Buddhist. His attitude is rather typical of Burghers,
the descendants of Portuguese, Dutch, and British colonizers of Sri Lanka.’
Like their forefathers, Burghers are aligned with Christianity.*

On the other hand, when I asked a Buddhist Sinhala if he knew any
Burghers who were Buddhist, he exclaimed,

Well, of course, and they are the real Buddhists; their Buddhism isn’t
diluted by rituals and other things that have nothing to do with Bud-
dhism. Their Buddhism is rational; it is pure.®

Both the Burgher and the Sinhala implicitly said something about their cul-
tural identity in their critique of Burghers who have become Buddhist, or
about those I call “Buddhist Burghers.” Though their numbers have been, and
continue to be, negligible,® Buddhist Burghers have contributed in significant
ways to Buddhist revivalism in Sri Lanka, In this chapter, I explore their posi-
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tion in Sinhala-Buddhist society, as well as Sinhala and Burgher attitudes
about them. Such study affords us a glimpse into the ways that identities and
“communities” in Sri Lanka are often forged in relation to Sinhala-Buddhist
fundamentalism.’

Here I propose a reformulation of the development of “Sinhala-Bud-
dhist” cultural nationalism, even fundamentalism, that emerged in the late
nineteenth century, a nationalism that shapes current ethnic strife in Sri Lanka
between Sinhalas and Tamils. The standard view is that Anagarika Dharma-
pala, a Sinhala-Buddhist patriot, provided the blueprint for the contemporary
strife in his diatribes against Tamils. The sources suggest, however, that
Dharmapala’s colleague, a Buddhist Burgher—A.E. Buultjens—was as much
an architect for the construction of Sinhala-Buddhist identity, nationalism,
and Buddhist fundamentalism as Dharmapala. My purpose is not to judge
Dharmapala’s writings on Tamils; I need not review in detail here Dharma-
pala’s life and attitudes toward ethnic groups in Sri Lanka, both of which have
been studied by many scholars. Rather, in a historical and anthropological
synthesis that incorporates much new research data, I describe the events and
ideologies that have shaped contemporary Sinhala-Buddhist fundamentalism
by tracing it to Buultjens, as well as to Dharmapala.

In addition to revising standard views on Sinhala-Buddhist cultural
identity in Sri Lanka, these new data illumine the inclusive nature of Sinhala
Buddhism, usually ignored due to the common, etroneous petrception that
“Sinhala civilization has preserved its religio-cultural purity™ throughout his-
tory. The new research data that I introduce here confirm what scholars have
argued recently—namely, that Sinhala Buddhism has assimilated much that is
usually perceived as dangerous to Sinhala-Buddhist identity.® The assimilation
of Buddhist Burghers into Sinhala-Buddhist society offers another important
instance of the inclusive nature of Sinhala Buddhism. Moreover, this study
provides an interesting, and perhaps unique, instance of a community that has
converted others, only later to find some among them converting to the very
religion that they had encouraged others to denounce. This study, then, is also
a study of conversion.

Burghers and the Buddhist Revival

My narrative of Burghers who have converted to Buddhism begins in
the late nineteenth century when Sri Lankans witnessed the rise of national-
ism and anticolonialism, and began to ask whether Burghers were Asians or
Europeans. Correspondents of the local newspapers of the period often clas-
sified Burghers along with the other “native” populations of the island—that
is, the Sinhala and the Tamil." For instance, one writer, praising young
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Burgher scholars who were “ornaments to their country,” characterized
Burghers as “sons of the soil.”" As Stanley Tambiah notes, “sons of the soil”
“is widely used in India and elsewhere in Southeast Asia . . . as an emotion-
ally charged overriding claim of the “indigenous” people;™ it is opposed to
“alien.” Indeed, for many writers, Sri Lanka, rather than Portugal or Holland,
was the only home of the Burgher,

On the other hand, some contributors to the newspapers did not consider
Burghers native Sri Lankans.” One writer, a Burgher cognizant that late nine-
teenth-century anticolonialism could render Burghers vulnerable, argued that
the Burgher community stood apart from the others, and grappled with the
idea of assimilation:

Our choice is now, either to be prepared to perish as a body and be fused
down by a huge “amalgamation” into the native masses, losing our
names and prestige, or to join hands amongst ourselves and elevate our-
selves above the level of the flood which threatens to swallow us up."

The writer gave the latter as the only viable option. In the course of the appeal,
he or she added that though some among the Burgher community advocated
being “swallowed up,” they had not clearly thought through the proposition.
It would mean that the Burghers would have to “embrace the Sinhalese
nationality,” and that they would have to “extinguish [their] light in the vast
ocean of the Sinhalese population.”” This was inconceivable for a people
who, as the writer reported, “claim[ed] to be a connecting link between
Europe and Asia.”™ Yet, though Burghers in many ways had “honorary Euro-
pean status,” in the eyes of the British their birth in Sri Lanka consigned them
to subordinate status—even though in their names, manners, customs, cloth-
ing, language, religion, and even ancestry many were indistinguishable from
the British.” Tt is thus no surprise that some Burghers, like many Sinhalas,
criticized the British and their discriminatory policies. Those Burghers who
criticized the British continued to be “connecting links” between Europe and
Asia, albeit the nature of that relationship had changed. Out of these contra-
dictions emerged a very few Burghers who chose to defend the island against
the perceived destructive force of the British government—Christianity. In so
doing, they helped to direct the Buddhist revival and promote Buddhist fun-
damentalism.

It indeed was not the trend for Burghers to become Buddhist revivalists,
nor for them to criticize Christianity. In fact, when Henry Steele Olcott of the
Buddhist Theosophical Society (BTS) tried to engage some Burghers (o help
in his struggle to resuscitate Buddhism after his arrival in Sri Lanka in 1880,
he learned firsthand the attitudes of most Burghers toward Buddhism. Olcott
described his experience thus:
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The aged High Priest . . . let me into a nice embarrassment. He begged
me to call on a list of Europeans and to write to twenty Burghers (half-
race descendants of the Dutch) inviting them to join with the Buddhists
in forming a Branch of the [Buddhist] T.S. In my innocence, I did so,
and the next morning could have bitten off my finger for shame, for they
sent me insulting replies, saying they were Christian and wanted to have
nothing to do with Theosophy or Buddhism."

The sources suggest, however, that within a few years ol Olcott’s arrival,
some Burghers not only joined the BTS; they became its most active mem-
bers, as well.

The main activity of the BTS in its early years in Sri Lanka was the pro-
motion of Buddhist schools, schools that offered an alternative to British
Christian missionary education. Just as “education has been at the heart of
postindependence politics,”" it was the major concern of many Buddhists™ in
Sri Lanka at the turn of the twentieth century. The journals and newspapers of
the period are replete with BTS criticisms of the government’s lack of inter-
est in promoting Buddhist education. AL an 1893 meeting of the BTS, in
which the education of Buddhist children was the issue, T.B. Panabokke, a
Sinhala advocate of Buddhist education, proposed that as Buddhist children
are daily “running the risk of getting perverted into Christianity,” Buddhists
should organize more schools for their children. A Burgher, Dr. Anthonisz,
seconded Panabokke’s motion.?’ Their interest in education had already
launched Mahinda College in Galle, the object of which was to give “sound
instruction in the knowledge of Buddhism.” The opening of the school drew
a “reputable gathering of Sinhalese, Moors, Tamils and Burghers.””

The BTS also gave female children the option of a Buddhist education
with the establishment of the Sanghamitta School for Girls in 1892. A
Burgher, A.J. Ferdinands, served as the first principal.® Her ethnicity was
noted in the media; she was considered to be “an accomplished Burgher
lady.” In fact, a Burgher was actively sought for her position.” Ferdinands
was assisted by many Burgher women, including an Anthonisz,* Claessen,”
Loos, and LaBrooy.® As was the case with Mahinda College, Sinhalas,
Tamils, Moors, and Burghers were present at the opening celebration of the
Sanghamitta School.® Sybil LaBrooy, swept by the tide of Buddhist revival-
ism and nationalism, was associated with the Sanghamitta from its inception
in 1892 until its demise in 1900. She even renounced her lay identity and lived
as a Buddhist nun for many years, though her family, like the other Burgher
families of the island, was Christian.”

The Burghers who became Buddhists in the late nineteenth century
associated with the Sinhala revivalist, Anagarika Dharmapala who, by that
time, had become a symbol of religious and national pride. Dharmapala was
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prejudiced against the Portuguese and the Dutch from whom the Burghers of
his day descended—for him, they were the Other—that is, alien and thus
threatening to Buddhist identity in Sri Lanka* He nonetheless befriended
Burghers who had become Buddhists, as well as those with leanings toward
Buddhism, and made them “insiders.” One of them, Dr. Rodrigesz, suggested
that they send Buddhist missionarics to Cuba*® Dharmapala wrote that
another Burgher, Mr. Van Rozan, had “shown [him] some sympathy.” He
even referred to a Burgher colleague, Mr. Jansz, as a “brother.”* He hoped
that Jansz and his other colleagues could remain “united” in the “work for the
consummation of [their] ideal—the elevation of [their] nation and religion.”*
Religious work was national work, and implicit in this work was a critique of
Portuguese and Dutch colonial policies, Christianity, and its legacy in Sri
Lanka.

A.E. Buultjens: Mediator between East and West

As we have seen, the late nineteenth-century critique of the British did
not exclude descendants of Christian colonizers, or Burghers, from the wave
of nationalism and Buddhist revivalism that swept the country. In fact, at that
time, one of the most vociferous critics of the Portuguese, the Dutch, and the
British in the island was not a Sinhala, but rather a Dutch Burgher, Alfred
Ernst Buultjens. He, too, was a colleague of Dharmapala.®

Buultjens, as a student in the 1880s at St. Thomas’ College, the pres-
tigious Anglican school for boys near Colombo, won a scholarship to study
at Cambridge.” While studying in England, he became increasingly inter-
ested in his own ethnicity—that is, his heritage as a Dutch Burgher. He
wrote frequently to Colombo newspapers, as well as (o journals, about the
Dutch contribution to Sri Lankan culture.® It is probable that Buultjens was
the victim of racism in England. His writings imply that he felt that the
British knew little of his island,” and that they discriminated against non-
Christians.® Disturbed by the immorality of the English—that the wealthy
“exist[ed] side by side with groveling debasement, poverty and misery,” and
that “hopeless drunkenness™ and “prostitution” were the rule rather than the
exception in the seat of the Church of England—he renounced Christianity.®
In effect, he helped to mark boundaries between Buddhists and Christians,
between East and West, and thus between Sinhalas and European descen-
dants.

When in 1888 Buultjens returned to Sri Lanka, after graduating with
honors from Cambridge, he informed his mother that he was no longer a
Christian. According to Buultjens, his mother could not accept his news; she
was convinced that he was insane.* She set up sessions with the family priest,
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a Sinhala Anglican; not he, nor anyone, could dissuade the young Burgher
from changing his mind. Buultjens summarized the aftermath of his discus-
sions with the Anglican priest in his typical dramatic fashion:

It became noised abroad that an infidel was let loose on Society of
Matara, and I became a marked man—mad, some said. Then some Bud-
dhist friends met me, and enquired whether [ would sce a Buddhist
Bhikkhu [monk] on the subject of Buddhism.*

Knowing that “social ostracism” would follow if he declared himself a Bud-
dhist, he nonetheless became an “avowed Buddhist” in 1888 and was “looked
upon as worse than a lunatic.”* Soon thereafter, he moved to Colombe, where
he joined Dharmapala, Olcott, and others in their Buddhist educational and
national work. He spent much of 1890-1894 touring the island with Olcott
and Dharmapala, opening Buddhist schools* and giving talks on Buddhism.*
Many Buddhists tock an interest in Buultjens, the young champion of Bud-
dhism. One reporter wrote that:

At such a time while the Europeans are in Sri Lanka saying Christian-
ity is the whole truth and Buddhism completely untrue, the Buddhist
people gathered to hear Buultjens [were] surprised that such educated
people would embrace Buddhism,”

One European, Dr. Daly, an associate of Olcott, wrote that the Sinhala people
should emulate Buultjens’ untiring commitment to the resuscitation of Bud-
dhism. Buultjens, after all, had given up even family connections for the sake
of the Sinhala people.® Doubtless anticipating the future of the Burgher com-
munity in Ceylon in the face of rising Buddhist fundamentalism, combined
with his newfound religious convictions that he developed in England, Buult-
jens dedicated himself to the elevation of Buddhism under the British.
Buultjens was indeed tireless: he became the first Sri Lankan principal
of the first Colombo Buddhist school for boys, which he had helped to orga-
nize.® He served also as the editor of the first English medium magazine for
the propagation of Buddhism, The Buddhist. He used the magazine as a forum
to defend Buddhism against misrepresentations by European writers;™ he
filled its pages with his own translations of Pali suttas.” He also contributed
commentaries on the corrupt policies of the British,” as well as the supremacy
of Buddhism over Christianity by arguing that Buddhism was a rational reli-
gion—a Western ideal—whereas Christianity was not. In addition, he led the
campaign against the “Quarter Mile Clause,” or the law imposed by the
British that schools could not be built within a quarter of a mile of an already
existing school, in effect prohibiting Buddhists from establishing rival schools
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to Christian missionary institutions. He wrote to the Marquis of Ripon on
behalf of the Buddhists of Sri Lanka that “the entire Buddhist Community
[was] roused by a sense of injustice.” He urged the British to change their
education policies because they were “directed against the nation.”* Buultjens
was among the first Sri Lankans to articulate a connection between education
and Sinhala-Buddhist nationalism, a connection that remains an important
issue in the island today.

While editor of The Buddhist and manager of Buddhist schools, Buult-
jens was one of the first of his period to align Buddhism and nationalism, sur-
mising that “the Sinhalese” of his day were “realising the truth that the Bud-
dhist schools [were] their own national schools,” and that “the [Buddhist]
education [they] offered [was] in harmony with the national spirit.”* He led
the Buddhists in their resistance against the proposed erection of a church “in
the proximity to the sacred and historical shrines of the Buddhists at Anurad-
hapura.”® Buultjens argued that Christian education, and Christianity, would
spread “Western civilization and Western ideas with all their concomitant
evils of drunkenness and worldliness.” They would “eventually replace . . .
Eastern ideals of spirituality and asceticism” in Sri Lanka.”

In The Buddhist, Buultjens wrote that Sri Lanka was the repository of
“pure” Buddhism, and that the Sinhala people are responsible for its safe-
keeping.® Doubtless Buultjens’ perception of the role of the Sinhala people
was shaped by his reading of the Mahavamsa, a fifth-century Pali work that
chronicles the history of Buddhism in Sri Lanka. The Mahavamsa alleges that
the legitimate inhabitants of the island are the descendants of the Indian
Vijaya who, with his followers, began to colonize the island on the very day
that the Buddha died. Before his death, the Buddha calls upon the god Vishnu
to protect Vijaya and the others, for the Buddha himself predicts that it is in
Lanka that his religion will be established. According to the Mahavamsa,
Vijaya's progeny are known as the Sinhala, while their right to inhabit the
island is based upon their custodianship of the Buddha’s teachings. As H.L.
Seneviratne has commented, this “Mahavamsa-view” of history, which was
given prominence in the late nineteenth century by British colonial historians,
is the “view which has lent itself to distortion by Sinhalese extremist groups
seeking to legitimise violence on the minorities.” In other words, extremists
can argue that it is their duty by any means to ensure the protection of Bud-
dhism from threats from “alien” cultures, a feature, as we saw in the Intro-
duction, of Buddhist fundamentalism in Sri Lanka.

It is thus a paradox that Buultjens, who argued that there is an
irrefutable connection between the Sinhala people and Buddhism, set the
stage for this “distortion.” After all, his own people, the Burghers, as much as
any other non-Buddhist group, were among those who were not perceived as
real members of society because they did not ensure the prosperity of Bud-
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dhism. In this way, Buultjens began to architect Sinhala-Buddhist fundamen-
talist identity, an identity that has continued to take shape to the present.

As Benedict Anderson points out, a print-medium is a necessary pre-
requisite for the formation of a community. It unifies fellow readers who per-
haps have never, and will never, meet, thus providing boundaries between
those who read within a particular market and those who do not.*” In The Bud-
dhist, Westerners sympathetic to Buddhism, as well as Sri Lankans® such as
Buultjens, wrote (o each other, honing and chiseling an image of the Sinhala
Buddhist, as well as an image of Sri Lanka as the repository of “true” Bud-
dhism. In fact, The Buddhist, established in 1889, has continued to perpetuate
through the written word the notion that Sinhala Buddhists form a discrete
“community,” a notion that has been divisive in the contemporary context.

In sum, Buultjens, as editor and major contributor of The Buddhist in its
carliest years, helped to plant the seeds for Sinhala-Buddhist nationalism that
others harvested.® In doing so, he helped to set the stage for the perceived
redundancy of the Burgher community. It is thus an irony that Buultjens, a
Burgher, contributed to conditions that would eventually displace Burgher
hegemony in positions of power in Sri Lanka in favor of the Sinhala, condi-
tions that would leave many Burghers with only two viable options: emigra-
tion, on the one hand, and assimilation, including conversion to Buddhism, on
the other.

Twentieth-Century Buddhist Burghers

Early postcolonial Sri Lanka witnessed an emigration of Burghers that
has continued unabated since the 1940s. Scholars have recently explored the
reasons for the diaspora of the Burghers by setting it in the context of rapid
changes brought aboul by related events, including Sinhala nationalism, the
advent of universal suffrage, and swabhasha.®® During the 1940s and 1950s,
Burghers and Sinhalas wrote to Sri Lankan newspapers voicing their opinions
about the future of the Burgher community. One Sinhala writer encouraged
Burghers to stay in Sri Lanka and to educate their children in swabhasha, so
that they would be able to communicate and work in languages other than
English, in order to keep their top posts.” At the same time, while many
Burghers wrote to newspapers voicing their fears, one Burgher, Bryan de
Kretser, wrote editorials poking fun at Burghers, especially those who claimed
pure descent on both sides.” At a time in which it was imperative to prove
one’s BEuropean lineage in order to migrate to Australia (the goal of the
Burgher community), which had a “white only” policy, Burghers desiring to
emigrate were not amused by de Kretser. Many of the Burghers I interviewed
remember de Kretser and his editorials. At least ten members of the Dutch
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Burgher Union in the course of one of my conversations with them suggested
I interview de Kretser because he had converted to Buddhism. Some added
that he was a “peculiar” man; had “gone native;” and was “a bit mad.”

In my interview with de Kretser,* | learned that he was not a Buddhist
at all. After the death of his first wife, a Burgher, he married a Buddhist
woman—imuch to the dismay of his family—but had remained a Christian,
though he had left the Presbyterian Church to become Catholic. He was
amused that Burghers had said that he was Buddhist; he knew that for them a
Burgher’s conversion to Buddhism would be tantamount to madness.

The common Burgher equation of conversion to Buddhism—going
“native”—with madness is a striking feature in the biographies of every Bud-
dhist Burgher, including Buultjens’, that I collected in Sri Lanka. In my con-
versations with Corrine Baptist,” the daughter of the late Egerton Baptist, a
Buddhist Burgher who wrote thirty books on his adopted religion, she sug-
gested that her father was no doubt mentally ill—his conversion to Buddhism
proved it. Corrine Baptist told me that when her father converted to Bud-
dhism—grief stricken after her grandmother’s death—she became ashamed of
him. She remembered the way her father would play Buddhist chants on their
phonograph, loud enough for the whole neighborhood to hear. She could not
understand, either then or now, why her father would become more of a Sin-
hala-Buddhist than a Sinhala-Buddhist: he completely disavowed his
Burgher, Catholic heritage. Like Buultjens decades earlier, Baptist urged Sin-
hala people to affirm their own culture, rather than parroting the colonizers.

Eric LaBrooy,® an elderly Burgher and former judge, would have
agreed with Baptist that Sinhalas should affirm their Buddhist heritage. He
too became a Buddhist after the death of a family member, in his case, his
infant daughter. Long before his conversion, however, the former Anglican
became a devotee of the god Kataragama, who shows favor “even to Chris-
tians.” At present he attempts monthly pilgrimages to the god’s abode in
southeast Sri Lanka, despite ill health. A bhakta of Kataragama and a Bud-
dhist, he no longer identifies with the Burgher community.

LaBrooy and his second wife, Coralee Jansz, a Burgher, spend much of
their time studying the Pali suttas, in addition to meditating. Mr. LaBrooy
meditates up to four hours each day. Mrs. LaBrooy, too, considers herself a
Buddhist. Nonetheless, she noted that there is a gulf between her and her Sin-
hala counterparts: she remains “culturally a Christian,” preferring, for
instance, Christian music and hymns to pirit. However, like her husband, Mrs.
LaBrooy no longer feels connected to the Burgher community. In fact, the
LaBrooys do not refer to themselves as Burghers; instead, they call them-
selves Sri Lankans which, in the present context, aligns them with Sinhala
Buddhists. They have very few of the same friends they had before their con-
version and have little to do with their Christian relations.
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This was also the case with Barbara Lamb Gunasekera® and Esme
Hingert Mutukumara,™ both of whom related that they had had leanings
toward Buddhism before marrying into Sinhala-Buddhist families. Like the
LaBrooys, they consider themselves “officially”” Sri Lankans, or Buddhists,
rather than Burghers, and have little or no communication with their birth
families. In fact, this “bridge-burning act” is part of the process of their con-
version.” In other words, they have both taken “the symbolically important
action of cutting ties with an old way of life and [have moved] into a new
one.”™ They both told me that their relations think that they are “slightly mad”
for renouncing Christianity, and that their families had predicted that the con-
verts would eventually see the error of their ways. As yet, that has not hap-
pened. In fact, Gunasekera, now in her sixties, would like to become a Bud-
dhist nun. No doubt, such a move would confirm her natal family’s suspicions
about her sanity.

Conclusion

It would be simple to frame this study of Buddhist Burghers with tradi-
tional research on conversion—namely, deprivation theories that assume a
passive subject.” In such theories, the convert is viewed as a person “forced
to seek out religious or other experiences to compensate for life’s shortcom-
ings.”™ In short, the theory assumes deprivation (and) or psychological strain.
Proponents of this passive subject model argue that conversion is a result, for
instance, of economic and social deprivation.™ In this model, then, conversion
is not a choice; social forces make the choice for the convert. Burghers,
indeed, have been forced to rethink their social and economic positions as a
result of independence, the pressures of their neocolonial world, and the
power of Sinhala-Buddhist fundamentalism. Yet, this model, in which the
convert is a passive subject upon whom various forces work, fails to recog-
nize the active role that converts have played in their own conversion.

Another lens through which to view the Buddhist Burgher hinges on a
different conversion theory, or the traditional conversion paradigm of the
“Pauline Experience,”” which also views the convert as passive. This experi-
ence, the paradigm of which is Saul’s conversion on the road to Damascus, is
“sudden, dramatic and emotional; it ha[s] a definite irrational quality to it.”
Expanding on the Pauline experience, proponents of this view argue that this
type of experience can best be attributed to powerful unconscious psycholog-
ical influences, such as madness™ (or, in the traditional Christian view, God).
In fact, when I discussed Buddhist Burghers with Christian Burghers, most
responded that the Buddhist Burgher was psychologically unbalanced. They
tended to discredit the Buddhist Burgher by implying that conversion to Bud-
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dhism was one manifestation of the person’s obvious emotional illness. In
other words, some Christian Burghers, much like traditional scholars of con-
version might, view Burgher converts to Buddhism as passive actors in a
drama (that is inexplicable to the Christian Burgher). I argue, however, that
both passive paradigms explored here fail to address adequately Burgher con-
version to Buddhism. Following new conversion research,” I argue instead
that study of the conversion of Burghers to Buddhism must allow for an “act-
ing and conscious human agent,”® who views Buddhism as fulfilling. In short,
such study must pay attention to meaning.” As other essays in this volume
suggest, being Sinhala and Buddhist in Sri Lanka means being empowered;
this force might push a non-Buddhist toward conversion. Yet, for the convert,
Buddhism is part and parcel of a creative and active transformation of life.

Though the majority of the Christian Burghers I interviewed argued that
the Buddhist converts were insane, some avoided altogether the discussion of
conversion by claiming that the person in question was not a “real” Burgher.
They then suggested instead that the convert was “really a Eurasian,” thereby
disassociating themselves and their community from such Buddhists.® In
other words, they have moved renegade Burghers from the center of the
Burgher community to its periphery. In this way, Buddhist Burghers have thus
become the “Other’s Other”—that is, strange, alien, and threatening even to
those who have been considered strange, alien, and threatening, as Dharma-
pala’s writings suggest.

Sinhala Buddhists, however, generally critical of colonial culture,
nonetheless affirm Buddhists Burghers and are eager to Sinhalize them. This is
most apparent in the writings of a powerful Sinhala-Buddhist monk, the Ven-
erable Madihee Pannasecha,® whose name is often associated with Sinhala
chauvinism. In fact, he has argued repeatedly that Sinhalas have declined so
much so that they are now an endangered species.® Nonetheless, in one writ-
ing, he calls Buultjens a “Sinhala Burgher”—a term that I have never seen used
anywhere before or since—thus completing Buultjens’ transformation.™ In
other words, he has moved Buultjens from the periphery of Sinhala-Buddhist
society to its center. He has thus empowered him and, by extension, other
Burghers who have become Buddhist. This Sinhalization—whether a con-
scious decision made by Burghers themselves, or whether imputed, supports
John Holt’s thesis that Sinhala Buddhism is inclusive rather than exclusive,
inasmuch as “ideas, expressions, and fashions” and, I might add, “alien” peo-
ples “are welcome if they seem to be efficacious on the level of practical every-
day life and they are responsive to the contemporary social experience.”

In much the same way that Buddhists have Sinhalized the Tamil king,
Kirti Sri Rajasinghe, and consider him the greatest patron of Buddhism dur-
ing the Kandyan period,* Sinhala people I interviewed consider a few
Burghers among the greatest Buddhist revivalists of the modern period. Many,
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for instance, said that Alec Robertson, a Burgher convert to Buddhism who
has been at the forefront of lay Buddhist meditation in Sri Lanka for the past
thirty years, is one of the most influential Buddhists in Sinhala-Buddhist soci-
ety.® Robertson, echoing other Buddhist Burghers I interviewed, told me that
he identifies more with the Sinhala than the Burgher, and that for all intents
and purposes, though a Burgher, he is a Sinhala Buddhist.” Robertson’s
reflections upon his identity in many ways affirm former President J.R.
Jayewardene’s contention that “just as one does not have to be Roman to be a
Roman Catholic, one does not have to be Sinhala to be a Sinhala Buddhist.””

Buddhist Burghers’ significant contribution to the formation of Sinhala-
Buddhist national identity and associated fundamentalisms, and their trans-
formation into Sinhala Buddhists, both suggest that Jayewardene just may be
right. We are dealing with a remarkably small number of converts to a major-
ity religious tradition. Still, the contribution of these Buddhist Burghers has
been enormous to the formulation of the role of Buddhism as a focus for
national, Sinhala identity. More importantly, their conversion to Buddhism
dramatically highlights the power of Sinhala-Buddhist fundamentalism to
shape identity in Sri Lanka.

Notes

1. Research was funded by an Indiana University Faculty Development Grant.
I would like to thank Professors William Harman and Chandra de Silva for their com-
ments on this paper. I read a version of this paper at the South Asia Conference, Madi-
son, Wisconsin, November 1992,

2. I interviewed Mr, David Thomasz, a hotel manager, on June 13, 1992. The
emphasis is his.

3. Although the Dutch Burgher Union (DBU) does not recognize descendants of
the Portuguese and the British as Burghers, the term “Burgher” is used by Sinhalas and
Tamils to refer to all descendants of European colonizers. It is a common practice
among Burghers to distinguish between “Duich Burghers” and “Portuguese Burghers,”
though few of the Sinhala people I interviewed make this distinction.

4. For instance, in an article about marriage in Sri Lanka, Maureen Seneviratne
finds three customs: Sinhala/Buddhist, Tamil/Hindu, and Burgher/Christian; see
Explore Sri Lanka, vol. 6, no. 2 (June 1992): 62.

5. Mr. Gunawardena of the Young Men’s Buddhist Association, Borella, August
10, 1992. In many ways, Gunawardena’s estimation of Buddhist Burghers accords
with reality: all the Buddhist Burghers I interviewed eschew worship and alms-giving
in favor of meditation and textual study, Like many Europeans who have either stud-
ied Buddhism, or become Buddhists, Buddhist Burghers’ interpretation of Buddhism
tends to be more toward its rational and ethical sides.
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6. While it was relatively simple to locate male Buddhist Burghers, it is difficult
to locate Burgher women who have become Buddhist. As in most cultures, once a Sri
Lankan woman marries, she usually assumes her husband’s name. Thus, if a Burgher
woman marries a Sinhala man, her history as a Burgher is often lost. Moreover, chil-
dren of such couples refer to themselves as Sinhalas, rather than Burghers. [ inter-
viewed four Buddhist-Burgher women and collected data on fifteen Buddhist-Burgher
men. Space does not allow me to provide biographical data for all the Buddhist
Burghers 1 discovered while exploring the topic. Some of the more notable Burghers
not included in this study are: George Keyt, whose artistic contribution to the Buddhist
renaissance has been fully documented elsewhere [H.A.L Goonetileke, George Keyt:
A Life in Art (Colombo: The George Keyt Foundation, 1989)]; and Carl (Ananda)
Cooke, whose translations of Jataka tales appeared in the Ceylon Observer from 1 Jan-
uary 1955 through 18 May 1956. Burghers (both Christian and Buddhist) have never
comprised more than one percent of the population of Sri Lanka (Dennis McGilvray,
“Dutch Burghers and Portuguese Mechanics: Eurasian Ethnicity in Sri Lanka,” Com-
parative Studies in Society and History, 24 (1982): 236).

7. Following Benedict Anderson, by “communities” I mean ethnolinguistic
nationalism in which fellowships are imagined. See Imagined Communities: Reflec-
tion on the Origin and Spread of Nationalism (New York: Verso, 1991), passim.

8. Reggie Siriwardena, “Cultural Conformity vs. Cultural Diversity,” The Island
(Colombo), 11 November 1984, quoted in John Clifford Holt, The Buddha in the
Crown (New York: Oxford University Press, 1991), p. 18. Siriwardena does not hold
that Sinhala civilization has remained unadulterated.

9. See especially Gananath Obeyesekere and Richard Gombrich, Buddhism
Transformed: Religious Change in Sri Lanka (Princeton: Princeton University Press,
1988).

10. For instance, an 1881 letter to the editor about legislative representation
includes Burghers along with the other major “native” ethnic groups of the island (“To
the Editor of the Ceylon Catholic Messenger: The Ferguson Testimonial,” Ceylon
Catholic Messenger, 26 August 1881). In the committee, there was “only one Tamil,
two Singhalese (sic), and three Burghers.” Covering the 1877 controversy over a statue
in Governor Gregory’s honor, someone wrote that “not a single native, be he Sing-
halese (sic), Tamil, or Burgher . . . ,” had shown interest in the memorial (“Native Inde-
pendence,” Ceylon Catholic Messenger, 20 Tuly 1877).

11. *Sons of the Soil,” Ceylon Catholic Messenger, 10 October 1876. A similar
article, “Provincial: Kandy, praising Ceylon’s sons,” appeared prior to this on 8 Feb-
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Chapter 10

The Persistence of Political Buddhism

John Clifford Holt

In the final paragraph of the Introduction to this volume, Tessa
Bartholomeusz and Chandra de Silva have promised that this conclusion will
contain some ideas regarding the future of Sinhala-Buddhist fundamentalist
politics in Sri Lanka and how, perhaps, other visions of unity might fare in
comparison. Prognostications about the political future of Sri Lanka tread on
very slippery turf indeed, and conjecturing about what is in store would be
somewhat antithetical to the ethos of Sri Lanka’s infamous political unpre-
dictability, an unpredictability that has not been always serendipitous. From a
careful reading of the essays in our volume, however, it is possible to high-
light some of the many salient issues that have been raised with the expecta-
tion that many of these will persist in one form or another during the years
ahead. In what follows, then, I want to revisit and comment upon some of the
important issues and patterns raised by our contributors. These are issues and
patterns that I suspect will continue to be forces well into Sri Lanka’s future.
I will then further comment on the manner in which some of these are bound
to be sustained.

One of the basic questions raised in the Introduction asks: Who are the
Sinhala-Buddhist fundamentalists? On the surface, the question seems inno-
cent enough and readily answerable: my own response would be militant and
politically motivated Buddhists of the more urbanized sections of the popu-
lace who are heirs to the type of puritanical religiosity fostered by an early
twentieth-century reformer, the Anagarika Dharmapala. But the question
becomes exceedingly more difficult to answer when one tries to specify who
those followers are in more precise fashion. First, as Bartholomeusz and
de Silva point out in the Introduction, there really is no one identifiable Bud-
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dhist group in Sri Lanka that is institutionalized as such. Nor, I would add, is
there any corresponding group who might actually want to lay claim self-con-
sciously to the label of “fundamentalism.” “Fundamentalism,” in fact, is a
term that is usually deployed by those who are quite “other” to the “funda-
mentalists” they seck to identify, analyze, oppose, or expose. It is clearly an
outsider’s term that carries somewhat negative overtones. Nobody wants to
own it. So, in invoking fundamentalism as a category for analysis, one must
accept that there will be a certain faceless quality to its referent(s) in Buddhist
Sri Lanka. Moreover, there is a an inherent danger risked in deploying the
abstract noun “fundamentalism” as a descriptive way of designating the reli-
giosity of a given people: the phenomena and processes under consideration
can be casily essentialized in reductionistic fashion. In their provocative
essays, Pradeep Jeganathan and Oddvar Hollup have warned against the sim-
ilar danger of essentializing “Tamilness” or the apparent cultural differences
that exist between various ethnic communities in Sri Lanka. Further, it is also
clear, especially from a reading of de Silva’s essay in which he ascertains an
array of religio-political views from a broad cross-section of Buddhist monks,
that a wide and representative spectrum of religio-political perspectives pre-
vails within the pluralistic sangha, so that pinning the fundamentalism tag on
the monkhood in general is as difficult as pinning it on an identifiable section
of the laity.

My sense, from personal experiences in Sri Lanka, is that those we
would characterize as Buddhist fundamentalists are something of a minority,
albeit a powerful minority that continues to influence Sri Lankan political
dynamics with a force far exceeding what one might expect given their actual
numbers, Finally, it is also quite clear, especially from George Bond’s chap-
ter on the acrimonious relations that obtained between President Premadasa
and Sarvodaya’s A.T. Ariyaratne, that different types of fundamentalist orien-
tations seem to exist within the Buddhist community as a whole; Bond sees
the former as stressing Buddhist identity for purposes of political empower-
ment, while the latter as stressing Buddhist values as a means to develop a
prosperous and morally conscious society. There are, no doubt, other types of
fundamentalism afoot in Sinhala Buddhist society that could be identified as
well.

If it is so difficult to identify precisely who, how many, and what types
constitute the Sinhala-Buddhist “fundamentalists” of Sri Lanka, it is just as
difficult to define in a satisfying way exactly what Sinhala-Buddhist funda-
mentalism is. My suggestion, in this regard, is one that seems implicit in the
Introduction and in most of the proceeding essays: by shifting questions about
fundamentalists slightly from the who question to the what, and by further
shifting the what question from a consideration of the abstract noun “funda-
mentalism” to the descriptive adjective “fundamentalist,” our inquiries will
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then seek not so much to identify specific social institutions, individual peo-
ple, or a specific system of thought and practice, but rather focus upon the
designation of a religious trait or propensity, a trait or propensity often artic-
ulated through exclusive and uncompromising claims to truth made on the
basis of literalistic readings of sacred, authoritative texts containing powerful
and idealistic mythic visions of the past. For the fundamentalistically inclined,
this vision of the past is what also serves as a blueprint for the future and, as
H.L. Seneviratne has noted in another place,' has sometimes functioned as a
rationalization for the perpetration of violence against or the political margin-
alization of others in the present. Being fundamentalistic, then, denotes a par-
ticular way in which some people claim their religiousness. But this is a type
of religiousness that seems also subservient to militant and often intolerant
political machinations. It tends to breed, for instance, fear (the *shadow”
hanging over Jeganathan’s Colombo Tamils), alienation (in Hollup’s Planta-
tion Tamils), an acquiescent assmilation (in Bartholomeusz’s Anglicans and
Burghers or Stirrat’s Roman Catholics) or a countering and correspondent
fundamentalistic antipathy (in de Munck’s Sinhala Muslims) in other Sri
Lankan communities.

From the essays comprising this volume, we have also learned that
being fundamentalistic is also a particular way in which some people who are
religious in the aforementioned regard are simultaneously political. This does
not mean that, in Sri Lanka, being religious necessarily means being political.
I would argue that this is not necessarily always the case on the basis that
some religieux quite consciously eschew politics. De Silva’s résumé of
monastic views on the politics of the Sri Lankan current ethnic conflict indi-
cates that some monks, following an ancient Theravada tradition that delin-
cates between forest dwelling/meditating and village/social service orienta-
tions of the monkhood, do not see the religious path to nibbana as an
inherently political enterprise. Nevertheless, de Silva’s and Bartholomeusz’s
more measured opinion that Sinhala-Buddhist fundamentalism is inherently
political seems to qualify the issue more exactly and gives us a cue with
regard to the type of religiosity under consideration here in this volume.

While it can be argued that not all ways of being religious, or more
specifically not all ways of being Buddhist, are inherently political in nature,
we can entertain the assertion that the quest for gaining or maintaining polit-
ical power is intrinsic to Sinhala-Buddhist fundamentalist religiosity. Taking
this one step further, I tend to conclude, on the basis of reviewing the previ-
ous essays of this volume, that political power is usually the primary aim for
Sinhala Buddhists with the fundamentalist trait. In fact, it seems to be their
hallmark.

Laying claim to this conclusion, however, does not mean that the
dynamics of the current ethno-political conflict in Sri Lanka can be under-
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stood strictly along the lines of religious divides. While both Stirrat in his
essay and Bartholomeusz and de Silva in the Introduction emphasize how reli-
gious and national identities were conflated in the colonial context of the late
nineteenth century, virtually all the contributors to this volume recognize that
language, race, and ethnicity are now just as important factors in generating
social identity and alienation between communities in the present. Jeganathan
has also rightly indicated how class remains an important factor for collective
identity. Morover, no one familiar with the causes and dynamics of the
Janatha Vimukti Peramuna (JVP)/government strife between 1988 and 1990
would dispute the importance of class differences, perceived or real, in gen-
erating identity and conflict between various communities within the Sri
Lankan context either. That is, communal identity, let alone ethnic or national
identity, is no longer necessarily coextensive with religion. In fact, being Sin-
hala or being Tamil is precisely what now divides virtually all Christian com-
munities in Sri Lanka, especially the Roman Catholic.

What is primarily significant, then, about contemporary fundamentalis-
tic Buddhists is that, like their late nineteenth-century predecessors for whom
religion and ethnicity were largely conflated, their Buddhism is intimately
linked to political ideology. The difference between the nineteenth-century
context and the present, however, is this: in the nineteenth century the revival
of Buddhism (with its anti-Christian stance) implied the beginnings of a much
wider anticolonial political agitation against the British waiting to gain
fruition across almost all sections of Ceylonese peoples. In the present, Bud-
dhism is consciously invoked by politically motivated Sinhalas to advance
their own empowerment (usually to the exclusion of other communities) or to
rationalize their agendas for actions taken against other communities in post
hoc fashion. In the former nineteenth-century instance, the revival of Bud-
dhism contributed to the formation of a new national political consciousness;
in the latter instance of the present, Buddhism becomes a powerful trope for
expressing a matured political ideology that may be more appropiately iden-
tified as communal (since it is not inclusive enough to be truly national for a
multiethnic society). Not only is this political ideology that invokes Buddhism
as a trope not really broad enough in conception to be truly national in scope,
I would suspect, quite frankly, that it is not primarily religious either, espe-
cially since its avowed aims are not ultimately soteriological in nature.

The traditional Sinhala adage that “the country exists for the sake of the
religion,” a statement that formerly characterized the rationale for Buddhist
kingship in Sri Lanka and other Theravada countries, would no longer seem to
hold in relation to the aims of these political Buddhists. Rather, it may be more
accurate to say that for fundamentalistic Sinhala Buddhists of the present, the
religion exists for the sake of those aspiring to control the state. Buddhism is a
trope of continuing powerful appeal in a world of political expediencies.
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Having said that, it also needs to be emphasized that since the 1950s,
politics among the Sinhala constitutency has been dominated by just such
appeals to Buddhism for the sake of legitimation and in the service of expe-
diency. Since that time, Buddhism has been afforded a special place in the
nation’s series of constitutions with each new government stopping just short
of declaring it, de facto, the official religion of the state. In practice, or de jure,
it has functioned as such, at least publicly, for the Buddhists in power.

For instance, on the Vesak holiday of May 1997, the most sacred of days
for Buddhists in Sri Lanka, when the birth, enlightenment, and parinibbana
of the Buddha is celebrated, President Chandrika Bandaranaike Kumaratunga
issued the following message:

I am happy to issue this message on the occasion of the Vesak Full
Moon Day of the year 2541 in the Buddhist Era. My joy is all the greater
in view of the fact that this is a time that a vigorous revival of Buddhism
takes place in its land of birth, India, and in other Asian countries, and
also in the West.

At the present time the great truths taught by Buddhism are being sub- .
stantiated even by the discoveries of modern science. The Vesak Full
Moon Day which is connected with the greatest events of the Lord Bud-
dha’s Life, has great significance to the Buddhists of Sri Lanka due to
several reasons. Our national chronicles disclose that the landing of
Prince Vijaya, the founder of the Sinhala Nation and his followers and
the laying of the foundation of the great Ruwanweli Dagoba in Anurad-
hapura, also took place on the Vesak Full Moon Day. In view of these
events Vesak Day becomes the greatest day of religious and national
significance to the Buddhists of Sri Lanka.

Buddhism is, basically, a philosophy which provides guidance for the
success of our present life and life hereafter. Lord Buddha’s sermons
such as the Mangala Sutra, the Parabhawa Sutra and the Singlaowada
Sutra, also the great collection of His sayings, the celebrated Dhamma-
pada, can be referred to in this regard. Here is a relevant stanza from the
Dhammapada:

Punnan ce puriso kayira,
Kayirath’etam punappunam
Tamhi chandam kayiratha,
Sukho punnassa uccayo.

This means, “if a man does what is good, let him do it again and again.
Let him find pleasure therein. Blissful is the accumulation of good.”
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Thus, Dhammapada contains many sayings of the Buddha which unfail-
ingly ensure the happiness of human beings in this life and life after
death.

Also for the resolution of the grave national problems we face today, the
teachings of the Lord Buddha could provide invaluable guidance. He
has pointed out how defilements of mind such as suspicion, anger, jeal-
ousy and hatred can be overcome by genuine practice of compassion
and Maitree or Loving-kindness.

If we think on the lines recommended by Buddhism, ugly situations like
communal or ethnic conflicts will never arise in this world. We recently
had a time when the image that Sri Lanka had traditionally as “Dhar-
madeepa” or land of righteousness, was greatly tarnished as a result of
undesireable happenings. But our Government has now launched on an
effective program of spreading Buddhism infusing in the process the
spirit of the noble teachings of Buddhism in the lives of the people, and
also, bringing about the welfare and promotion of the Buddha Sasana.
This program will not fail to deliver its valuable results in the very near
future.

This program contains many practical measures which ensure the devel-
opment of the Buddha Sasana, such as the issue of Dhamma School
books to children, giving teacher appointments to persons who have
passed the Dharmacharya Examination, extending recognition to
Dhamma School Teachers by appointing them as Justices of the Peace,
taking the valuable teachings of Buddhism through appropriate pro-
grams, developing the environs of the Sri Dalada Maligawa of Kandy
and the Jaya Sri Maha Bodhi of Anuradhapura and assisting many thou-
sands of Buddhist Temples to effect necessary improvements to them.

Since my government came into power financial assistance totalling
over Rs. 23 million has been granted from the President’s Fund for the
development of Buddhist Viharas and Dhamma Schools.

Arrangements are under way for the holding of a conference of repre-
sentatives of the Maha Sanga of Theravada Buddhist countries in Sri
Lanka shortly. The main objective of this conference is to improve rela-
tions between Buddhist countries and bringing about consensus and
agreement regarding matters relating to the faith.

We Buddhists perform many meritorious acts of piety to mark the Vesak
Festival. Even the humblest home displays its veneration of the Lord
Buddha by lighting a coconut lamp. We must remind ourselves on the
Vesak Day that Lord Gautama Buddha’s teachings contain values and
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virtues helpful not only for the edification of our personal lives but also
for advancement as a nation and a country on sound principles. Let us
therefore, resolve on this year’s Vesak Day to strive to usher in an era
which will bring peace and prosperity to all, shedding all thoughts of
enmity, jealousy and hatred towards each other! Let thus, thereby, win
back our fair name as “Dharmadeepa” in all its glory!?

Before unpacking the significance of this passage in terms of its sub-
stance, it needs to be pointed out that this is exactly the type of message that
Buddhists in Sri Lanka have expected to hear from their presidents on Vesak
poya, a message that clearly states how the government is going about pro-
viding its support to Buddhism. This was an especially important point to get
across this year, because during the past few months, the mahanayakas of the
two leading Buddhist monastic systems in Kandy, widely regarded as the
leading representatives of the traditional sangha in Sri Lanka, had resigned
their positions on a Buddhist advisory council to President Kumaratunga in
protest against her government’s position regarding the devolution of power,
a position viewed by fundamentalistic Buddhists as weakening their hege-
mony. Hence, the President, now projected by some fundamentalists (such as
the mahanayakas) as having capitulated to interests inimical to the Buddhist
Mahavamsa view regarding the island’s sovereignty, would want to empha-
size how her government continues to act not only in the interest of promot-
ing Buddhism, but how it also subscribes to the dhammadipa vision of Sri
Lanka.

From a reading of this passage, it is evident that President
Kumaratunga's Vesak message contains many of the themes touched on by
our volume’s contributors, The basic theme of the message is concerned with
recovering and realizing the Mahavamsa’s image of Sri Lanka as the “Dhar-
madeepa,” here translated as the “land of righteousness.” It is significant to
note that by “Dharmadeepa,” President Kumaratunga is not directly invoking
Sinhala-Buddhist territorial claims on the island (the issue at stake with the
disgruntled mahanayakas), but is, instead, appealing to various Buddhist
inspired virtues which, when observed, lead to the cultivation of a morally
conscious society. Her fundamentalistic take on the Mahavamsa, if we are
right in applying the term fundamentalistic here, seems to be based on a liter-
alistic (“text-critical free™) reading of this sacred, authoritative text. Yet, it is
a reading that is more in harmony with the value orientation of Sarvodaya’s
A.T. Ariyaratne than with the politically focused orientation of former Presi-
dent Premadasa. It stresses the recovery of certain values and virtues not only
for personal spiritual advancement, but for the resolution of the country’s
“grave national problems,” specifically “ugly situations like communal or eth-
nic conflicts.” It is a message that is, in part, sincerely religious yet, in part,
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sincerely political, a religio-political blend that mirrors the tight rope walk she
has chosen as her path. It is fundamentalistic not only by virtue of its appro-
priation of a literal reading of the Mahavamsa, but also in its idealization of
the past, a past reconstructed in such a way as to be a blueprint for the nation’s
future. It is exclusionary in the sense that Buddhist monastic chronicles are
identified as “our national chronicles.” Yet, it understands the Mahavamsa not
as a political charter legitimating Buddhist hegemony, but rather as an inspi-
rational source for the inculcation of moral “righteousness.”

The remainder of President Kumaratunga’s Vesak text then consists of
underscoring a litany of efforts now being made by her government to pro-
mote Buddhism throughout the country in order “to win back our fair name as
‘Dharmadeepa’ in all its glory.” Here, the cosmogony of Sri Lanka is directly
linked to its eschatology. In essence, then, this is a message in which Bud-
dhism is invoked as a trope for the means to establish a social and religious
condition modelled on an idealized image derived from the Mahavamsa. It
remains a fundamentalistic exercise in the historicization of myth (how the
mythic past functions as a blueprint for the present and future), which, in turn,
builds upon a historically previous process of mythologizing history (the text
of the Mahavamsa itself). It is a message of political significance, but one that
has been tempered.

President Kumaratunga’s Vesak message is not dramatically revolution-
ary in its substance and tone. Indeed, it is almost liturgical, exactly what one
would expect from a moderate Buddhist politician, given the nature of this rit-
ual occasion. Indeed, it is precisely because of this ritual occasion, and the cal-
endrical annual celebrations of other poya (full moon) holidays such as Poson
in June and Asala in July/August, that the image of the dhammadipa is rou-
tinely perpetuated in public discourse. That is, the historicization of mythic
images embedded in the Mahavamsa is continuously facilitated by the insti-
tutionalization or ritualization of national holidays celebrating landmark
moments in the mythologized history of Sri Lanka's Buddhism. As long as
governments in Sri Lanka ritualistically promote Buddhist holidays as cele-
brations of national importance, pledge their resources and energies to the
propagation of Buddhist ideals, and invoke Buddhist images of what consti-
tutes a moral and just society, then we can continue to expect the idealization
of the Buddhist past to be articulated as the blueprint for the nation’s present
and future. That is, we can expect that that ritualistic invocation of mythic
imagery will continue to serve and inform Sinhala-Buddhist political con-
sciousness. In this regard, it is highly relevant to recall Donald Swearer’s
observation (noted by de Silva) that “the primary ‘fundamentalism’ extracted
from the sacred ‘source lexts’ of Sri Lanka (the myths and legends) is prop-
erly speaking more reflective of, and at the service of, the nationalist rather
than the Buddhist worldview."
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Swearer’s observation is an important one, for it signals what is, in
some ways, the basic dilemma faced by what de Silva has referred to as the
more “benign” orientation of the Sinhala-Buddhist community and perhaps
by President Kumaratunga herself. It is a dilemma faced by Sri Lanka’s more
secularized liberals as well. The dilemma is this: How to construct an inclu-
sive nationalist discourse which recognizes the importance of a Buddhist Ais-
torical past yet transcends its fundamentalistic myth-and-ritual function as a
blueprint for the present and future. That is, How is it possible to transcend
the sacred canopy of Buddhist nationalist discourse so that a new more inclu-
sive discourse can recognize the diversity of Sri Lanka’s various communi-
ties? What's at stake is the discovery of a new political vision for Sri Lanka’s
future, one that is not simply dependent upon a pandering to ethnicity, lan-
guage, and religion. This new vision may not be, as the editors of this volume
seem to suggest is taking shape now, one that can “homogenize Sri Lanka.”
Rather, it might be one that celebrates the recognition of difference and the
history of Sri Lanka’s ethnic and religious diversity. For centuries, as I have
argued elsewhere,’ the genius of Sinhala-Buddhist culture was expressed
through its remarkable inclusivity and assimilations, a theme taken up by
Bartholomeusz’s study of Burghers. What seems to be required now is a res-
urrection of that same spirit of inclusivity, but one that does not privilege
solely a Mahavamsa Buddhist mythic vision of the past. What might be priv-
ileged instead is the history of an island which not only is home to the oldest
continuing Buddhist civilization in the world, but also an island which has
served as a vital crossroads for a variety of religious traditions and ethnic
communities. In fact, Sri Lanka’s religious demography, with a significant
percentage of Buddhists (65%), Hindus (18%), Muslims (8%, and Christians
(8%) of both Protestant and Roman Catholic persuasions, may be as varie-
gated as any in the world. An inclusive discourse that celebrates recognition
of difference has the potential power to marginalize fundamentalistic and
totalistic persuasions on the one hand, and militant separatists on the other. An
apparent obstacle to unity (i.e., religious diversity) could become, potentially,
a powetful raison d’étre for an inclusive political dynamic. What Sri Lanka
might recover is not so much its image as the dhammadipa, but its lost and
more recent “image” as a model multiethnic and multireligious society.

In the end, however, this may prove to be an overly idealistic sentiment,
much too much to expect in a South Asian political climate which continues
to be fragmented or totalized by appeals to religion and ethnicity. Sri Lanka is
certainly not alone in this struggle. Pakistan, Bangladesh, and the Maldives
are essentially Islamic states, while India is witnessing a surging wave of
Hindu fundamentalist politics. Whatever the future portends, more totalizing
or fragmenting politics or not, religion, fundamentalistic or not, is certain to
remain an important player in the dynamic.
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