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AN INSIGHT INTO CONTEMPORARY
RELIGIOUS HISTRIONICS IN SRI
LANKA

There is a purportedly religious organisation which
is travelling around the country attempting to con-
vince Sinhala Buddhists that they are in grave dan-
ger of one threat and one enemy, the Muslim funda-
mentalists. All other problems and concern, from
cost of living, economic woes to crimes committed
with impunity, are extraneous and completely
ignored. When they are acknowledged, it is conse-
quential to the overarching ‘Muslim problem’.

Traditionally, the so called purist owners of the land,
hailing from Buddhist stock focused on Christian
Catholics. The Tamil terrorists have now been van-
quished, defeated and humiliated beyond redemp-
tion. One may note that almost as soon as the civil
war ended, attacks on Catholics resumed with new
vigour. Before a year to date, the Muslim threat did
not exist.

There was a desperate need for an enemy terrifying
and evil enough to make the Sinhala peasants and
workers forget hunger, want and insecurity with an
existential threat to their very citizenship.

There seems to be a very dangerous and grotesque
dimension to the
BBS and its mani-
fest cause. One pay-|
ing heed to the man-
ner in which its pro-
ponents raise issues
can very easily incite
anti-Muslim hatred
and abhorrence.
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tures, every religion and all civilisations learnt from
the past and built upon the achievements and
advances of preceding ones. One cannot therefore
claim a non-existent purity or exceptionalist pedigree.

In developed and mature societies one’s dress code
constitutes a significant form of non-verbal communi-
cation, especially so in a multi-cultural one, where
what one wears and uses as adornment conveys non-
verbal clues about his or her personality and social
standing. In such a context the Islamic dresses, which
are ‘culturally’ unfamiliar sights and relatively ‘new’ to
Sri Lanka, appear to have ruffled not only the rather
sparse feathers of some yellow robed people but
some among other communities, perhaps fearing for
their security also.

It would seem that to them the messages conveyed to
others through this attire is “we are different from you”
or “we are not one of you”.it is easy to interpret the
general message conveyed through this attire to the
‘other’ as one of aloofness or superiority to other eth-
nic communities by virtue of the exaltedness of a reli-
gious ethos.

As counter to the above, a
theme where Buddhism is in
danger of extinction is to be
understood if not appreciated,
but if stretched beyond a level
of elasticity, becomes unten-
able for a number of reasons.
This is because advocates of
Sinhala-Buddhist nationalism

When the BBS
decides to hold public rallies, it almost seems to be
the raison e’tre. Imagine a saffron clad person
claiming to be a Buddhist monk coming on stage
and demanding incessantly that young Sinhalese
boys and girls should prepare to conceive more and
more babies as the Sinhala population’s dominance
is being threatened by the number of Muslims in the
country.

The incongruous sick logic expounded by certain
“monks” when demanding on stage, that “true”
Buddhists should not patronise Muslim-owned
eateries since the Muslims deliberately spit in their
food before serving it to their Sinhala customers
made during the recent BBS rally held in Kandy is
surely repugnant. Even if the time is considered to
be ripe for airing such virulently held views, the
manner in which they are raised in public is wholly
unwarranted and deplorable.

The development of a trend for a ‘different’ dress
code denotes a stronger assertion and public
expression of the Muslim religious identity world-
wide. Invariably therefore, it has drawn greater
attention to the Muslims rather negatively in the per-
ception of some, as a conspicuous social ‘other’ as
it makes them more ‘visible’ and different. This has
formed a psychological barrier between some within
other communities and Sri Lankan Muslims.

While not being totally opposed to the broader dis-
course that groups such as BBS give rise to, in a
world of symbolism, identity crisis and identity pro-
motion as a matter of pride, reducing a praiseworthy
concept such as the ‘Halal’ religious requirement to
a mere symbol for commercial purposes is unwise
and problematic. Given that the symbol in question
promotes, or reminds one of a particular religion, an
adherent of a different religion should have the
means to raise legitimate concerns.

For perhaps centuries now, there could no longer
have been any “pure” race in Sri Lanka. Most cul-
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have already accepted that
what they are trying to preserve is ‘a home-grown
variety of Buddhism and that it can be different from
what is perceived to be the ‘original’ teachings of the
Buddha.

Proponents would even claim that Sinhala-Buddhism
is not the only kind of Buddhism, that it is not the
“pure” form of Buddhism, but is one born of necessity
as are many kinds of Buddhism prevalent elsewhere
in the world. In the face of such an admission, to
argue that Sinhala-Buddhist nationalists are not pro-
moting the ‘correct’ form of Buddhism cannot be sus-
tained with adequate justification.

Another argument is predicated on the assumption
that there is something intrinsically wholesome about
the ‘Sri Lankan’ identity. Advocates of the ‘Sri Lankan’
identity don’t seem to realise that they too are
engaged in the promotion of an identity with opposi-
tion towards ethnic or religious identities in a society
which values both.

This can be as vexatious as the identity that they
would have people critique. “Broad identity” notwith-
standing, one needs to adopt certain positions in the
realm of street politics. Whereas the exigencies of
corrupt governance would dictate that any short-sight-
ed tactical diversion would benefit the rulers they can
easily be construed as tilting towards agendas pro-
moted by this or that ‘extremist’ identity.

It is hoped that in its response to the BBS activists,
the Muslim community will be informed and influenced
by its own traditions of tolerance and moderation as
expounded in the Holy Q'uran. If the battle-lines are
drawn between Buddhist-diehards and Muslim funda-
mentalists, all will be lost for another three to five
decades.

Muslims must shut themselves off to the hysterical
baying of the dogs of war. Together with all responsi-
ble citizens of the land, opportunism, instigation and
manipulation of differences must be overwhelmed by
good sense and citizenship of inclusivity.
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