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FOREWORD

IT gives me great pleasure to write this Foreword on the occasion of
the publication of this work commemorating the celebration of the
Meelad-Un-Nabi, at Weligama, this year.

The Meelad-Un-Nabi, the birthday of the Prophet, Muhammed
(sal) is the occasion for the Muslims to remind themselves of the life
and work of Muhammad (sal) who brought to the world, his message
of peace. The life of Muhammad (sal) stands for all that is noble in
human conduct, and encompasses kindness, selflessness, charity,
humility, forgiveness, whisdom, self-possession, and commitment to
humanity and brotherhood.

The Department of Muslim Religious and Cultural Affairs, which
comes under the purview of my Ministry, has planned a variety of
purposeful activities for this year’s celebrations.

. . . . -
This book on the Muslims of the Matara district, is an intergral part
of these activities.

The Muslims of Sri Lanka, whose presence in this Island, goes back
almost a millennium and a half, have preserved their religious and
social identity, throughout these years. At the same time, they have
been unremitting in their devotion to the Sri Lankan nation. Muslims
have contributed immensly throughout this period to the progress and
strengthening of the nation.

While the Muslims are found throughout the length and breadth of
Sri Lanka, each district has its unique Muslim characteristics.

Hence, the Department of Muslim Religious and Cultural Af fairs,
has embarked on the publication of the ‘Know Your District Series’, of
which this book is the latest volume.

This book on the Muslims of the Matara district, deals with an
important segment of the Muslims of Sri Lanka. Several scholars deal,

in balanced detail, with the life and heritage of the Muslims of the
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Matara district, including their history, their mosques and religious
establishments, their Villages their education, their way of life and
their cultural and literary achievements.

This book is a guide to the general reader, both Muslims and non-
Muslim, and also, a research work and owes much to the
encouragement, guidance, and support of the Additional Secretary of
my Ministry, Mr. S. H. M. Jameel and the Director of the Department
of Muslim Religious and Cultural Affairs, Mr. U. L. M. Haldeen.

Lakshman Jayakody
Minister of Cultural and Religious Affairs.
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EDITORIAL PREFACE

THIS persent work in Tamil, entitled the ‘Muslims of the Matara
District, is the latest entrant to the series ‘Know Your District’
projected and subsequently published, periodically, by the
Department of Muslim Religious and Cultural Affairs. In this way,
volumes have appeared, uniformly, on the districts of Kalutara,
Anuradhapura and Matale. These volumes have recieved acceptance
from the Muslims, for whom they were primarily intended, as well as
from others. The Department believes that the lives, heritage and
special characteristics of the Muslims living in various districts of Sri
Lanka should be recorded and presented in an authoritive but
palatable form.

This book deals with the Muslims of the Matara district, one of the
three districts (the other two being the Galle and the Hambantota
districts) of the Southern Province. Set in Ruhuna, far from the
administrative capital of Colombo, the Muslims of the Matare district
have developed special charateristics, while totally committed to
Islam and its way of life, which have their life-style, vibrancy and
adequacy. Also, the Muslims of Matara district have shown, in the
most practical way, how a minority could co-operate whole-heartedly
with the majority community, among whom they live, while yet
maintaining their social, religious and ethnic identity.

Six scholars, all of them, household words in the realm of Islamic
literary activity, have contributed to this work.

Dr. M. A. M. Shukri, sometime Head of Department of Arabic
Studies at the University of Peradeniya and presently Director,
Naleemiah Institute of Higher Studies, writes on the history of the
Matara district. He discusses, preliminarily, the geography and wind
systems which enabled the carrying out of the Arab sea-bourne tradein
Asia, during the Middle Ages. He details the importance to the Arab
trade of the sheltered bays of the Matara district, which included
Weligama, originally called ‘Walugama’. This, in turn, facilitated the
Arab settlement in the Matara district. He cites historical sources for
this view.
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Basing himself on the record of the travels of the Morroccan
traveller and jurist, Ibn Battutta, who visited Sri Lanka in 1344,
Dr. Shukri states that south of Sri Lanka had an established corps of
Muslim traders. Ibn Battuta, noted that great Muslim merchants

lived in Devinuwara, known to him as ‘Dinawar’. The presence and,
significance of Muslims in the Matara district are, also, vouch safed;
by literary classics of Sri Lanka and other documentation of the

Middle Age and subsequent times. For instance, the °‘Kokila
Sandesaya’ and the ‘Gira Sandesaya’ refer to Muslim ladies as
‘yonviya’; they mention Muslim settlements at ‘Maha Weligama’, i.e.
the present Weligama.

Coming back to Portuguese times, Dr. Shukri citing Dr. Abeysinha,

records that, the Portuguese cadastral sheets, (i.e. ‘tombo’) mention -

for instance, a Muslim grove called ‘Rua dos Mouros’ in Weligama.
And that a large number of Muslims lived in the Bazaar area of
Matara. The Dutch adopted a policy of constraint against the
Muslims. For instance, in 1659, a Dutch decree prevented the
Muslims of Matara and other areas, from leaving their settlements for
trade outside those limits. In the course of time, Dutch policy
softened. Governor Van Imhoff, in 1733, appointed Moor
Commissioners. However, the riguors of Dutch administration made
the Muslims move into such areas as Kirinde, Miella, Godapitiya.

~

Because of the littoral nature of the Matara district, the Muslims of
this region have been influenced by the intellectual and spiritual

backdrop of the Arabian mainland and outlying districts such as

Haudramauth.

Mr. Mukthar A. Mohamed, whois an Islamic theologian in addition
to having held senior posts in teaching and in the Government
Publications Department, writes the chapter on Mosques, religious
establishments. Arabic Madarasahs (Arabic colleges) and Muslim
religious dignitaries, past and present. He discusses the settlement of
Muslims in the Matara district and the setting up of mosques. In the

Islamic world, mosques do not function solely as places for

congregational worship. They are, also, social centres, teaching
establishments, meeting and adjudicatory places of the urban or rural
elders, and centres for the distribution of charity. This statement is
true of the Matara districts, as well. Mr. Mukthar A. Mohamed gives a

20

succinct history of the principal mosques in the district, including the
Weligama mosque, the Palathady mosques, Muhiyuddin Grand
mosque, Meeran Sahib mosque, Buhary mosque, Welipitiya Jumma
mosque, Kapuwatte Jumma mosque, Matara Kadai Veediya (Bazaar)
Grand mosque, Sheikh Madar mosque, Matara Muhiyuddin mosque,
Rifaiyy mosque, Dickwella Jumma mosque, Muhiyuddin Jumma
mosque, Gandara mosque, Miyella Muhiyuddin Jumma mosque,
Kirinde Jumma mosque, Horagoda Jumma mosque, Kapthura
mosque and Hasan Husain mosque. The author is careful to source all
his information about mosques. He also details some oi the social
activities of mosques. Regarding Arabic colleges (Islamic theological
schools), Mr. Mohamed gives a detailed history of the Madrasat-ul
Bari, at Weligama, which, established in 1884, is held to be the first
Arabic college, to be institutionally set up in Sri Lanka. Besides, he
deals with other Arabic colleges. He gives biographical sketches of
Muslim dignitaries, either established there or visiting, Matara
district. Matters concerned with Tariq (Sufi fraternities) receive a
careful, balanced apprisal from Mr. Mohamed. Throughout the
discussion of his subject matter, he does not forget to review the social
dimension of the Muslims of the Matara district. o2

S

The chapter on the arts and Literature of the Muslims of Matara
comes from the pen of M. H. M. Shums. Mr. Shums wears many hats.
He has been successively (and sometimes, concurrently), a trained
teacher, a writer, editor and publisher of magazines in Tamil, critic
and short-story writer in Tamil and rather startingly, a writer and
singer of Islamic songs on the Muslim Service of SLBC. Hence, he
brings to his subject, a multi-facetted experience.

Mr. Shums discusses the celebratory socio-religious incidents of the
Muslims of Matara, with emphasis on their cultural affiliations. These
incidents are important in the lives and work of the Muslims of the
region. He writes, with particular reference, to the well-known
kandoori (hortatory celebrations) in Porwa, Godapitiya.

He goes on to discuss the art of “kali kambu’ (or stick performance).
In this art, the exponents, practice feints and thrusts with their sticks,
in rotatory movements. Meanwhile, hortatory songs are recited.
Shums gives a detailed analysis of this art. He, also, details, musical
evenings and their typolology of performance. There is specific
mention of ‘baith’ or religious songs in Arabic, sung in tune.
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The bulk of Shums’ chapter is concerned with the literary works of
the Muslims of the Matara district. He begins with the description of
the life and work of Nooh Lebbe Alim, who wrote the Arabic-Tamil
work ‘Ramadhan Maalai’ in Weligama. Born in 1855, he lived till
1935. Jamaliya Syed Yasin Moulana wrote many works in Arabic-
Tamil and Tamil. He was born in Dickwella in 1889. Among his
principal works was in Arabic/Arabic-Tamil dictionary. In the course
of time, the Muslim scholars of the Matara district went over from
Arabic to Tamil, as regards their writing. Porwa Sultan Tamby
Pavalar, Matara Kasim Pulavar, Dickwella Asana Marikar Omar
Lebbe, Matara Abdul Aziz Marikar, Weligama Kottegoda Uvais
Pulavar, were among those prominent in the last years of the 19th and
the first phase of the 20th centuries. Sultan Tamby Pavalar became
famous with his ‘Arana Muhammadar Karana Kummi’. Kasim
Pulavar, who died in 1956, wrote effectively and extensively in Tamil
and Sinhala.

There was a flourishing of literary activity among the Muslims of

Matara, in the 1959s, consequent to the increase of members of the

teaching profession. The literary men of those days are still active in_

the production of literature. In the 1960s too there was a resurgence in
literature, mainly in the fields of short story and poetry in Tamil.
Recently, there is increased interest and activity among the Muslims
of Matara district in writing in Sinhala. ‘

The chapter on education and educational activities of the Muslims

of the Matara district, is contributed by Mr. M. H. L. A. A. C. Noohu,
a specialist in Arabic studies and who counts decades of teaching
experience in this field. This subject matter deserves statistical
formatting and Mr. Noohu, gives this in ample measure. He connects
the educational efforts of the Muslims of the Matara district with the
resurgence in educational thinking and practice of the Muslims of Sri
Lanka, in the last phase of the nineteenth century. In passing, he
touches on the education of the Matara district from early times to the
present day. He discusses, the educational situation during the
Protuguese, the Dutch and British times. He points out that the Tamil
medium Quran school set up in Kapuwatte, Weligama in 1867, was
the first step in the establishment of modern education in the Matara
district and, indeed, in the Southern Province. ‘

Mr. Noohu notes the role played by local as well as South Indian’

religious dignitaries in the early educational development of the,
Southern province. He notes, in some detail, the efforts of the people.
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of this region. For instance, the Weligama Muslim Education Society
came into being in 1926. Subsequent to the Donoughmore
Constitution, the Executive Committee on Education, of the State
Council, under the gentle persuasion, of its Muslim members, began to
establish Muslim schools. So, in 1938, Swabasha schools were set upin
Gandara, Miella and Welipitiya and in 1942, in Kottewagoda in
Matara. The Matara district has the honour of having had the first
Muslim trained teacher. He was Mr. T. S. Abdul Lathif, who emerged
as a trained teacher in 1925. Later, Mr. Abdul Lathif went on to
become a school principal. The Matara district had, also, the
distinction of sending consistently the largest number of trainees to the
Alutgama Muslim Training College, established in 1941.
Considerable number of Muslims from Matara district, received
appointments as Arabic teachers, too.

Mr. Noohu indicates that Muslim students of Matara district in
early 1960s were large in number in GCE (OL) and (AL) classes and
University Entrance classes. He states that this enthusiasm began to
taper of in the mid-1960s and gives his reasons. He argues for a more
pragmatic policy in regard to University admissions, seeing tWt the
number of Muslim entrants to University is not satisfactory.

Mr. Noohu records the present state of education. There are 14
Muslim schools, out of 405 schools in the Matara district. These
breakdown into I National school and 6 Maha Vidyalayas. The rest are
primary schools. The number of Muslim students is 4355. Mr. Noohu, ’
states the present drift to Sinhala-medium education. There are in the
district, 4355 Tamil medium and 776 Sinhala medium students. In
1992, 26 Muslim students had the requirements to enter University;
but only 5 received admission, and that too in Arts and Commerce
streams. The number of Muslim teachers in the Matara district is 257.
They can be classified into; graduate teachers (32); trained graduates
(4); trained teachers (157); moulavi teachers (7); uncertificated
teachers (7); teacher trainees (44); the rest (6). Mr. Noohu discusses
the reasons for the rise of the number of drop-outs.

12 Muslim schools in the Matara district are discussed in_
considerable detail by Mr. Noohu. In addition, he discusses the types .
and scope of non-formal education in the Matara district. Notes are
provided by him at the end of his chapter.
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A more traditional view of the Matara district is presented by Mr.
Dickwella Safuan (It is perhaps, part of the tradition of the Matara
district, that literary men prefix their birth place to their names). Mr.,
Safuan, a man of letters well known for his innovative contributions,
writes that chapter on the life, the customs and the culture of the
Muslims of the Matara district. He prefaces his chaper with a
discussion of the nature of the settlement of the Muslims in the Matara

district, in the course of which, he says that the cultures of South"

India, Persia, Kerala, Java, North India, Bengal. Yemen and
Hadramauth, have influenced, the customs of the Matara Muslims.
He traces the role and influence of Tariq such as Rifaiyya, Jiffriyya,
Sazuliyya in the cultural landscape of the Matara district. Mr. Safuan
shows the changing conception in female education. He gives the
reasons for the existence of the practice of calligraphy in Arabic.
While discussing the role of mosques, he draws attention to the rule-
enforcing-duty of the mosque trustees. The mosque trustees, as

surrogates for the Muslim community, used to enforce a variety of '

sancations on those who broke religious or social customs. The
recalcitrants and the rule-breaking accepted these “punishments’
voluntarily.

Mr. Safuan gives close descriptions of the cultural activities of the
Mulsims of the Matara district. One of them is ‘kolattam” (or ritual
play with sticks). These players are always accompanied by reciters of
specially composed Tamil (or Arabic) poems. Another. activity is
‘silambam’ (or quarter-staff fighting). This is both a cultural display
as well as a martial art. Yet another art, is singing special songs called
‘padam’ at house functions.

Mr. Safuan devotes substantial space to the discussion of Muslim
folk poetry as well as metaphor-laden common specch. He notes the
presence of large number of Sinhala words in this Tamil-based speech.
He details some of the articles of male and female wear, which were in
vogue, long ago.

The normal incidents bf life. such as birth ceremonies, wedding
ceremonies, circumscision and puberty procedures and death rituals,
are given in exuberant detail. Since some of these ceremonies are fast
fading in the world of today, Mr. Safuan’s description brings back a

world lost and gone. He devotes considerable space to the description
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of ‘kandoori’, celebratory occasions in which splendid meals are served
as part of the process. Mr. Safuan’s attention is, also.engaged by the
celebrations connected with Islamic festivals, as well as during the
fasting month of Ramadhan and the Meelad un Nabi. While Safuanis
conscious of the role of these functions as agents of community-
integration, he does not fail to point out that excessive expenditure on
these might be counterproductive. At the end of his chapter, Mr.
Safuan sources his viewpoints.

The chapter on the economic status and occupation of the Muslim
of the Matara district is from the pen of Mr. S. I. M. Hamza, at
present, attached to the National Institute of Education. Before
entering his subject, he presents a discussion of the geographical
features of the Matara district, as conducive to his analysis later in his
chapter. According to the Census of 1981, the Muslims numbered
16,744 out of a total population of the Matara district of 644.000.
Thus the Muslims of the Matara district (who live in eleven specified
areas) were 2.6% of the total population of that district.

Hamza discusses the development of the gainful occupat®ns of the
Muslims, throughout the centuries. He emphasises the role of the
carrying trade, (as regards local produce) of the Muslims of the
Matara district, beyond that district to other arcas. He assesses the
changes in occupations, such as trade, agriculture. industry. Gov-
crnment service, medicine, animal husbandry and fishing. He
estimates trade and commerce, including mobile sales, as 40% of the
occupations of the Mulsims of the Matara district. Hamza gives the
reasons for the weakening of fishing as an occupation among the
Muslims. He analyses the impact of land redistribution among the
Muslims. He discusses the rise of new occupations such as poultry-
farming and apparel-oriented industries. Hamza, gives a breakdown
of these occupations, statistically, relating them to cach of the
settlements of the Muslims of the Matara district. He provides maps
to reinforce his statements.

This book is, naturally, the result of collective effort. All the
contributors are Matara born-and-bred and have given of their co-
operation most willingly. Mr. S. H. M. Jameel, the Additional
Secretary, Ministry of Cultural and Religious Affairs has been at the
beginning, middle and end of this publication. Hc has aided,
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encouraged, guided, counselled and supported all thosc ecngaged in
this project; he has even carried, at times the manuscripts from place
to place. Mr. U. L. M. Haldeen, the Director of the Department of
Muslim Relgious and Cultural Affairs, has placed all the resources of
the Department at the services of this project. He has been most
supportive as have been all members of the Department. including
staff officers, officers of other grades, stenographers, typists and
messengers and officers aides.

M. M. M. Mahroof
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