
By t h e  middla a f  t h e  1 9 t h  cen tury ,  t h e  Sri Lanko 

Maars, having adapted Tamil, mast ly ,  and S i n h a l e s e  a s  

t h e i r  mather t angue  ( whi l e  t h e  p a l i t i c a l  cansc i aus  

Muslim l e a d e r s  p r e f e r r e d  t a  u s e  t h e  t e r n  ' h a m  languoge'0 

hav ing  married Tamil and S i n h a l e s e  wanen and having 

adapted  t h e  d r e s s ,  c u s t m s ,  manners, e t i q u e t t e  and even 

t h e  names ef Tamil and S inha lese ,  appea re l  w e l l  set  

an t h a  pa th  a f  i n t e g r a t i a n  i n  t h e  Sri Lankan Satiety. 

But it was a n l y  i n  appearmce .  Na i s s u e  had s a  

f a r  a r i s e n  t e  tes t  t h i s  apparen t  i n t e g r a t i a n .  #hen 

t h a  k i t i s h  saught  t a  n m i n a t a  d u c a t a d  Ceylanesa 

t a  t h a  L e g i s l a t i v e  Cauncil ,  t h e y  appa in ted  t h e  Tamils, 

t h e  S inha le se  and t h e  Burghers. The Muslims t a e  demanded 

a  s e p a r a t e  r e p r e s e n t a t i a n  f a r  themselves an t h e  Caunci l  

even when they  fanned a n l y  3 pe r  c e n t  af  t h e  p a p u l a t i a n  

and n a t  many English-educated Muslims were a v a i l a b l e .  

This  demand f a r  a  s e p a r a t e  r e p r e s e n t a t i a n  cau ld  n a t  k 

defended an any graund except  t h a t  a f  r e l i g i a n .  But, 

a  re l iq ian-based  danand wauld have helped n a t  a n l y  t h e  

Maars b u t  a l s o  t h e  Malays, wha were a l s a  t h e  f a l l a w e r s  

a f  Islam. Hwever. t h e  c la im a f  Maars f a r  a  s e p a r a t e  



representation was questioned by t h o  Tamils, who 

argumd t h a t  tho  Muslims of Sri Lanka wore, a f t o r  a l l ,  

Tamil converts t o  Isla. Finding it hard t o  

ch.llongo t h i s  argunont, t h e  Moors invontod t h o  

concept of t h e i r  Arab doscent, i n  ardor  t o  s u s t a i n  

t h o i r  claim f o r  a s epa ra t e  i d r n t i t y  and blamod paor 

PQlnarabalam Ramanathan f o r  having attoaptor! t o  provo 

t h a t  thoy wore Tamil-converts. Tho claim of t h o  Moors 

of Sri Lanka t h a t  they were tho  progeny of tho  o r i g i n a l  

Arab s o t t l o r s  may have born t r u e  i n  t h o  case of a fu 

fami l i e s  among thmn but  not  f o r  t h o  a n t i r o  bulk of t h o  

Muslim population of Sri Lanka. Wo have e a r l i e r  soen 

t h a t  t h o  'M.0rs' I s l a i c  Cul tura l  Homo, C.l.IJD., could 

no t  s u c c d  i n  digging up t h o  genoological h i s t o r y  of 

Muslims fumil ies  with Arab descent, i n  any g rea t  

numbers. 

True t h a t  tho  o r i g i n a l  Arab t raders  had mado 

Sri  Lanka t h o i r  homo In o r  about t h o  8 t h  Gmtury, but  

thoro  is no recorded evidence a s  t o  t h o  ac tua l  number 

of such Arabs. Evon I.L.M.Abdu1 Azooz had t o  accept  

t h o  r e a l i t y ,  whm ho c o n c d d  t h a t  . it may bo s a f e l y  

arguod t h a t  tho number of t h e  o r i g i n a l  s o t t l e r s  was 

not  much w r o  than on0 humhod. . Ihere could no t  havo 

been a g rea t e r  myth dovoid of a11 t r u t h  t o  claim t h a t  



a l l  t h e  Moors of Ceylon a r e  s t i l l  of Arab s tock .  

Y e t ,  t h i s  myth has s u s t a i n e d  and nour i shed  t h e  c r o a t i o n  

of a  s e p a r a t e  i d e n t i t y  f o r  t h e  Sri  Lanka Muslims. 

Apart  from as s iduous ly  propogat ing t h e  c l a im  of an  

Arab descen t ,  t h e  Muslim l e a d e r s h i p  grabbod a t  each and 

every  minuto oppor tun i ty  t o  a s s e r t  a  s e p a r a t e  i d o n t i t y  

f o r  t h e  Muslims of Sri Lanka and looked a t  t h o  Tamils 

a s  t h o i r  p o t e n t i a l  adve r sa r i e s .  They s t a r t e d  making 

t h e  Tamils a  scapo  goa t  f o r  t h o i r  own d u c a t i o n i l l ,  

e c o n m i c  and p o l i t i c a l  backwardness. Tho community 

has  n o t  h e s i t a t e d  t o  t a k e  advantage of any e v e n t  t h a t  

could h e l p  b u i l d  and s t r o n g t h e n  its awn s o l i d a r i t y  

vis-a-vis t h e  Tamil community. (he such examplo could 

b e  found i n  t h e  Gampola Perehara c a s e  of 1915. The 

Sri Lanka Moors c r i e d  hoarso of Tamil h o s t i l i t y  t w a r d s  

t h o  Moars and appealed t e  t h e  B r i t i s h  government t h a t  

Ponnambalam R.manathan should  n o t  bo p m i t t e d  t o  

g i v e  ovidenco ove r  t h o  S i n h a l e s M u s l i m  r i o t s ,  in  s p i t e  

of  knwinq  t h a t  h i s  evidence would have hold  t h o  Cmast 

Moors, and n e t  t h o  e n t i r e  Muslim c a m u n i t y  of Sri Lanka. 

responsible f o r  t h e  r i o t s .  Rol ig ion  un i t ed  t h e  Muslims 

here. J d s t i c e  was n o t  s euqh t  and t h e  S i n h a l e s e  were 

forg iven .  The Muslims would n o t  a l low a  Tamil ian t o  

i n t e r f e r e  and g i v e  widenco .  



Simi l a r ly ,  when t h e  Muslims could n o t  a l o c t  a s i n g l e  

c a n d i d a t e  of t h e i r  .rm f o r  6 years ,  t o  t h e  socond S t a t e  

Council ,  t h e  Camil c m u n i t y  was held  r e s p e n s i b l e  f e r  

such a predicament, s t a t i n g  t h a t  t h e  Tamils p u t  up t h e i r  

own cand ida t e s  i n  Muslim a r e a s .  The Muslim e l e c t e r a t e s  

i n  t h e  Eastern  P r w i n c o  comprised t h e  Tamils a lse  and 

t h e r e  was n o t h h g  wrong i f  t h e  Tamils pu t  up t h e i r  

candida tes .  If t h e  Iduslimx v o t e s  were c a s t  i n  f avour  

*f t h e  Tamil cand ida t e s  and n e t  i n  f avour  ef  a Muslim 

cand ida t e ,  t h e  f ermer were, perhaps,  more prof a r a b l e  

t h a n  t h e  l a t t e r .  

Another f a c t  which t h i s  s t u d y  af  Sri Lanka Muslims 

b r i n g s  i n t o  f o c u s  is  t h e  e x i s t a n c e  of two d i s t i n c t  

segments 0 f . d  t h e  Muslih s e c i a t y  i n  Sri Lanka viz . ,  

t h e  Eas te rn  Prev ince  and t h e  West Ceas t  Muslims. The 

former,  mainly a g r i c u l t u r i s t s ,  l i v e  among t h e  Tamils. 

T r a d i t i o n a l ,  e d u c a t i o n a l l y  backward and economically 

weak, t h e  Eas te rn  R o v i n c o  Muslims d i f f e r  i n  more than  

e n e  r e s p e c t  f r a n  t h e i r  w e s t  c o a s t  b re thern ,  whe have 

a l l  a long f e r m d  t h e  e l i t e  of t h e  c a m u n i t y ,  having 

cleser l i n k s  w i t h  t h o  S inha le se  and c l o s e  te t h e  s e a t s  

e f  power. 

The Muslim l e a d e r s h i p  ef  t h e  Western P r w i n c e  has  

always cons idered  t h e  Muslims of t h e  Eas te rn  Province 



as *nobodys*. It is r e f l e c t e d  i n  Ha j i  S i r  Mohamod 

Macan Markares  m o u n c m e n t  i n  1938 about t h e  community*s 

i n t e n t i o n  of accep t ing  S i n h a l e s e  p o l i t i c a l  au tho r i t y .  

Even t d a y ,  t h e  d e s t e r n  Province Muslim p o l i e i c a l  

e l i t e  look dnvn upon t h o  Amparai and B a t t i c a l o a  

Muslims and pooh-poeh t h e i r  ambit ion t o  p l a y  a load ing  

r o l e  i n  p o l i t i c s .  Secondly, d e s p i t e  r e l i g i o n  baing 

a cementing f a c t o r  between t h e  two segments and d e s p i t e  

a t t empts  a t  I s l a m i s a t i o n  of t h e  coninunity th rough  

promotion of Arabic, araondments t o  t h o  m a r r i a g e  laws 

t o  koep i n  l i n e  w i th  t h o  I s l amic  p r i n c i p l e s  and 

denunc ia t ion  of  un-Islamic p r a c t i c e s ,  a  s e a  of 

d i f f e r e n c e  e x i s t s  between t h e  Eastern  and Western 

R w i n c e  Muslims, i n  t h e i r  l i f e  s t y l e s  an3 s o c i a l  pos i t i on .  

The West Coast  Muslims c o n s i d e r  t h e  Eas t e rn  R o v i n c o  

Muslims l i n f e r i o r l  - a p e a r  r e l a t i v e .  -c ia1 r e l a t i o n s  

between t h e  two groups a r e  v i r t u a l l y  non-existqnt .  

The o l i t e  of t h e  Nest Coast  Muslims would n o t  normally 

e s t a b l i s h  matr imonial  r e l a t i o n s  w i t h  t h e  M u s l i m s  of 

B a t t i c a l o a  and Amparai d i s t r i c t s ,  excep t  i n  t h o  c a s e  

of a  h igh ly  q u a l i f i e d  boy o r  a  g i r l  of e x t r a - e r d i n a r y  

beauty. Fu r the r ,  t h e  economic i n t e r e s t s  of t h e  twe 

groups n e t  o n l y  widely  d i f f e r  but ,  i n  f a c t ,  t h e  Colmbo 

M u s l i m s  have been suppor t ing  w e n  such economic p o l i c i e s  



which wmuld a d v e r s e l y  a f f e c t  t h e  i n t e r e s t s  m f  t h e  

Eas te rn  Province Muslims. Ajain,  thm West Cmast 

Muslim l e a d e r s h i p  has been s i l e n t  i n  aspmusing a  cause  

which a f f e c t e d  t h e  i n t e r e s t s  m f  thm Eastern  Rmvincm 

Muslims. be  it t h e  questimn m f  p e r n i t t i n g  impar t  m f  

c lmth  which prmved a  d i s a s t e r  t m  thm Muslim r a a v e r s  

mf t h e  Eas te rn  R w i n c m  mr t h e  acqu i s i t imn  m f  Muslim 

paddy lands  by t h e  S inha lase  gmvernrnent e i t h e r  f a r  

s e t t l i n g  S i n h a l e s e  under thm cmlmnisatimn scheme m r  

f a r  develmping a  Buddhist pilgrirnagm cen t r e .  Thm 

Muslim l e a d e r s h i p  had nmt h e s i t a t e d  t m  make a  hum and c r y  

ag l l l n s t  t h e  p e l i c i e s  m f  t h e  SLFP gmvernment, impmsing 

r e s t r i c t i m n s  an  impar t s  and Natimnalisat imn m f  a l l  

majmr i n d u s t r i e s .  althmugh t h e s e  pml ic ies  p m e d  

b e n e f i c i a l  t e  t h e  Muslims m f  t h e  Eas te rn  Rmvince.  

S imi l a r ly ,  a l l  impmrtant p m l i t i c a l  dec i s imns  have been 

t aken  by thm R l i t i c a l  e l i te  m f  t h e  West Coast  an behalf  

m f  t h e  Muslim cormunity and thm Eas te rn  P r w i n c e  MuslirPs 

have been taken  f a r  granted,  even en an impmrtant 

questimn l i k e  t h e  language i s sue .  

Sm f a r ,  thm Eas te rn  Rmvincm Muslims have a c q u i m s c d  

i n  t h e  p m l i t i c a l  l e a d e r s h i p  ef t h e  West m a s t  Muslims. 

Hmwever. l i k e  an e r r a n t  c h i l d ,  t h e  Eastern  Prmvincm 

Muslims have been eccas imnal ly  jmininq t h e  Tamil p a r t i e s  



an t h e  eve a€ a l e c t i a n s ,  anly  t a  be  pu l l ed  up by t h e  

Muslim l e a d e r s h i p  a f  t h e  tYastern Pravince,  p l ay ing  

t h e  r a l e  a f  b i g  b r a t h e r .  J a i n i n g  t h e  Tamil p a l i t i c a l  

p a r t i e s  er  suppa r t i ng  t h e  Tamils wauld n a t  a n l y  g i v e  

an e p p e r t u n i t y  f a r  t h e  Tamils t a  s a y  t h a t  Rnnamba lm 

Rarnanathan was r i g h t  when he s a i d  t h a t  t h e  Muslims af 

Sri Lanka were Tamil canve r t s ,  b u t  a l s a  may be viewed 

w i t h  d i s f a v a u r  by t h e  Sinhalese.  It shauld,  however, 

be r e c a l l e d  t h a t  t h e  t h e a r y  af Arab a r i g i n  was p u t  farward 

by t h e  Muslims af  t h e  hiestern Pravince,  where a l l  t h e  

a r i g i n a l  Arab s e t t l e m e n t s  lmd came up i n  t h a  h i s t a r l e a l  

t imes.  

The anti-Tamil p a l i c y  adapted by t h e  Muslims 

af  S r i  Lanka and t h e i r  u rge  t a  main ta in  a  s e p a r a t e  

i d e n t i t y  d i d  make t h e  ma j a r i t y  q a u p  c u l t i v a t e  t h i s  

secand l a r g e s t  m i n a r i t y  af t h e  I s l and  a s  a  c a u n t e r p a i s e  

a g a i n s t  t h e  T a m i l s .  The c e l e b r a t i a n  af t h e  1400th 

H i j r a  a s  a Nat iana l  event ,  t h e  i s s u e  af  a  s p e c i a l  

pa s t aqe  s t a n p ( l 9 6 8  ) c m m m a r a t i n g  the 1400th  H i  j r a ,  

t h e  appaintmont. a f  Muslims t a  impar t an t  p a s t s  i n  t h e  

gwernrnent, t h e  appaintment af a  Muslim a s  Charge d e  

Affairs a t  Mecca t a  h e l p  t h e  IAuslims ga ing  en Haj 

and t h e  e s t a b l i s b e n t  af  a  s e p a r a t e  department f a r  

Muslim l i e l i g i aus  and C u l t u r a l  A f f a i r s ,  under t h e  charga  

ef p Muslim M i n i s t e r  etc., were same af  t h a  s m a l l  



cmncessimns t h a t  t h e  Sri  Lanka :.4uslims cmuld e x t r a c t  

f rm t h e  majmrity cmmunity ,  i n  t h e  precess .  

It wmuld be r e l e v a n t  t m  pmse t h e  questimn a t  t h i s  

s t a g e  : Have t h e  Muslims m f  S r i  Lanka s t r i v e n  t m  

i n t e g r a t e  w i th  t h e  Natimnal mainstream sm a s  t m  f o m  

a p a r t  ef t h e  Sri Lankan Smciety and nmt carved mut 

a cmnspicumus i n d i v i d u a l i t y  mf t h e i r  own 7 The answer 

is n e t  mnly have t h e  Muslims n e t  i n t e g r a t e d  wi th  t h e  

main stream er t h e  ' c a r e  smciety* b u t  t hey  have 

b u i l t  up a s e p a r a t e  i d e n t i t y  mf t h e i r  own, which was 

n s t  e x i s t i n g  i n  t h a  Cmlmnial perimd. hmugh i n s t a n c e s  

have been c i t e d  i n  t h e  Chapters  mn Smciety. C u l t u r e  and 

ib l iq imn  and P o l i t i c a l  R m f i l m  mf t h e  S r i  Lanka M u s l h s .  

Dr.  Badi-ud-din Mahmud* s wmrds may, perhaps, summarise 

thm whmle s i t ua t imn  : " Our pmlicy i s  t m  l i v e  and 

l e t  l i v e .  S inha le se  t r e a t  us w e l l  and withmut 

reserva t imns .  Keeping i n  view t h e  Heligimn, t h e r e  is  

nm questimn of mur in tegra t imn mr ass imi la t imn wi th  

t h e  cmre smciety. There  is amity and hannmny. Allmw 

us t m  l i v e  mur l i v e s  the way w e  want. "1 

ilhat they want i s  t h e  maintenance of a s e p a r a t e  

i d e n t i t y  and t h e i r  r i g h t s  a s  C i t i z e n s  mf Sri Lanka. 2 

.- - 
1. D r .  Badi-ud-din Mahmud i n  an i n t e r v i e w  wi th  thm authmr 

a t  Calmbm, i n  June, 1981. 
2. M.H.Mmhamed, M i n i s t e r  fmr Transper t ,  i n  an in t e rv i em 

w i t h  thm authmr a t  Cmlmmbm, i n  Ju ly ,  1981. 



Sir b z i k  Farmed was, howmvmr, morm concmrnad 

about thm t a m  'Moors', which l i n k s  thm Muslim 

community mf Sri Lanka with t h o  o r i g i n a l  Arab smttlmrs 

and t h o  Arab lands. . They (thm gmvermmt)  arm t ry ing  

t m  drmp t h s  cmlunn, 'Aac4' from t h e  b i r t h  c e r t i f i c a t e s ;  

i f  they da so, w e  w i l l  l o s e  our i d o n t i t y . ~ ~  r e g r e t t ~ d  

S i r  Hazik Fareed, i n  a tone which spmke volurnms. 

The Muslim cornunity of 5 r i  Lanka has roachod a  

c r i t i c a l  s tage.  It can not prmjmct a  loadership  which 

wmuld lmok a f t o r  thm i n t e r e s t s  of t h e  Natimnridm Mus l im 

populatimn i n  general and t h e  Eastern and Nostorn Prwincm 

Muslims i n  pa r t i cu l a r .  It can nmt a l s o  farm a  s i n g l e  

p o l i t i c a l  par ty  of its om, bocausa. such a  s t o p  no t  only 

i s  n e t  f e a s i b l o  wi th  t h o  Muslims forming only about 

i% of t h e  populatian and s ca t t e r ed  a11 aver  thm Island, 

but  a l s o  may n e t  pay d i v i d d s .  Thmro is a  g r e a t  d e a l  

of d i f f  ersnco batweon t h o  Muslims l i v i n g  mn thm Eastorn 

and Western Provinces, touching t ho  soc ia l ,  ocmnmic 

and p a l i t i c a l  i n t o r o s t s  a d  such diverganco of i n t o r o s t s  

w i l l  continuo t o  provei l  and even widen with thm passago 

mf titno. It is i i f f  i c u l t  t o  say i f  t ho  Muslim community 

3. S i r  Hazik F a r a d ,  i n  an interviem with t h e  author 
a t  Colombo, i n  June, 1981. 



w i l l  be  a b l e  t o  t h r w  up a l e a d e r s h i p  i n  t h e  n e a r  

f u t u r e ,  a c c e p t a b l e  t o  t h e  d i f f e r e n t  segments mf t h e  

Muslim popula t ion  in Sri Lanka. The s e p a r a t e  i d e n t i t y  

which t h e  Muslim cmmnunity of S r i  Lanka has p r o j e c t e d  

has  had p m l i t i c a l  overtones,  i n  a s  much a s  it was 

more i n  t h o  n a t u r e  mf a d e v i c e  t o  keop t h o  C m u n i t y  

away frmm t h e  Tamils. This  s e p a r a t e  i d e n t i t y  w i l l  

b e  honed t o  a f u r t h e r  sharpness  a s  hang as t h e  Tamils* 

demand f s r  a s e p a r a t e  S t a t e  ( ~ e l a r s )  is a l i v e  and thm 

Tamil-Sinhalese cmnf l i c t s  cmntinum. It cmuld, howwer, 

b e  assured  t h a t  t h o  d e s i r e  of t h e  Muslim C.nmunity t o  

main ta in  a s e p a r a t e  i d e n t i t y  w i l l  n o t  pmse any t h r e a t  

t m  t h o  Sri Lankan Soc ie ty  i n  t h e  n e a r  f u t u r e .  


