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Preface

Shock from the brutal suicide bombings that took
place on 21 April 2019 still reverberates among us.'
It is natural for humans to feel emotional in times of
crisis but our recent past bears witness to the fact that
instantaneous responses based on these emotions rarely
bring about positive outcomes. The post-war decade
is barely enough time for us to forget what happened
in 1983. It is at such a juncture that we are proposing
the not-so-attractive option of engaging in an in-depth
thought process, instead of resorting to emotional
responses-something this society has and continues to

adamantly neglect.

1. This article was written in the days immediately consequent to 21 April
2019, the day on which several Catholic churches and hotels in the island
were subject to suicide bomber attacks. Around 253 people perished in
the attacks while approximately 500 people were injured as a result of the
attacks.
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Introduction

ISIS has claimed responsibility for the attacks on 21
April. Earlier, we viewed ISIS as a terrorist organization
predominantly active in the Middle East, targeting
countries in the Western and African regions for their
suicide attacks. News of their modus operandiin Middle
Eastern countries such as Iraq and Syria later shocked
us to the core. What we could see in some of the videos
challenged our beliefs about both civility and culture.
At times, videos have surfaced of ISIS members lining
up large numbers of men and slitting their throats. At
times, stories of women and girls kept as sex slaves in
the areas under ISIS control have been told by those
who were able to escape from their clutches. Another
video on the internet shows their sledgehammer blows
destroying ancient ruins and artifacts in Mosul, Iraq.
All these activities belong in a realm beyond what we
accept as civilized, a realm which we are unable to
generate meanings. That is what we, as Sri Lankans,

experienced on the 21 April for the very first time.
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For some reasons entirely beyond the scope of our
comprehension, innocent women, men and children
have been killed, traumatizing us all. This savagery we
had only seen on our television screens became the
reality of our everyday lives. How do we make sense of
a wotld in which those moral norms we consider as the
foundation of our lives are violated in a bestial manner

before our eye?

A convenient and popular answer to this question has
been around for decades now: that these heinous acts
are carried out by people who have been cultured by
different norms of civilization than those of our own.
This is in fact, an answer which brings much comfort.
Knowing that "they" are not like "us" indeed brings
great relief. On the other hand, it opens up a space for
us to place ourselves in a position which is contrary
to an Islamic civilization. Then, our neighbors-the
Muslims- too become part of this exterior civilization-
their attire, physique, life styles, and traditions all
become unfamiliar ways of life, which in turn are

repudiated as 'uncultured'. A post that stated "I would
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rather be an animal than a Thambiya* in my next birth"
was circulated widely among the Facebook community
recently. According to posts popular among the non-
Muslim Facebook users, Muslims who detonate bombs
killing themselves and their children are doing so in the
hopes of going to paradise where seventy two virgins
await to pleasure them. What we have forgotten is the
fact that the Muslim man we are referring to is the same
man who has been living with us, and among us, in our
society for centuries. The issues we have with them
now did not exist then. How did he suddenly become
excluded from our civilization? How were we able to
co-exist for centuries? Ofr, is this narrative new? If so,
who produced this? What are the political agendas and
historical circumstances that built it? What advantages/
disadvantages do we gain from accepting it? If this
narrative was formed by someone, what exactly
happened on the 21st? Wasn't that after all, carried out
a heinous act that cannot be accepted by anyone from

the civilized world?

2. Even though ‘Thambi’ originally means younger brother in Tamil,
‘Thambiya’ is a Sinhala colloquial term which is used to denote Muslims
in degrading manner.
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The objective of this article is to emphasize the
significance of a dialogue which raises the questions
above. Although it may be difficult to do so under
such traumatic conditions, we must strive to launch
such a dialogue because it is crucial in our quest to
understand the new realities which are unfolding
before us. Therefore, let us launch into that dialogue,
albeit difficulty, by engaging in a discussion which at the

moment appears abstract.

The Clash of Civilizations

The conceptof clash of civilizations was firstintroduced
by Samuel Huntington in his article "The Clash of
Civilizations" written to the Foreign Affairs journal in
1993. Later he expanded the concept and published
it as a book in 1996. Huntington launches into his
article by stating that global politics has become multi-
polar and multi-civilizational (Huntington, 1993). This
hypothesis was established in a post-cold war context.

In 1992, Francis Fukuyama- a student of Huntington-
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published "The End of History and the Iast Man" in which
he argued for the ‘end of history’. During the cold war,
conflicts were primarily between two ideological camps.
Huntington's thesis on the clash of civilizations is set
on the backdrop of the end of that cold war. According

to him:

“In the post-Cold War world, the most important
distinctions among peoples are not ideological,
political, or economic. They are cultural.... The
clash of civilizations will dominate global politics
(Huntington 1993: 22)

Huntington divided the world into nine major

civilizations (Huntington 1996: 27-8).

He argued that in the future, the central political conflict
will take place between Western and Non-Western
civilizations. He suggested that Islamic civilization
holds the more antagonistic stance, a stance which is

not displayed by any other civilization.
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Accordingtohim, the Westrepresentsasingle civilization.
The United States, Canada, Western and Central
Europe and Oceania belong to the Western civilization,
which was built around Christianity, enlightenment
ideals, industrialization and modernization. He views
the Islamic civilization as entirely contradictory to this
position. Following the line of thinking adopted by
Bernard Lewis, Huntington assumed that the conflict
for the next world order would be between the Western

civilization and the Islamic civilization. He argues that
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the battle is older than 1300 years and that it goes as far
back as the Crusades.

“This is no less than a clash of civilization...
surely historic receptions of an ancient rival
against our Judeo-Christian heritage, our secular
present, and the world-wide expansion of both.”
(Lewis 1992: 28)

His thesis denotes that all Western countries represent
past Christian heritage, modernity, enlightenment,
industrialization and secularism. If the strongest clash
of civilizations occuts between the Western civilization-
which upholds and protects these attributes- and
Islamic civilization, then we are compelled to presume
that the later represents the opposite of the former.
The heinous killing of anyone because of their faith,
the destruction of artistic or historic heritage which
falls outside the scope of religion are both behaviors
that could be neatly understand if we endorse the clash
of civilizations thesis. However, we must not think in

haste and ignore the politics of this conceptualization.
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Unceasing Cold War

Huntington's thesis belongs to one of many answers
given by theorists to the question 'what would be the
nature of clashes in new world politics with the end of
the cold war?." It represents an effort to conceptualize
the idea of a never-ending clash by a world which
believed that the cold war would never come to an end.
This was an effort to reestablish the idea of Western
supremacy after an era that had inevitably done so simply
by the presence of strong ideological opposition (Said
2011). The end of the cold war created a space to prove
again the ideal of Western supremacy and justify the
political actions of the West. This is further confirmed
by the fact that at the end of his thesis, Huntington
offered insights on what the West needs to do in order

to maintain the status quo and remain strong,

“All civilizations go though similar processes
of emergence, rise, and decline....To preserve
Western civilization in the face of declining

Western power, it is in the interest of the United
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States and European counttries: to achieve greater
political, economic, and military integration and
to coordinate their policies so as to preclude states
from other civilizations exploiting differences

among them.” (Huntington 1993: 22)

According Edward Said, this is in fact a proposal to
continue the Cold War in a different way (Said 1996). A
proposal of this kind would be a means to justify all the
interventions made, all the pressures exerted and the
West's portrayal of itself as the savior of the 'good' just
as it did during the cold war.

There is a vast gap between Huntington's
conceptualization of the West and the real West. A
considerable extent of Islam culture is integrated in
the geopolitical entities which he identifies as Western
civilization. For instance, his classification of Western
and Central Europe as parts of the Western civilization
disregards thelarge populations of Turkish and Pakistani

nationals in Germany, East Africans in France and
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Muslims in Sweden and Switzerland. Furthermore, he
turns a blind eye to all ‘uncivilized’ conduct of countries
which are said to be at the center of an enlightened,
modern, Christian civilization in the West. Talal Asad
refers to discussions about whether or not Turkey should
be allowed to join European Union- discussion which
were not applied when it came to European countries.
The premise that allowing the Turks, who have their
origins in Asia, into the European Union would
essentially dilute what is considered 'European’. Thus
argument did not apply to Germany, the country of the
Nazis who carried out genocide during World War II.
The fact that Germany is part of Europe does not seem
to faze them in terms of what is considered 'European'
(Asad 2003: 161-2). On the other hand, the genocide
of Jews in Europe by the Nazis was never interpreted
as a clash between the Aryans and the Jews. It has been
interpreted as a conflict within Western civilization;
a conflict of modernity; an issue of enlightenment.
The great massacres carried out by Western countries

in their African and Middle Fastern colonies did not
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pose a obstacle when they were admitted to Western
civilization, but the attacks by Turkey in Armenia were
sufficient to question how European they were when
admitting the Turkish to Europe. This demonstrates
the separation of West from Muslim or other is clearly

a political division.

Classification is not an innocent process

As we know, the stereotypical classification of regions
by Huntington, comprises of a range of complexities
and divisions. How do we understand Hindu or Islamic
religious festivals and processions in Berlin, Durban or
Oslo that are carried out by massive numbers of people?
Have the Central European countries (Hungary, Czech
Republic, Poland and Croatia), which are said to belong
to Western civilization, been pushed to the periphery,
questioning their ‘Buropeaness’ due to cultural reasons?
Cannot one argue that Sufi Islam which is considered
to be the spiritual dimension of Islam, is closer to
Buddhism than the stereotypical Islam created by the
West today?
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Huntington's  classification  clearly depicts how
unrealistic classification is. Huntington places Sti Lanka
within the classification of Buddhist civilization. The
other countries which fall into this classification are
Bhutan, Cambodia, Myanmar, Mongolia and Thailand.
Sti Lanka, which on one hand closer to India and on the
other hand is closer to West, shares only a few cultural

ties with Mongolia or Bhutan, if any.

Therefore, the weakness of his thesis that stereotypes
Islam as a separate culture at loggerheads with
Western civilization is quite evident. This has received
constant criticism in the Western academic discourses.
Furthermore, none of the reputed mass media openly
claim that the clash with ISIS or other Islamic extremist
groups is a clash of civilizations. However, Huntington
is a consultant to the American Department of State
who has provided strategic consultations to the
Department of State during the Vietnam War, cold
war and post cold war periods. In fact, his very first

conceptualization of the clash of civilizations was first
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published on the journal 'Foreign Affairs', a journal on
American foreign policy and international relations. This
is evidence of the level of influence that Huntington's
ideas have in practice. Although the idea of the clash
of civilizations has lost its potency within academia, it
remains a strong concept within power politics. Even
Western media, which are considered unbiased, depict
these attitudes indirectly. On the other hand, Islamic
extremists too attempt to paint this situation as a
clash of civilizations, since it allows them to portray
themselves as the one and only representative of the
Islamic world, when in fact it comprises of a myriad
of differences and internal contradictions. In Sri Lanka
too, many who hold anti-Western political ideology have
bought into this conceptualization. Ironically, they too
view Muslims through stereotypical lenses as a group
of people opposed to modernity, against enlightenment
and anti-secular (and who engage in the slitting of
throats, the raping of children and the destruction
of education and art). These happen to be the very
matters discussed in the popular discourses soon after

the suicide bombings on 21st April. It is notable that
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similar intense discussions took the stage immediately
before and after the atrocious attack on Muslims in
Aluthgama on June, 2014° and in Digana on March,
2018*. Now, the Western narrative which generalizes
the traits of extremism and savagery of a minority as
the traits of an Islamic civilization has been accepted
even by those who call themselves anti-western. On
the other hand, this stereotyping is precisely what the

extremist minority desires.

Clash within civilization instead of the clash
of civilizations

According to Tariq Ramadan, Islam is an entity which
consists of many perspectives. For instance, concepts
such as 'Sharia' and 'Jihad' which have become
controversial in today's context have many different
interpretations. As soon as we hear the word Sharia,

we assume that it refers to the Islamic law. However,

3. Anti-Muslim riots were escalated in Aluthgama-Kalutara District in Sri
Lanka in June 2014, which was allegedly led by Bodu Bala Sena (BBS), a
group of Buddhist extremists.

4. Assaults to Muslim communities were escalated in Digana, Kandy
District in Sri Lanka in March 2018 again, led by Buddhists extremists.
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Ramadan says that the core of the Sharia concept
lies in Sufi, the school of Islamic spiritualism, where
it has been interpreted as the path to peace. Jihad, is
the battle within oneself, within the family and within
society against the obstacles to creating peace- it has
nothing to do with a holy war. It is a spiritual struggle
that one engages in with the objective of creating peace
within and around oneself. It is about resistance to
obstacles that hinder peace. Thus, Jihad primarily is an
internal struggle for a person to transform his/herself
(Ramadan 2004). However, today we only come across
the extreme interpretations of Sharia and Jihad. This is
the danger of stereotyping.

Today, we believe that ideology and the conduct of
extremists are universal to the Islamic civilization. This
perception has clouded our logic, making us blind to
a great many things that we already know. It has made
us unaware of the fact that Afghanistan used to be one
of the relatively modern and secular nations of Asia
until it got caught in the power struggle of the cold
war in mid 70’s. We have forgotten that the majority
of medical students in Kabul University used to be
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women. Political parties which profess extremism in
Pakistan and Iran have never been able to secure more
than ten percent of the vote. A greater portion of the
population in countries such as Egypt, Tunisia, Syria,
Turkey which have a Muslim majority- support and
advocate for secular rule. The masses which took to
the roads to topple the Mubarak regime in Egypt were
the people who supported democracy, not extremism.
In fact, the protests were not even organized by the
leaders of the Muslim brotherhood. Is it a coincidence

that we have missed all this?

According to Akeel Bilgrami, even the people with the
most average intellect should be able to see the fact
that the majority of Muslims are not fundamentalists.
Even at the height of their utmost devotion to
religion, they refrain from applying absolutism to all
of their teachings. They do not display a preference
for resorting to violence in the name of their religion.
There is no evidence to claim that people living under
strict tyrannical regimes of Saudi Arabia or Iran prefer

violence.
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“There is an implicit clash within Islamic societies
between moderate and fundamentalist Muslims. ..
that resolving a second, quite different sort of
clash by paying humane attention to the very
specific sort of internal moral and psychological
conflict that the moderate Muslim faces may be
a necessary and prior condition for resolving the
clash between secularists and fundamentalists.”
(Bilgrami 2003: 92)

According to Bilgrami, the voice of the majority of
Muslims has always been overcome by the publicity
gained by Islam extremists. He says that secularism,
in today's sense, is a political doctrine premise on the
consensus of all citizens with or without a faith to live
peacefully under a government which is not based on
religious principles and practices. The vast majority of

Muslims express a preference for such governance.

However, the West has stereotyped all Islamic countries
into a single Islam civilization and branded the entirety
of the Muslim population as anti-modernist, anti-

enlightenment, anti-secular religious extremists. Said
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points out how this perception has permitted Western
countries to protect corrupt regimes of those guileful
rulers who support them (Said 2011). It is because such
rulers portray themselves as guardians of modernity,
enlightenment and secularity, which are recognized by
them as traits of Western civilization. Thus, the West,
with the US at their helm, has once again been able to
continue the expansion of their power through different
means, thus replicating the scenario that existed during
the cold war. The same argument was adopted by
Western countries when they protected corrupt allies
in Latin American and Asian rulers that posed as anti-
communist. It is being used to protect corrupt allies in

Islamic countries who pose as modernists.

The real clash is between Islamic extremists and this
neutral modernist and enlightened Muslim majority. It
is not a clash of civilizations. It is a clash within the
civilization. If not for the mask of 'clash of civilizations'
this silent majority would have been able to muster
more supportive and cooperative assistance from the

modernist secular forces in other regions. However,
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given the fact that Islamic countries have been classified
as anti-secular and anti modernist, they have been

prevented from such support.

In Sri Lanka too, the majority of those who call
themselves 'anti-western' are spreading precisely the
same extreme Western ideology. As a result, the genuine
concerns raised by the non-extremist Muslim majority
are not heard by the masses. Today, the Islam we see
and hear is the faith professed by extremists such as
members of National Thowheed Jamath, who are said
to be the suicide bombers of April 21. In reality, the clash
is not between Islam and some other civilization. The
clash is between extremism and secularism. In this clash,
all extremists, whether they are Islamic or Buddhist,
belong in the same camp. Therefore, we need to be able
to understand our current realities more profoundly.
Under these circumstances, anybody who approaches
us iterating that 'we need to do something' about the
Muslims (Here, we refer not to the measures taken by
the state to curb Muslim extremist organizations, but

to people who propose violence against our Muslim
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neighbors) essentially belong to the same camp as the

Islamic extremists, without even realizing it.

Conclusion

In this difficult time, our responsibility is to get closer
to the majority of Muslims. These are the same people
with whom we have been sharing commonalities for
centuries. They were made unknown by a specific set
of knowledge which professed that they come from a
different civilization. Creation of knowledge is never
a purely innocent process. Not only is our knowledge
about the clash of civilizations a creation of the
West, but also, it is an idea created specifically for the
geopolitical needs of the West. The suicide bomber was
needed merely to demarcate the line which separates
them. The destroyer who challenges all moral values
recognized by us by slitting throats, killing children,
making women sex slaves and destroying some of the
greatest creations of civilization is him, the suicide
bomber and not the ordinary Muslim who has lived
amongst us for ages without any issue (if we reflect, the

majority of Muslims we know are people just like us,
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striving to make a better future for their children, loving
their families). This particular set of knowledge has
stereotyped a minority group of Muslims as extremists
and their traits have been generalized as characteristics
of the entirety of Islamic civilization. Oblivious to
this fact, today we are using a new Western narrative
to understand the Muslims who have been living with
us for centuries. This is precisely what extremists want.
If we were to exclude the majority Muslims, who are
engaged in the difficult struggle of continuing to live
in co-existence without succumbing to the extremism
spreading within Islamic civilization, it certainly would
be a victory for the extremists. In other words, it would

be a victory for Western geopolitical power.

Therefore, those who spread hatred about the attire,
physique, lifestyles and traditions of Muslims- and those
who make statements which suggest that we need to
avenge this uncivilized nation- cannot get us to a point
beyond the suffering and trauma which is gripping us
now. The only thing they can do is to return us again

to similar incidents. The challenge before us today is to
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figure out how we can unlearn the Western narrative
which has taught us to misunderstand our neighbors
and those Muslims as belonging to a civilization not
compatible with our moral values. Brutal extremism
from a minority of Islamic civilization cannot be fought
by using the framework created by the West. Once we
discard this narrative about civilizations, what remains
before us is a quiet and peaceful community of people
who have been sharing the same social realities with us,
who are oppressed by the same minority extremisms in
society, who have been struggling against them and in
moments of helplessness are overcome or made silent
by them in the same manner that we are. Our fight
against the bestiality of 21 April should be a collective
battle that we fight together. If not, our plight shall
be to remain at the receiving end of this game which
makes suicide bombers appear in the name of various

religions and causes. m

100



Vidura Prabath Munasinghe Kaushalya Ariyarathne

Bibliography

Asad, Talal, Formations of the Secular: Christianity, Isiam and
Modernity, California: Stanford University Press, 2003

Bilgrami, Akeel. "Clash within Civilizations", in Daedalus,
Journal of the American Academy of Arts & Sciences,
Summer 2003, 88-93. https://www.amacad.org/sites

default/files/daedalus/downloads/03_ summer
daedalus_articles.pdf (accessed on May 4, 2019)

Huntington, Samuel P. “The Clash of Civilizations?”,
Foreign Affairs Summer, New York: Council for Foreign
Relations, 1993, 3-27.

Huntington, Samuel P. The Clash of Civilizations and
Remaking of World Order, New York: Simon & Schuster:
September 1996.

Lewis, Bernard, “The Roots of Muslim Rage” in The
Atlantic Monthly, vel. 266. Washington D.C.: Emerson
Collective, September 1990.

Ramadan, Tariq, Western Muslims and Future of = Islam,
Oxford: Oxford University Press: 2004.

Said, Edward, Palestine Diary: The Myth of the 'Clash
of Civilizations' Online video clip. Yon Tube.13 May 2011
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=aPS-pONiEG
(accessed on April 3, 2019).



"9B@86 @6 & D3SO ) YEALONE YSBODGL)
F®06 FSMGD GO 38, OS8O BER®HIND) YW
62 5§9e»8 FnSNOD, PNCNLED ®) FRXBSOD
@08 583DeEs MN8m FOMNEH 6N 5O,
FNDIDHNES) ) YEOABONES gmd d» ®TQ®
56068 5668 YR eMBEIBESH - DR DEWI®

“crongl HewIGemITL L GHdaiig GLomged
STWILILGUG @bHS (PervedibsdelT allgieuTd s s
CUBIOTIRIBEHHSGD SleuFsamenailL sFOFTHBL
Slenalemralw erveomdulgd Halyeunssend @G
L uleUT@LD... DIHEIT6D (LPerOEIILD

& EHHBmLuleorar BHsp GCLomshems0
WHFFTIUBCBTHSGLD SHellyeun s @@L
BemLuieorerr GTHe0 aBTEG6 [HT6T
sremisCuer.” - oiFled Lledaymb

“There is an implicit clash within Islamic societies
between moderate and fundamentalist Muslims...

that resolving a second, quite different sort of clash by
paying humane attention to the very specific sort of
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