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Introduction 

 

 “Ayubowan, bodubalasena.” Ananda answers the phone in the Kirulapone head office of 

the Bodu Bala Sena (BBS), Sri Lanka’s most notorious and politically influential Buddhist 

organization. I sip on a cup of tea – the BBS serves me tea each time I visit their office – while 

listening to a Sinhala phone conversation that is too quick and complex for me to understand. 

Moments after it ends, a second phone rings. “Ayubowan, bodubalasena,” Ananda repeats, with 

no less energy than the first time. He is the only secretary at the office today; behind him, a 

young monk in orange robes is typing up a letter to a politician on the group’s official letterhead. 

“One man show,” jokes Ananda after the second conversation ends, touting his ability to run the 

office on his own, even on a busy day like today. The room is nicely air-conditioned, a welcome 

change from the sweltering Colombo summer heat, and the building – a cross between a 

Buddhist prayer area and a modern office, with a conference room upstairs where the group’s 

head monks speak to the press – exudes a high-tech, corporate vibe. Still, a gang of mosquitos 

buzz around the room; Ananda swats angrily at each one that flies by our desk.  

 A young man walks into the office, asking Ananda for a membership form. He introduces 

himself to me as Dayan. “So what made you want to join the BBS?” I inquire. “I wanted to do 

something for my country, for my religion, rather than being lazy and sitting around,” he replies. 

He had overheard our previous discussion – Ananda was explaining that the BBS rejects 

multiculturalism and interfaith concepts. “If the Muslims and Buddhists are 50/50,” Dayan 

chimed in, “this country will become like Nigeria, with abductions and killings.” Boko Haram, a 

radical Islamist militant group, was in the news for the kidnapping of over 250 schoolgirls in the 

northern Nigerian town of Chibok, and fears of radical Islam were at a high. “Kattankudy, the 

Muslim town on the east coast, is already like a separate country,” Dayan added. Ananda agreed 
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with his assessment: “They’re planning for separate states, just like Eelam. Jihad groups are 

starting, with connections to Pakistan. Muslims are making money from drug trafficking and 

smuggling. They have a lot of money to build mosques – black money from Saudi Arabia.” 

Later, our conversation shifted to a discussion of the country’s name – Ananda claimed that Sri 

Lanka should have a name derived from “Sinhala,” the nation’s majority ethnic group. “Thais, 

Thailand. Malays, Malaysia,” he quipped. “Sinhalese?” he asked, waiting for me to answer. I sat 

quietly. “The country’s proper name is Sinhale,” explained Dayan. “Malays in Malaysia are a 

smaller percentage than Sinhalese in Sri Lanka, you know,” added Ananda. Dreaming of total 

confluence between the Sinhala nation and the state, Ananda, a long-time BBS member, and 

Dayan, the group’s newest recruit, envisioned a mythical island nation called Sinhale, in which 

Buddhism would prosper for generations to come, no longer to be threatened by assertive 

minorities or powerful foreign forces.  

Background 

Sinhalese are the majority ethnic group in Sri Lanka, a state which is also home to 

substantial Tamil and Muslim ethnic minority populations. Most Sinhalese are Theravada 

Buddhists, while a small Sinhala Catholic minority also exists; Tamils are religiously divided 

between Hinduism and Catholicism. A subcategory of the Tamil population is known as “Indian 

Tamils,” “Hill Country Tamils,” or “Up-Country Tamils,” interchangeable terms which refer to 

Tamils recruited by the British from South India to work on plantations during the colonial era. 

Unlike the Sinhala and Tamil ethnicities, which are defined on the basis of language, the Muslim 

ethnic identity is defined on the basis of religion. Thus, in Sri Lanka, to be Muslim refers to both 

an ethnic and a religious category. Muslims generally speak Tamil at home; in Sinhala-majority 

areas, many are fluent in both national languages. Sinhalese constitute approximately 75% of Sri 
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Lanka’s total population, while Sri Lankan Tamils constitute 12%, Muslims 9%, and Indian 

Tamils 4%. The North and East of Sri Lanka are predominantly Tamil regions, with the East also 

containing a substantial Muslim population. With the exception of the tea plantation region, 

which is predominantly inhabited by Indian Tamils, the remainder of the country is majority-

Sinhala. 

Prior to Sri Lanka (then Ceylon)’s independence from Britain, Tamils were viewed as a 

privileged minority. Popular stereotypes suggest that Tamils were harder workers than Sinhalese, 

placing greater value on education and learning English. Some organizations, such as the Ceylon 

National Congress, attempted to unite Sinhalese and Tamils on a common anti-colonial platform. 

Yet efforts to establish a Ceylonese or Sri Lankan national identity that transcended ethnic 

differences largely failed. After independence, Sri Lanka became an ethnocratic democracy in 

which the Sinhala Buddhist majority gained control of political institutions. The Sinhala 

language and Buddhist religion were legally encoded into the framework of the state, with 

minorities facing exclusion and discrimination. The Ceylon Citizenship Act of 1948 

disenfranchised the Indian Tamil population by denying them citizenship. The Sinhala Only Act, 

passed in 1956, made Sinhala the sole official language of the country, giving no recognition to 

Tamil. In 1958, island-wide ethnic riots took place against the Tamil minority. The 1972 

Constitution, while guaranteeing fundamental rights for all religious groups, granted Buddhism 

the “foremost place” in Sri Lanka, thus reinforcing the cultural dominance of the majority. In 

education, the policy of standardization, implemented in the 1970s, created a quota system for 

university admissions which discriminated against Tamil students. Throughout this decade, 

various Tamil militant groups composed predominantly of youth rose to prominence, most 

notably the Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam (LTTE), a ruthless separatist group. The history of 
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Sri Lankan state discrimination against Tamils culminated in several major acts of ethnic 

violence: in 1981, the burning of the Jaffna library, a precious repository for books and 

manuscripts and an important symbol of Tamil cultural achievement, and in 1983, in response to 

an LTTE ambush in Jaffna that killed 13 Sri Lankan Army soldiers, a major anti-Tamil pogrom 

known as Black July. Both of these acts received the patronage and support of Sinhala-

dominated governments and law enforcement authorities.  

Following the 1983 pogrom, the ongoing low-level insurgency carried out by militant 

Tamil nationalist groups in the North and East became a full-scale ethnic war between the 

Sinhala-dominated Sri Lankan Armed Forces and the LTTE. The LTTE made territorial claims 

to a Tamil homeland in the North and East of the country, creating quasi-governmental 

institutions in areas that it controlled with the ultimate goal of establishing a separate state to be 

known as Tamil Eelam. Such claims were categorically rejected by successive Sinhala-

dominated governments. Though some efforts were made to decentralize political power through 

devolution to Tamil-majority regions – most notably through the Indo-Lankan Accord (1987), 

which created a system of Provincial Councils – these were largely unimplemented throughout 

the war, and remain so today.  

After promoting exclusionary Sinhala nationalist policies in the pre-war era, Buddhist 

monks became known for vocal support of the military during wartime. Through the 

involvement of the sangha (i.e. the monastic community) in ethno-nationalist affairs, the 

politicized Buddhist monk rising in defense of the Sinhala nation became an iconic archetype in 

Sri Lankan politics. Ananda Abeysekara writes that “since the early 1980s a variety of Buddhist 

discourses began to authorize a particular Buddhist image of the “fearless” young monk who 

would march to the “battlefront” and lay down his life to rescue and lead the Buddhist nation 
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facing the threat of “terrorism”” (2001:5). These discourses gained particular importance in the 

rhetoric of the JVP (Janatha Vimukthi Peramuna or People’s Liberation Front), a Marxist-

Leninist insurrectionary movement also deeply steeped in Sinhala nationalism. The JVP, which 

included Buddhist monks among its cadres, challenged the apolitical notion of Buddhism 

promoted by the UNP (United National Party) under President J.R. Jayawardene, viewing this 

government’s opposition to a military onslaught against the LTTE and its support of the Indo-

Lankan Accord as betrayals of the nation. As Abeysekara argues, the JVP’s militant notion of 

Buddhism would come to be contested by future Sri Lankan governments. However, the 

formation of the JHU (Jathika Hela Urumaya or National Sinhala Heritage Party), a Sinhala 

Buddhist nationalist political party which unprecedentedly fielded hundreds of monks as 

candidates for the 2004 parliamentary elections (nine of whom were elected to Parliament), 

increased the prominence of a notion of authentic Buddhism explicitly based around monks’ 

involvement in nationalist politics (Deegalle 2004:84). The JHUs political platform included 

strong opposition to the Norwegian-led peace negotiations between the Sri Lankan government 

and the LTTE, which began in 2002 and were perceived by Sinhala nationalists as 

disadvantaging the majority (93). 

The position of Muslims in Sri Lanka’s ethnic conflict is complex. Though Muslims and 

Tamils share both a language and the experience of being a minority in Sri Lanka, Muslims in 

the North and East were largely unsupportive of Tamil militancy, fearing that they would be 

even worse off in a separate Tamil state. Thus, in Tamil nationalist circles, Muslims became 

viewed as a fifth column; an opinion which was bolstered by the Sri Lankan state’s use of 

Muslim “home guards” in its fight against Tamil militants. Muslims living in the North and East 

became targeted by the LTTE in several high-profile incidents. In August 1990, LTTE cadres 
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killed over 100 Muslim men and boys who were praying in a mosque in Kattankudy, while in 

October of the same year, the LTTE ordered the forcible expulsion of the Muslim population 

living in Jaffna, leading to the displacement of over 70,000 people. Thus, the Muslim population 

has its own distinct position in Sri Lanka’s ethnic conflict, identifying with neither Sinhala 

nationalist nor Tamil nationalist narratives. 

Sri Lanka’s civil war concluded in 2009 with the total military defeat of the LTTE by the 

Sri Lankan Armed Forces. The final stages of the war saw massive Tamil civilian casualties; the 

government has been accused of committing war crimes, including the intentional shelling of 

“no-fire zones” for noncombatants, during this period. Moreover, the war victory engendered a 

political climate of extreme ethno-nationalism and Sinhala triumphalism, bolstered by the 

government of President Mahinda Rajapaksa, a Sinhala nationalist who derived his main appeal 

from “defeating terrorism” and whose rule since 2005 became increasingly authoritarian until his 

recent electoral defeat in January 2015. Few political concessions toward Tamils have been made 

in the post-civil war period, and government attempts at reconciliation in any form have been 

feeble at best. With regards to the territorial issues around which the war was fought, the Sri 

Lankan state has failed to implement a meaningful policy of devolution to the Provincial 

Councils (which are already viewed by many as inadequate for Tamil self-determination). 

Moreover, the post-civil war period has seen the rise of Sinhala expansionism into predominantly 

Tamil regions – through the settlement of Sinhala military personnel and their families; the 

erection of Buddhist statues and shrines; and the macabre phenomenon of Sinhala war tourism to 

the North. Though the fighting may be over, no political solution has been offered to Sri Lanka’s 

ethnic conflict. 
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It is in this context that radical right-wing Buddhist groups have gained a foothold in Sri 

Lanka’s political scene, receiving what many view as the tacit support of the Rajapaksa regime. 

Following the defeat of the Tamil enemy, Muslims have become “another Other,” as my Politics 

professor, the late Ranjith Amarasinghe, once put it during a conversation at the University of 

Peradeniya. Indeed, during the post-civil war period, the Muslim minority has become the target 

of ethno-religious hatred and violence from vigilante groups of right-wing Buddhist monks and 

laypersons who claim to be protecting the Sinhala Buddhist nation, race, and culture from the 

perceived incursions of Islamic extremism.  

Chief among these groups is the Bodu Bala Sena (Buddhist Power Force; hereafter BBS), 

a monk-led movement formed in 2012 that has been accused of incitement and violence towards 

religious minorities. Though the two are not directly connected, the leading monks of the BBS 

were formerly involved with JHU as candidates for parliamentary elections (Law & Society 

Trust 2014:8). The BBS originally dealt with internal Buddhist issues on a nationalistic basis 

while simultaneously targeting Christian and Muslim religious others. Later, it became more 

strictly focused on promulgating anti-Muslim rhetoric. The group has been accused of inciting 

and committing acts of violence against Muslims, their property, and their places of worship. Its 

key figure is Galaboda Aththe Gnanasara Thero, a controversial and aggressive monk best 

known for giving a vicious anti-Muslim diatribe prior to the June 2014 anti-Muslim riots in 

Aluthgama and the surrounding area. My own observations indicate that the support base of the 

BBS is predominantly male, young, and based in urban or semi-urban areas (the BBS head office 

is located in Colombo). Two other groups, Sinhala Ravaya (Sound of Sinhala) and Ravana 

Balaya (named after the mythological ten-headed king Ravana), promote a very similar ideology 

to that of the BBS and have emerged in approximately the same time period. Like the BBS, these 
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movements are only active in Sinhala-majority areas of Sri Lanka, and are vigilante groups 

rather than political parties. The JHU also continues to be an important political force 

representing Sinhala nationalist interests in Parliament, though it is no longer predominantly 

composed of Buddhist monks. While the BBS has at times indicated its potential interest in 

entering the electoral fray, its main goal is to serve as an “unofficial civilian police force against 

Muslim extremism” (Bastians 2013). However, at least until the Rajapaksa regime’s recent 

defeat at the polls, many observers suspected that the BBS was receiving state patronage – 

particularly from the powerful former Defence Secretary Gotabaya Rajapaksa, who ceremonially 

opened a Buddhist leadership academy run by the BBS in Galle (Jeyaraj 2013). Such views were 

reinforced by the failure of the authorities to arrest the perpetrators of anti-Muslim violence. 

Research Methods 

I conducted fieldwork on the BBS, Sinhala nationalism, and Islamophobia during two 

separate visits to Sri Lanka. The first research period took place in November-December 2013, 

during the independent study session of the Intercollegiate Sri Lanka Education (ISLE) study 

abroad program. The second took place in May-June 2014, and was funded by a Bates Summer 

Research Fellowship. My fieldwork involved conducting open-ended interviews about the 

Sinhala nationalist Islamophobic movement with Sri Lankans (predominantly BBS members and 

supporters, but also minorities and opponents of the group), attending events and rallies held by 

the BBS, and documenting BBS-related posts on social media pages. I lived and conducted most 

of my research in Colombo, while occasionally travelling to other areas of the country for 

interviews. As such, this thesis speaks most strongly to the particular context of Islamophobia in 

Colombo, and may not fully capture the local specificities of other cities and towns in Sinhala-

majority areas of Sri Lanka. Due to funding constraints and my own lack of proficiency in 
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Sinhala, a majority of my interviews were conducted in English, the second language of my 

informants. In cases where interviewees spoke very limited English or none whatsoever, I 

employed the services of Manju, a translator fluent in Sinhala, English, and Tamil. For the 

translation of content written in Sinhala, I used a variety of translators, whose names are listed in 

the Acknowledgements section. For certain speeches by Buddhist nationalist figures, I also used 

English translations provided in online videos, while making occasional alterations for 

comprehensibility and syntax. 

Cultural Relativism and the Study of the Far-Right 

My research on right-wing Buddhist groups is relevant to broader anthropological 

debates about relativism and morality. The facade of neutrality that shaped past anthropological 

research has come under widespread criticism in recent years. In light of the discipline’s deep 

entanglement with colonialism during the era of alleged scientific objectivity, it is now 

understood that neutrality in the face of injustice will only further inscribe systems of power. 

Within reasonable limits, anthropologists are now encouraged to take sides – or more 

specifically, to stand for the oppressed, colonized, and downtrodden. While this has led to 

increased efforts to understand non-Western cultures on an egalitarian basis, pure cultural 

relativism has also become called into question for its possible role in perpetuating inequalities. 

The implications of these developments for studying right-wing political groups are numerous, 

particularly in a postcolonial setting. Should anthropologists take a relativistic stance toward 

nationalist and chauvinist movements, or at the very least, make a serious attempt to understand 

them on their own terms? Or do such efforts to contextualize right-wing groups obfuscate the 

violence which they perpetrate? Moreover, can a white Western anthropologist criticize a right-
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wing group from a formerly colonized society without participating in a form of neo-

imperialism?  

The approach which I take to these questions is as follows. This thesis makes no claims 

of neutrality or objectivity; rather, I write with an unapologetic bias in favor of the rights of Sri 

Lankan Muslims and against Islamophobia. Nevertheless, I hope to have done justice to the 

views of the BBS, to have offered a sincere portrayal of the group’s beliefs, and to have provided 

a deeper and thicker understanding of far-right Buddhism in Sri Lanka than one would get in 

journalistic accounts (which tend to focus on the alleged dichotomy between Buddhism and 

radicalism). Moreover, by considering the fears and insecurities that animate the politics of the 

far-right in Sri Lanka, I hope to have captured the humanity of BBS supporters rather than 

portraying them as caricatured villains.  

Fieldwork Practices and Ethical Concerns 

Issues related to anthropological conceptualizations of the far-right also have important 

implications for fieldwork practices. How should an anthropologist react when speaking with 

informants who hold highly problematic views? How does this dynamic differ in the interview 

setting than in casual conversation, where most would surely agree that it is wrong to allow racist 

comments to be made without reproach? Is it ethical for an anthropologist to listen to fascistic or 

quasi-genocidal rhetoric and calmly take notes, documenting the intricate details of hatred and 

using it as “data” while actual people are simultaneously subjected to violence because of this 

very same rhetoric? Or must the anthropologist push back when an informant expresses deeply 

racist opinions? Is it even possible for an anthropologist studying a political movement to reveal 
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one’s own ideological disagreements with that movement without thwarting one’s research 

goals?  

I consciously chose to avoid disclosing my political opinions to members of right-wing 

Buddhist groups throughout my fieldwork. Pragmatically speaking, my research would have 

been very difficult to carry out if I had raised objections every time a BBS supporter expressed 

problematic views. Thus, my interviews with BBS members necessarily involved a degree of 

acquiescence to anti-Muslim rhetoric, if only in order to document and understand it. Is the 

production of anti-oppressive anthropological scholarship about right-wing movements worth the 

cost of quietly accepting the expression of oppressive views during one’s fieldwork? Put 

otherwise, does the end justify the means?  

In my situation, holding a position of potential influence as a result of racial, national, 

and class dynamics, I felt some degree of obligation to challenge my informants’ deeply 

ingrained stereotypes about Muslims. BBS supporters often use the West as a benchmark: since 

many Westerners also view Islam as a threat, the BBS’s own anti-Muslim views seem more 

reasonable to its supporters. As likely one of the few Westerners with whom my interviewees 

had ever actually talked to about Islam, I felt that I could potentially challenge this narrative, or 

at the very least avoid reinforcing the normalization of Islamophobia. Nevertheless, for every 

instance in which I questioned the logic or veracity of an Islamophobic story or rumor, there 

were many others in which I simply sat and listened. The ugliest elements of Sinhala Buddhist 

nationalist discourse were often both the most interesting and the most difficult to criticize 

logically. Overall, I attempted to strike a delicate balance between pragmatic research concerns 

and my sense of personal obligation to oppose anti-Muslim bias.  
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Moreover, my own positionality as a white Western researcher raises a number of 

important ethical concerns. It is worth noting that I surely could not have conducted such 

extensive fieldwork with BBS supporters had I looked Arab or Muslim. Furthermore, as a white 

man spending time in the BBS office and attending rallies and events held by the group, I was a 

conspicuous presence. For Sri Lankans in the postcolonial context, being with a white-skinned 

person can convey status and power. By spending so much time with BBS supporters, then, did I 

make the group appear powerful and influential? This may seem to be a less than substantive 

concern, but one incident from my fieldwork captures its potential importance. In the town of 

Gampola, an ethno-religiously divided area and the site of Sinhala-Muslim riots in 1915, I 

noticed heads turning in my direction as I walked around with Anuruddha, a hardline BBS 

supporter. Anuruddha was presumably well-known in the town as a nationalist, as he was 

responsible for organizing a recent rally. I feared that perhaps, in the eyes of Muslim observers, 

my presence alongside him might signal that he had powerful connections and was someone to 

be feared. Moreover, for Buddhists, his presence with a white foreigner could signal that joining 

a nationalist group was a means of access to higher social strata. Thus, fieldwork does not occur 

in a lab; rather, the researcher’s presence produces social impacts which are unpredictable and 

potentially harmful. Particularly in the context of research that deals with sensitive ethnic 

tensions, then, anthropologists must remain cognizant of their external impact.  

Theoretical Framework 

 Anthropological approaches to ethnoreligious conflict which take transnationalism and 

globalization seriously offer a suitable theoretical framework for the analysis of Sinhala Buddhist 

Islamophobic movements. With regards to the BBS, one key question to consider is as follows: 

what drives hatred and violence against the relatively powerless Muslim minority, who would 
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seem to pose little actual threat to the Sinhala Buddhist majority’s hegemony? In Fear of Small 

Numbers (2006), Arjun Appadurai grapples with the problem of hatred and violence against 

minorities as it plays out in the transnational era. In what follows, I summarize the most 

important aspects of Appadurai’s approach, which serves as the backdrop for my analysis of the 

Sinhala Buddhist anti-Muslim movement throughout this thesis. 

 Appadurai postulates a direct link between globalization and increased violence against 

minorities. Pointing to “the systemic compromise of national economic sovereignty that is built 

into the logic of globalization,” as well as “the increasing strain this puts on states to behave as 

trustees of the interests of a territorially defined and confined “people,”” Appadurai claims that 

“minorities are the major site for displacing the anxieties of many states about their own minority 

or marginality (real or imagined) in a world of a few megastates, of unruly economic flows and 

compromised sovereignties” (42).  Further, in an age of porous boundaries between countries, 

minorities “are metaphors and reminders of the betrayal of the classical national project.” Thus, 

minorities are targeted because they represent “the failure of the nation-state to preserve its 

promise to be the guarantor of national sovereignty” – i.e. the failure of a model of statehood in 

which distinct ethnic groups are attached to defined national territories – in an increasingly 

globalized world (43).  

 Moreover, drawing on Mary Douglas’ authorship about boundaries and margins, 

Appadurai argues that minorities are the target of hatred because they do not fit neatly into 

accepted social categories. Rather, they “blur the boundaries between “us” and “them,” here and 

there, in and out, healthy and unhealthy, loyal and disloyal, needed but unwelcome.” For 

Appadurai, many of these boundaries are also blurred by global forces: minorities “embody the 

core problem of globalization itself for many nation-states.” As such, “the globalization of 
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violence against minorities enacts a deep anxiety about the national project and its own 

ambiguous relationship to globalization.” It is impossible for such anxieties to be directed at 

globalization itself – a “force without a face.” Instead, as representatives of the tension between 

nationalism and globalization, minorities become “the flash point for a series of uncertainties that 

mediate between everyday life and its fast-shifting global backdrop” (44). In this schema, since 

both globalization and minorities distort the boundaries of the national project, minorities 

become representative of globalization, and thus become the target for the majority’s anger about 

various aspects of globalization.  

 In Appadurai’s framework, the categories of majority and minority are not taken as static, 

pre-figured, or given. Rather, “it is through specific choices and strategies, often of state elites or 

political leaders, that particular groups, who have stayed invisible, are rendered visible as 

minorities against whom campaigns of calumny can be unleashed, leading to explosions of 

ethnocide” (45). As such, “rather than saying that minorities produce violence, we could better 

say that violence, especially at the national level, requires minorities. And this production of 

minorities requires unearthing some histories and burying others.” In this highly selective 

process, issues of global concern can become deeply local, and local minorities can become tied 

to transnational forces (46). Thus, based on international contextual factors as well as the 

conscious decisions of political elites, different minorities shift in and out of focus at different 

times. 

 Moreover, Appadurai considers the connections between the impersonality of 

globalization and the intimacy of violence against minorities. He claims that “new forms of 

intimate violence seem especially puzzling in an era of fast technologies, abstract financial 

instruments, remote forms of power, and large-scale flows of techniques and ideologies.” Yet he 
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does not configure the relationship between the abstract and the embodied as one of 

contradiction. Rather, “[t]he body, especially the minoritized body, can simultaneously be the 

mirror and the instrument of those abstractions we fear most.” Further, in the context of anxieties 

about globalization, “part of the effort to slow down the whirl of the global and its seeming 

largeness of reach is by holding it still, and making it small, in the body of the violated minor.” 

Thus, violence against the bodies of minorities “is not about old hatreds or primordial fears” 

(47). Rather, “[i]t is an effort to exorcise the new, the emergent, and the uncertain, one name for 

which is globalization” (48). As such, corporeal violence, in all its intimacy and locality, can be 

directly tied to abstract transnational forces. 

 Further, the most extreme forms of ethnic violence are a result of predatory identities, i.e. 

“those identities whose social construction and mobilization require the extinction of other, 

proximate social categories, defined as threats to the very existence of some group, defined as a 

we.” Predatory identities emerge from pairs of identities with “long histories of close contact, 

mixture, and some degree of mutual stereotyping.” “One of these pairs or sets of identities is 

turned predatory by mobilizing an understanding of itself as a threatened majority” (51). Thus, 

the majority’s fear of minorities is motivated by its fear of “trading places”, or of one day 

becoming a minority itself (52). Additionally, “[p]redatory identities emerge in the tension 

between majority identities and national identities”, aiming to “close the gap between the 

majority and the purity of the national whole” (53).  Thus, the smallest and least powerful 

minorities have a large capacity to produce fear and anger among the majority. 

 Appadurai’s approach to violence against minorities in Fear of Small Numbers resonates 

strongly with my own findings from interviews with Buddhist nationalists. Throughout this 

thesis, I apply his theoretical frame loosely to my fieldwork, placing a strong focus on the role of 
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global and transnational flows in Sinhala Buddhist nationalist discourse. However, I also argue 

for the value of contextually specific approaches to ethnic nationalism and violence. In the case 

of Sri Lanka, BBS supporters feel that globalization poses a threat to Sinhala Buddhist 

hegemony because they believe that Sri Lanka’s minorities are more globally influential than the 

majority Sinhala community. In the alleged absence of strong international allies for the 

Sinhalese, Sri Lanka’s Muslim minority, relatively powerless in terms of local politics, becomes 

a threat in the eyes of Sinhala nationalists because of its perceived ability to forge ties with a 

powerful global Islamic movement. Thus, I argue that it is not small numbers alone that animate 

ethnic violence in the era of globalization, but rather their (genuine or imagined) connections 

with large forces. 

In addition to Appadurai’s work, Parvis Ghassem-Fachandi’s Pogrom in Gujarat: Hindu 

Nationalism and Anti-Muslim Violence in India (2012) serves as a key source of inspiration for 

my own ideas about the role of food consumption in Sinhala Buddhist nationalist discourse. 

Ghassem-Fachandi considers how Hindu notions of vegetarianism and nonviolence (ahimsa) are 

used to produce disgust at the allegedly violent, meat-eating Muslim. He suggests that “the figure 

of the Muslim comes to stand for all those vices that many [Hindus] are incapable of renouncing 

on the one hand, and that are associated with meat consumption on the other. Muslims are made 

to stand openly for what many others do anyway more clandestinely, or find various alternative 

contexts to engage in” (20). Mary Douglas’ Purity and Danger is also an important background 

text for my consideration of embodied politics. For Douglas, “[t]he body is a model which can 

stand for any bounded system,” and “[i]ts boundaries can represent any boundaries which are 

threatened or precarious” (1978:116). I found this insight to be useful for interpreting Sinhala 

Buddhist nationalist metaphors in which the body comes to represent the nation.  
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Literature Review 

While the BBS has received much attention in Sri Lankan journalistic sources such as 

Groundviews, little scholarly analysis has dealt with the relatively recent rise of anti-Muslim 

hatred and violence in Sinhala-majority regions of Sri Lanka. Below, I assess the relevance of 

existing academic work on several related topics –Sri Lankan Muslim ethnoreligious identity, 

ethnic and religious violence in Sri Lanka, and Sinhala Buddhist nationalism – to the emergence 

of Islamophobic right-wing Sinhala Buddhist groups. Drawing on and contributing to these 

literatures, I situate my thesis as part of a nascent body of scholarship on the Sinhala Buddhist 

anti-Muslim movement. 

i. Sri Lankan Muslim Identities 

Much of the literature on Sri Lankan Muslim identities deals with the construction of 

difference between Muslims and Tamils. Although Sri Lankan Muslims are likely of substantial 

South Indian descent, perhaps with some minor genetic contribution from Arab traders, one 

cannot be both Tamil and Muslim in Sri Lanka, as one can in Tamil Nadu. In “Arabs, Moors and 

Muslims,” Dennis McGilvray documents the production of a Muslim ethnic identity distinct 

from that of Tamils in Sri Lanka (1998). He points out that politically motivated attempts by 

Tamil nationalists to prove that “the Moors [a Portuguese colonial term for Muslims] were 

simply Muslim members of the Tamil ‘race’” were largely rejected by the Muslim community 

itself during the colonial era (449). This dynamic shaped the position of Sri Lankan Muslims in 

the ethnic conflict, during which Muslims were expelled from Tamil-controlled areas and 

castigated by the LTTE “for their alleged ethnic betrayal” (473). In “Muslims in Sri Lanka’s 

Ethnic Conflict,” Farzana Haniffa argues that the Sri Lankan Muslim community “does not have 
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a place in any larger nationalist narrative—either a narrative of a liberation struggle (Tamil 

nationalism), or in a fight to safeguard the motherland (Sinhala Nationalism)” (2007). 

Furthermore, she claims that both Sinhala and Tamil nationalists “propagate an understanding of 

the conflict in reductive two party terms,” at the expense of the Muslim community (52-53). The 

altered ethnic dynamics of the post-civil war scenario have not yet received extensive 

examination in the literature. 

Various scholars have also commented on recent shifts in Sri Lankan Muslim identity as 

a result of globalization. In “Sri Lankan Muslims: between ethno-nationalism and the global 

ummah” (2011), McGilvray suggests that Sri Lankan Muslims today have “a heightened 

awareness of ‘Muslim issues’ around the world, from Kosovo to Kuala Lumpur, and thus a 

greater sense of membership in the global community of all Muslims (the ummah).” This has 

resulted in a “self-conscious turn toward Islamic dress (hijab), especially among younger and 

more urban Muslim women,” as well as “a modest growth in the adoption of male Islamic 

clothing, such as the Arabian-style thobe (thawb), and the cultivation of beards” (54). Ultimately, 

claims McGilvray, “the current trend toward Middle Eastern styles of dress and architecture now 

draws greater attention to the Muslims as a conspicuous social ‘other’ in the public sphere” (60). 

In a similar vein, Haniffa explores the increasing visibility of what she refers to as the “Islamic 

Piety movement” in Sri Lanka (2008). She suggests that the movement is motivated in part by 

global Islamic trends, and in part as a reaction to the strongly articulated Sinhala and Tamil 

nationalist identities already existent in the country. She argues that the turn toward Islamic piety 

is “affecting Muslims' place in the Sri Lankan polity, by the cultivation of ethnic exclusivity” 

(372). Thus, the literature suggests that Sri Lankan Muslims are actively mobilizing around their 

religious identity and becoming more strongly connected to issues of concern to Muslims 
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worldwide, and that these developments have reinforced the conspicuous difference of Muslims 

in the eyes of other Sri Lankans. Scholarly analysis of Sri Lankan Muslim responses to the new 

wave of Islamophobia remains lacking. 

ii. Ethnic and Communal Violence in Sri Lanka 

Though little academic material has been produced thus far about the recent wave of anti-

Muslim violence in Sri Lanka, a significant base of literature exists regarding the anthropology 

of violence in the Sinhala-Tamil conflict. In fact, this scholarship is so extensive that some 

commentators have raised the question of how violence became such a prominent phenomenon 

of study and what this reveals about the anthropologizing of Sri Lanka. For instance, Pradeep 

Jeganathan documents the rise of “violence” as a canonical category in anthropological 

renditions of Sri Lanka since the 1983 Black July riots, suggesting that the term “is an analytical 

name for events of political incomprehensibility, events of horror, events that challenge ideas of 

humanness and humanity, without a countervailing and intelligible political meaningfulness” 

(1998:46). In the postcolonial context, the use of “violence” as a catch-all frame for interpreting 

ethnoreligious relations is problematic. However, much of the literature on Sri Lanka that deals 

with “violence” is self-critical and cognizant of these dynamics. 

While schemas which suggest that ethnic violence in the underdeveloped world results 

from cultural flaws are now widely discredited, the body of scholarship concerning “communal” 

violence in Sri Lanka has not been immune to these pitfalls. Bruce Kapferer’s Legends of 

People, Myths of State (1988) has been the subject of much critique, with detractors claiming 

that it posits a primordialist connection between Sinhala violence and Sinhala cultural practices 

(see Abeysekara 2001:2).  Less ethnocentric approaches have superseded Kapferer’s model, 
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though questions remain regarding the degree of relativism that is acceptable when studying 

nationalism and violence. Valentine Daniel’s Charred Lullabies, which also deals with the 

Sinhala-Tamil conflict, struggles with these questions of neutrality and representation. His work 

applies the anthropological turn toward reflexivity to the highly brutal subject matter of anti-

Tamil violence in Sri Lanka. He suggests that an adequate representation of violence must avoid 

falling into pornographic sensationalism on the one hand or excessive theorization on the other 

(1996). However, postcolonial scholars like Qadri Ismail have criticized Daniel’s approach for 

its alleged focus on Western academic issues and insufficient willingness to intervene in Sri 

Lankan political debates (2005:xxix). 

Non-ethnographic, historical authorship on the 1915 clashes between Sinhala Buddhist 

and Muslims is also relevant to an anthropological study of current-day Sinhala Islamophobia. 

Modern-day Sri Lankan stereotypes depicting Muslims as foreigners and rich traders are drawn 

in part from this historical context. Stanley Tambiah’s Levelling Crowds provides a detailed 

analysis of the 1915 riots, suggesting that they were the result of tensions between Sinhalese and 

Coast Moors – recent Muslim immigrants from South India primarily involved in commerce. He 

references Kumari Jayawardena’s description of Sinhala complaints regarding the Coast Moors: 

The charges against the Coast Moors were that they were unscrupulous, alien […] and 

they loaned money at usurious rates… Before the 1915 riots, Sinhalese had boycotted 

Coast Moormen’s boutiques (general merchandise shops and food counters) as a warning 

to them to desist from attempting to seduce Sinhalese girls. (qtd. in Tambiah 1996:57) 

The Sinhala population resented the Coast Moors’ economic dominance, associated them with 

foreignness, and feared the loss of Sinhala women to an ethnic other. These views are 
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remarkably similar to those that the BBS expresses today about Muslims. Thus, a stereotype 

which began with regards to Coast Moors was extended to Sri Lankan Muslims writ large. 

Tambiah suggests that, when ethnic tensions broke out, the local Muslim minority (then known 

as Ceylon Moors) associated itself with the Coast Moors on the basis of religion. As such, “the 

initial distinction which the Sinhalese made between the [Coast] Indian and Ceylon Moors began 

to fade gradually and to disappear completely when violence broke out in 1915” (Ali, qtd. in 75). 

Striking similarities exist between those stereotypes about Muslims formed in the context of the 

1915 riots and those which exist today. 

iii. Sinhala Buddhist Nationalism  

Significant overlap exists between the literature on “communal violence” and the 

literature on “religious nationalism” in the South Asian context. In popular discourse, many have 

posited a contradiction between nonviolent Buddhist doctrine and the often-violent reality of 

Buddhism in Sri Lanka. Stanley Tambiah’s Buddhism Betrayed  (1992), a seminal work on the 

Buddhist monkhood’s support for all-out war against the LTTE, operates from this perspective. 

Intended for a general audience, it considers how Buddhists can engage in political violence 

when their religion preaches peace. In a similar vein, Tessa Bartholemeusz considers ethno-

nationalism and support for violence among monks through the lens of “Buddhist 

fundamentalism” (1998), while also reflecting on Buddhist approaches to just-war ideology 

(2002).  

Some have criticized this literature for creating reified categories of “religion” and 

“violence,” supposedly existing in diametric opposition to one another. Discussing Tambiah’s 

frame, Ananda Abeysekara claims that “the very question of Buddhism betrayed? presupposes 
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an authentic, nonviolent Buddhism as opposed to a “political Buddhism” (Tambiah’s term) that 

advocates violence.” For Abeysekara, “this argument takes both categories of “violence” and 

“Buddhism” to be self-evident” rather than questioning “the ways in which specific persons or 

practices are authorized, enabled, and indeed obliged to come into central view and fade from 

view as Buddhism and non-Buddhism” (2002:203-204).Similarly, in The Work of Kings, H.L. 

Seneviratne takes a critical stance towards Max Weber’s conception of “ancient Buddhism” – 

“more an extrapolation from an essentialized Buddhist doctrine than an abstract of monastic life 

as it was actually lived” (1999:1). Seneviratne’s ethnography of Sinhala Buddhist nationalism 

examines its practice in the Sri Lankan monkhood, in particular by considering the impacts of 

Buddhist reformer Anagarika Dharmapala. Reflecting the general trend in anthropology away 

from “objective” relativism, Seneviratne suggests that social issues within post-colonial states, 

including majoritarian nationalisms, “demand the anthropologist’s involvement, not merely as 

allegedly objective and impartial analyst or culture writer agonizing about how to write culture, 

but as a participant in unraveling social ills with a view to contributing towards their 

amelioration” (6). As such, Seneviratne is critical of the Sri Lankan Buddhist sangha’s use of the 

notion of worldly engagement to justify involvement in Sinhala nationalist politics.  The Work of 

Kings, though written before the rise of the BBS or even the JHU, remains a highly relevant text 

for contextualizing the role of monks in Sri Lankan society and politics. 

In tracing the rise of increasingly chauvinistic Sinhala Buddhist formations since the turn 

of the century, some scholars have focused on the impact of globalization. Using a transnational 

frame, Stephen Berkwitz analyzes the rhetoric and impact of Ven. Gangodawila Soma Thero, a 

controversial, charismatic, and often chauvinistic monk who stressed the need to embrace 

authentic local Sinhala ways of living in the face of global forces, while nevertheless using mass 
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media to convey his message (2008). Berkwitz remarks that Soma combined a moral struggle 

against corruption and degradation in Buddhism itself with a political struggle against various 

groups that represented the Other: “corrupt and “Westernized” politicians, evangelical 

missionaries, the World Bank, Tamil separatists, Norwegian peace mediators, and the allegedly 

booming populations of Sri Lankan Tamils and Muslims” (95). Further, Soma gained a popular 

following by “merg[ing] the universal truth of Buddhism with its particular expression in Sinhala 

traditions while rejecting global intrusions into religion and nation as particular forms of 

corruption and malevolence that threaten what he felt holds the keys to individual and societal 

well-being” (104).  Elements of Soma’s ideology are clearly present in BBS rhetoric: the alleged 

threat posed by external others, the opposition to foreign forces, and the deployment of mass 

media as a means of political messaging. Moreover, Berkwitz’s research raises important 

questions about globalization, suggesting its ability to exacerbate and sharpen parochial identities 

rather than diminishing them. These will be investigated in further depth when discussing the 

BBS’s relationship to the global. 

Ven. Soma’s death, which was associated with a number of conspiracy theories about 

foreign involvement, ushered in a new phase of Buddhist nationalist politics. As Mahinda 

Deegalle argues, the Jathika Hela Urumaya (JHU), a nationalist political party primarily 

composed of Buddhist monks, drew on popular sentiment following Soma’s passing to contest 

an election and make substantial gains (2004:88-89). In an article entitled “Politics of the Jathika 

HelaUrumaya Monks: Buddhism and Ethnicity in Contemporary Sri Lanka,” Deegalle outlines 

the political agenda of the JHU, which includes the creation of a “dharmarajya” (righteous 

state), opposition to devolution of power to minorities, and suspicion of NGO involvement in 

religious conversions (95-96). Deegalle points out that “the contemporary Sri Lankan situation 
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which oppress religious minorities. A comparable example to the Sri Lankan case is Israeli-

Jewish nationalism, which mobilizes similar rhetoric about the sole homeland of the Jewish 

people in a sea of Arab and Muslim states (and has similar ethnocidal consequences for 

Palestinian Arabs). Lacking the same siege mentality, other forms of nationalism may not be as 

pronounced or violent.  

Discussing the relationship between relatively liberal nationalisms and ideologies of 

ethnic supremacy, Appadurai claims that “all majoritarianisms have in them the seeds of 

genocide, since they are invariably connected with ideas about the singularity and completeness 

of the national ethnos” (57). I argue that some majoritarianisms are more prone to becoming 

predatory in the era of globalization than others. Where a minority is perceived to have strong 

connections to global currents of power, and the majority views itself as isolated from these same 

currents, the increasing importance of transnational forces and cross-border flows is more likely 

to make the majority feel that its hegemony is under threat. In such cases, anti-minority violence 

is greatly amplified, as majorities are able to justify their actions on supposedly defensive 

grounds. The rise of an Islamophobic movement among the Sinhala Buddhist majority in post-

civil war Sri Lanka exemplifies the fear that globalization causes among majorities who feel that 

they are internationally weaker than minorities. The Aluthgama anti-Muslim riots of June 2014, 

which caused numerous deaths, many injuries, massive human displacement, and extensive 

property damage, are a testament to the violent results of such fear. 

Postscript: The Future of the BBS in the Era of Maithripala Sirisena 

 The landscape of Sri Lankan ethnoreligious politics has been significantly altered by the 

shock defeat of Mahinda Rajapaksa in the January 2015 Presidential elections, at the hands of 
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common opposition candidate Maithripala Sirisena. In the eyes of many onlookers, the BBS’s 

open support of Rajapaksa’s re-election campaign confirmed suspicions that the group was an 

arm of the government. During my fieldwork, members of the Muslim community often 

expressed the view that a regime change would signal the end of the anti-Muslim campaign. At 

the time, I was skeptical of this assertion; yet the Islamophobic movement does appear to be 

disempowered by Sirisena’s rise to the presidency. A BBS rally in Colombo’s Hyde Park during 

the election campaign received extremely poor attendance (Ahamed 2014), while my personal 

observations indicate a dearth in articles about the BBS on Sri Lankan online media and a drop 

in activity on pro-BBS Facebook pages since Rajapaksa’s defeat. This is not to imply that 

President Sirisena has an enlightened stance on ethnic issues – in fact, his election platform 

bypassed the topics of Tamil and Muslim rights almost altogether. Nevertheless, even a rational 

Sinhala Buddhist government with no benevolent intentions toward minorities would recognize 

that the BBS is a liability, not an asset, in Sri Lanka’s efforts to avoid a UN-sponsored 

international investigation on atrocities committed during the final stages of the civil war. With 

Rajapaksa’s loss at the polls, it is unclear what future role the BBS will play in Sri Lankan 

politics. 

 Drawing on Ananda Abeysekara’s insight that the meaning of the signifier “Buddhism” 

in relation to other categories like “politics” and “violence” is malleable rather than static (2002), 

I propose that Sirisena’s election signals a potential shift in dominant conceptions of 

“Buddhism” as a political category in Sri Lanka. While the BBS openly supported Rajapaksa, 

Sirisena’s election campaign received the crucial support of the JHU, whose image as a bastion 

of Buddhist incorruptibility granted Sirisena legitimacy with Sinhala voters. With the backing of 

key Sinhala nationalist figures like Champika Ranawaka and Athuraliye Rathana Thero, Sirisena 
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managed to shift the terms of debate, portraying the Rajapaksa government as “unBuddhist” due 

to its corruption, its networks of family patronage, and its involvement in a major casino 

development project. Rajapaksa responded by mobilizing the well-worn narrative of an 

international conspiracy against Sri Lanka (i.e. against Sinhala Buddhists), in which the 

opposition would allow foreign forces to defame the country and prosecute the Sinhala war 

heroes who defeated terrorism. However, Rajapaksa’s effort to return the discussion to the ethnic 

plane failed, largely due to Sirisena’s own lack of engagement with minority grievances.  

 Thus, whereas for Rajapaksa, authentic Buddhism meant protecting the Sinhala Buddhist 

nation from external enemies, in Sirisena’s campaign, authentic Buddhism referred primarily to 

internal reform and the rejection of vice. Nevertheless, as shown by the common BBS motif in 

which rich Muslims pay off the police to avoid culpability for sexual crimes, the ideas of purity 

and anti-corruption that animated Sirisena’s rise to power are not racially neutral but rather are 

suffused with latent ethnic content. Thus, Sirisena represents a more benign articulation of 

Buddhist nationalism than that of either Rajapaksa or the BBS; his election does not signify a 

shift away from Buddhist nationalism altogether. For those concerned with ethnoreligious 

equality in Sri Lanka, the consequences of the continued interplay between Sirisena’s emergent 

discourse of Buddhist internal reform and the BBS’s discourse of “protecting Buddhism” from 

malevolent outside forces remain to be seen. 
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