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Buddhist Fundamentalism and Minority Identities in Sri Lanka is a
collection of eight essays (with introductory and concluding essays)
that examines how Sinhala�Buddhist fundamentalism shapes the

identities of non�Buddhist peoples in Sri Lanka: Tamils, Muslims, and
Burghers and other Christians (p. 1).

This book is a valuable addition to the field since its primary focus is
on the ÒOther,Ó that is, on minority communities and the impact that the
development of Sinhala�Buddhist fundamentalism has had on their self�
identity. The article bibliographies are good and the writing is generally
solid, informative, and thought�provoking. This book would make a valu-
able companion piece to any one of the volumes listed in the extensive
ÒSelected BibliographyÓ that discuss Buddhist revivalism and the develop-
ment of Sinhala�Buddhist fundamentalism. My quibbles with the volume
were minor and stylistic. The book also includes articles that discuss the
specific views that fall under the rubric of fundamentalism and that address
the important question of what it means to be a non�fundamentalist Bud-
dhist in Sri Lanka.

The introductory essay by the editors sets the context for the balance
of the volume by placing Sinhala�Buddhist fundamentalism within the
broader study of religious fundamentalism worldwide, drawing on the Fun-
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damentalism Project (Fundamentalisms Observed [Chicago: University of
Chicago Press, 1991] and Fundamentalisms Comprehended [Chicago:
University of Chicago Press, 1995] edited by Martin E. Marty and R. Scott
Appleby).

While acknowledging that Sinhala�Buddhist fundamentalism is not a
ÒthingÓ but rather a spectrum of beliefs, the authors point out that it shares
certain characteristics identified by Marty and Appleby as commonly found
in religious fundamentalism cross�culturally, reliance on religion for iden-
tity being one key element.

In their reading of Buddhism, Sinhala�Buddhist fundamentalists iden-
tify Buddhist Sinhalas as the people who have been charged by the
Buddha himself to maintain and protect Buddhism. In addition, they
identify the island of Sri Lanka as dhammadipa, the island (dipa) of
the dhamma, the Buddhist teachings. The identity between the Sinhala
people and the dhamma, based on a reading of the fifth century Sri
Lankan Òmythohistory,Ó the Mahavamsa, has contributed to the no-
tion that Sri Lanka, destined to be the island of the dhamma, should
be dominated by Buddhists (p. 2).

Variations on this view are prominent in political discourse in Sri
Lanka. A second facet of cross�cultural fundamentalism is a concern for
boundaries and a fear of pollution (p. 3). It is here that ethnicity becomes a
major issue, not simply with regard to non�Sinhalas but also concerning
Òunrighteous Sinhalas.Ó

The protection of the dhamma thus means a focus on purity, on only
the righteous  having sovereignty over dhammadipa. The unrighteous,
whether other Sinhalas,  or non�Sinhala peoples, are cast as the en-
emy of the island and of Buddhism (p. 3).

Sinhala�Buddhist fundamentalism also differs in important ways from
other types of religious fundamentalism. It does not exhibit a missionary
zeal, nor does it require strict behavioral standards. Most important,
ÒSinhala�Buddhist fundamentalists do not form a coherent, readily identi-
fiable group.Ó

Finally (and here the authors give with one hand and take away with
the other), technically speaking, Sinhala�Buddhist fundamentalism does
not have a ÒsacredÓ text that serves as a blueprint for society. However,
while the Mahavamsa is not a canonical text, it carries the same impor-
tance as if it were and often Òserves as a cloak of authority to wrap around
contemporary views in Buddhist Sri LankaÓ (p. 4). Indeed, it is the
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Mahavamsa that authorizes a connection between religion and the state
and it is this connection to the past that informs expectations of present and
future political decisions (p. 5).

This discussion of the elements of Sinhala�Buddhist fundamentalism
sets the stage for a discussion of views concerning the ÒOtherÓ minority
religious and ethic communities. Not every minority is construed in the
same light at all times � near and far otherness tends to be contextual �
and while all ÒothersÓ are a threat to purity and order, those who are nearest
in terms of neighbors, descendants, or power relationships Òare more trou-
blesome than a far OtherÓ (p. 11). In this case, the proximate ÒothersÓ are
the Tamils while the Òfar othersÓ are the Burghers (descendants of Euro-
pean colonists, mostly Christian) and Muslims. In the same way as these
groups are ÒotherÓ for Sinhalese�Buddhist fundamentalists, so too are
Sinhala�Buddhist fundamentalists for them. However, minority identities
have tended to be developed in light of  the growth and political strength of
Sinhala�Buddhist fundamentalism over the past hundred years. And this is
the primary focus of the book, to address Òthe ways and extent to which
minority identities are fashioned by Sinhala�Buddhist fundamentalismÓ
and Òwhat it means to be a non�Buddhist, and a non�fundamentalist Bud-
dhist, in contemporary Sri LankaÓ (p. 10). In order to illustrate what the
editors have in mind, I will outline a few of the articles from the volume
that deal with the ways in which minority identities � that is, Tamils and
non�Buddhist Sinhala � have been shaped by the larger ÒOther,Ó Sinhala�
Buddhist fundamentalism.

 ÒThe Impact of Land Reforms, Rural Images and Nationalist Ideol-
ogy on Plantation Tamils,Ó by Oddvar Hollup, focuses on the Plantation
Tamils (formerly known as Indian Tamils). According to Hollup, Planta-
tion Tamils have been denied an identity of their own due to the
ÒessentializingÓ forces of the conflict between Sinhala nationalism and Tamil
separatism. The Sinhalas do not distinguish between Sri Lankan Tamils
and Plantation Tamils, treating them as Òthe monolithic OtherÓ (p. 74). For
their part, the Sri Lankan Tamils have attempted to speak for the Plantation
Tamils in order to support their claim for a separate state (p. 75). HollupÕs
focus, then, is slightly different from that of other essays in the volume in
that he concerns himself not so much with the shaping of identity as with
the denial of a separate identity.

The author provides a brief background on the Plantation Tamils, Òde-
scendants of Indian labor migrants to the plantations during the British
period.Ó The majority live and work on the tea and rubber plantations of
the central highlands and are separated by caste, occupation, dialect, and so
on from the Sri Lankan Tamils who live in the northern and eastern parts of
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the island. While they share some similarities in language and religious
practice, and may, Hollup states, feel some sympathy for Sri Lankan Tamil
grievances (as common victims of the 1983 riots, for example), they have
not Òidentified themselves and their interests with those of the Sri Lankan
Tamils.Ó This is in part, the author states, because the Sri Lankan Tamils
have Òfrequently ill�treated them and exploited their labor powerÓ (p. 77).
Largely confined to the plantations because of poverty, lack of education,
the threat of repatriation, and lack of citizenship (despite 1988 decision to
grant stateless persons citizenship, the author notes that 318,000 Plantation
Tamils are still stateless), they have been forced to remain in Sinhala�
dominated low� and mid�country areas where they have become Òthe rec-
ognizable OtherÓ subject to retaliation from Sinhalas responding to violent
acts by the Tamil Tigers in the north (p. 79). Their identity, then, is inti-
mately bound up with political issues of repatriation and citizenship and
the struggle to improve their economic and political position (p. 79).

Like Tambiah and others, Hollup draws our attention to the role that
competition in trade, access to higher education, employment, and land
grants have had in the development of ethnic rivalry (p. 79). This is an
important point not only for the Sri Lankan situation but for other areas of
conflict as well. And, once generated, ethnic conflict becomes an impor-
tant element in political and economic life, as the case of land reform dem-
onstrates. Central to nationalist rhetoric is the vision of an ideal pre�colo-
nial agrarian society centered around village life and the Buddhist temple.
The plantation is seen (with justification) as part of the colonial structure
that destroyed that social harmony and impoverished village life through
the acquisition of land, deforestation, and a lack of economic benefits to
the village (p. 81). Hollup argues that this Sinhala�Buddhist fundamental-
ist ideology was a major factor in the nationalization of the plantations.
ÒThe elite had ideological reasons, backed by a moral and mythohistoric
justification for supporting the image of an authentic, family�farming and
rice�based Sinhala societyÓ (p. 84). While more Sinhala villagers have
become employed on estates and the management of the estates is prima-
rily Sinhala (middle� and upper�middle�class landowning families from
Colombo and Kandy) (p. 83), the reforms have not produced a redistribu-
tion of any significant amount of land to the rural poor (p. 85). Plantation
Tamils, their living conditions of no interest to the new management struc-
tures (p. 83) and viewed by many rural Sinhalas as having enjoyed higher
and more stable economic benefits than the peasantry through their asso-
ciation with the plantations (p. 81), have seen their conditions deteriorate
even further with less work and diminished incomes and have been forced
to move from some of the estates (pp. 83, 85). These reforms, plus the
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ethnic rioting in 1977 and 1981 in many mid�country estates, Hollup states,
caused many Plantation Tamils to flee farther north where they became
landless laborers for absentee Tamil landlords, living in conditions far worse
than those on the estates (p. 82).

Thus, Hollup concludes, their identity has been shaped on the one
hand by the implementation of Sinhala�Buddhist fundamentalist ideology
in the economic, social, and political sphere to their detriment as the Tamil
ÒOther,Ó and on the other hand by the agenda of some Sri Lankan Tamils
who demand a separate state and attempt to Òspeak forÓ them but some of
whom have treated Plantation Tamils as a source of cheap labor. Brought
to a sense of common interests vis�a�vis these other groups, and with slowly
increasing numbers of Plantation Tamils becoming citizens, they have be-
gun to Òspeak for themselves.Ó

HollupÕs article highlights one of the central themes that run through
all the essays in Buddhist Fundamentalisms: the fact that in Sri Lanka to-
day ethnicity is the overriding marker of identity. It transcends religion
(the major marker of identity a hundred years ago), caste, and class. This
has implications for those Sinhalas who are not Buddhist.

Tessa J. BartholomeuszÕs article ÒSinhala Anglicans and Buddhism in
Sri Lanka: When the ÔOtherÕ Becomes YouÓ explores the experience of
Sinhala Anglicans who, in the face of Sinhala�Buddhist fundamentalism,
have been Òforced to show their loyalty to the nation through the revival of
a shared ÒhistoryÓ and language, rather than through religious affiliationÓ
(p.133). The Anglican Church came to Sri Lanka during the British period
of colonization and is thus a reminder of both the anti�Buddhist rhetoric of
many early Christian missionaries and the experience of being colonized.
While the Anglican Church began a process of indigenization fairly early
on and by the late 1800s had begun to develop a Ceylonese identity, this
same period saw the development of Buddhist revivalism as cultural resist-
ance against the British (p. 136). For many Buddhists, the Anglicized were
not truly Sinhala. As Bartholomeusz notes, ÒThese Buddhists thus created
a boundary � based on religion � among the local population that deter-
mined who was firmly Sinhala and who was notÓ (p. 139). The mark of
ÒOthernessÓ was religion.

What I found most fascinating in the authorÕs discussion of this pe-
riod was the way in which Sinhala Christians appear to have accepted the
conflation of Buddhist and Sinhala as proposed by Buddhist reformers.
Many customs and beliefs � such as transmigration, for example � be-
came ÒnationalÓ rather than religious, national being identified with Sinhala
culture. This allowed Sinhala Anglicans to minimize their religious
ÒothernessÓ and present Christianity as a legitimate means of expressing
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national identity. Bartholomeusz notes that the view of one Anglican au-
thor who wrote that Anglicanism could be a means by which Ceylonese
ÒnationalÓ culture and religion could be celebrated Òsuggests 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 Angli-
cans, the majority of whom were Sinhala, could also glorify ÔtraditionalÕ
Sinhala cultureÓ (p. 141).

According to the author, the requirement to demonstrate national loy-
alty in the face of their non�Buddhist religion guided the indigenization of
the Anglican Church in Sri Lanka. ÒUnder pressure to conform to the Sinhala
identity that Dharmapala and his colleagues had promoted, Karava Chris-
tians proved their Sinhalaness, and their loyalty to Ceylon, by ÔSinhalizingÕ
their religionÓ (p. 140).

The extent to which this trend has continued in Christian churches in
Sri Lanka is made clear by R. L. Stirrat, who reports in ÒCatholic Identity
and Global ForcesÓ that since the 1980s there has been a pronounced frac-
ture in the Sri Lankan Catholic identity � between Sinhala and Tamil
Catholics (p.151) � and that during the riots of 1983 Catholics as well as
Buddhists attacked Tamils regardless of their religious affiliation. In the
north, Stirrat notes, the Catholic Church is closely identified with the LTTE
(Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam). He summarizes the situation:

Whilst in the late nineteenth century Òbeing SinhalaÓ or Òbeing TamilÓ
was for many people secondary to Òbeing CatholicÓ or Òbeing Bud-
dhist,Ó today the situation is reversed. Thus throughout even the
most uniform Catholic areas of southern Sri Lanka, people see them-
selves first and foremost as Sinhala; only secondarily do they iden-
tify themselves as Catholics. So far as the war is concerned, most
Sinhala Catholics are much more shocked by reported LTTE atroci-
ties 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 (p. 152).

Ethnicity, then, has become the major facet of identity in Sri Lanka
today, in large part due to the pressure exerted by Sinhala�Buddhist funda-
mentalism. Regardless of the actual numbers of those people who would
be identified as fundamentalists � John Clifford Holt in the concluding
article, ÒThe Persistence of Political Buddhism,Ó senses that they are in the
minority (p. 187) � to be Sinhala is to be politically empowered.

Limitations of space preclude outlining articles in the volume that
address the important question of what it means to be a non�fundamental-
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ist Buddhist and those that address the specific views that fall under the
rubric of fundamentalism. I would refer readers to the fine articles by George
Bond and Chandra R. de Silva. Nor have I been able to outline all the
minority communities dealt with in the volume. Victor C. de Munck writes
about Muslim identity in Sri Lanka in an article that includes discussion of
reformism, Sufism, and global identity. Tessa J. BartholomeuszÕs second
essay in the volume is a most interesting discussion of the Burghers and
Òthe common Burgher equation of conversion to Buddhism � going Ôna-
tiveÕ � with madness�.Ó R. L. StirratÕs article on Catholic identity is far
richer than the brief mention I have made of it above.

The articles chosen for presentation demonstrate what is, to me, the
real strength of the volume. The editors have selected articles that focus on
the impact that Sinhala�Buddhist fundamentalism has had on the ÒOther,Ó
specifically on how minority communities have had to develop their own
sense of identity against the backdrop of a Buddhist revivalism that grew
into Sinhala�Buddhist fundamentalism and that colors all aspects of life in
Sri Lanka. There has not, to date, been much written from that perspective.
HollupÕs article on the Plantation Tamils provides us with information on a
largely overlooked group and on the economic and political implications
of Sinhala�Buddhist fundamentalism, a theme that is given more detailed
discussion in HoltÕs concluding article, a valuable discussion on Òpolitical
BuddhismÓ (p. 189). As the articles by Bartholomeusz and Stirrat indicate,
negotiation and accommodation have been the primary means by which
minorities have adapted. This theme is carried further in Pradeep
JeganathanÕs article ÒIn the Shadow of Violence: ÔTamilnessÕ and the
Anthropolgy of Identity in Southern Sri Lanka.Ó JeganathanÕs article dis-
cusses what he calls Òtactics of anticipation,Ó practices that are produced
by Tamils in anticipation of violence. A festival, formerly public, discon-
tinued for a few years and then staged in a much downsized and non�
public manner, the naming of children in a Tamil�Sinhala marriage with
only Sinhala names recorded where previously two names had been re-
corded, are two examples given.

HoltÕs concluding article, ÒThe Persistence of Political Buddhism,Ó
not only discusses the nature of Òpolitical BuddhismÓ but addresses the
dilemma faced by many in the Sinhala�Buddhist community and ÒSri Lan-
kaÕs secularized liberals as wellÓ (p.194).

How to construct an inclusive nationalist discourse which recog-
nizes the importance of a Buddhist historical past yet transcends its
fundamentalistic myth�and�ritual function as a blueprint for the
present and future. That is, How is possible to transcend the sacred
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canopy of Buddhist nationalist discourse so a new more inclusive
discourse can recognize the diversity of Sri LankaÕs various com-
munities (p. 194).

Clues to a more inclusive vision may be found in movements like
Sarvodaya that focus on ÒBuddhist values and their application to society
in the development processÓ rather than on Buddhist identity per se, as
noted in George BondÕs  ÒConflicts of Identity and Interpretation in Bud-
dhism: The Clash Between the Sarvodaya Shramadana Movement and the
Government of President PremadasaÓ (p. 38), or even in another return to
history where, as Holt states, ÒFor centuries. . . the genius of Sinhala�
Buddhist culture was expressed through its remarkable inclusivity and as-
similations�.Ó This vision, in short, is not one that would Òhomogenize
Sri LankaÓ but one that privileges Òthe history of an island which is not
only home to the oldest continuing Buddhist civilization in the world, but
which has also served as a vital crossroads for a variety of religious tradi-
tions and ethnic communitiesÓ (p. 194). Readers of this fine volume of
articles will have to judge for themselves the likelihood of the discovery of
such a vision in the future.


