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The value of civil society lies in that it provides a space 

for alternative views, debate, and dissent. Yet, this paper 

points out, civil society in post-war Sri Lanka is captive 

to the forces of local and global politics. While this has 

resulted in the emergence of new forms of resistance 

and dissent, it has also given rise to less palatable, 

illiberal, and dangerous movements such as the 

resurgence of radical Sinhala Buddhist activism. The tacit 

state approval granted to these movements has meant 

that state response to different civil society groups has 

been markedly lopsided. Thus, post-war Sri Lankan 

society has been subject to greater state control and an 

extreme polarisation of values and ideas.

In early 2013, a group calling itself “Buddhists Questioning 
Bodhu Bala Sena” (BQBBS) called for a candlelight vigil 
outside the Colombo headquarters of the Bodhu Bala Sena 

(BBS) to protest against its “hate-mongering.”1 This was at the 
height of the BBS’s anti-halal campaign, and the BQBBS Face-
book group attracted considerable attention for opposing the 
BBS. When I arrived at the venue, it was clear that things were 
not going well. Scattered groups of people, including some 
familiar and many unfamiliar faces were standing around 
arguing with each other while the police swarmed all over. 
Some Buddhist monks and lay members of the BBS, shielded by 
the police, were shouting at the people who had gathered. The 
police, present in force along with BBS members, were pre-
venting people from gathering and lighting their candles. 
They also took away some people for questioning. With the 
protestors being pushed further and further away, and gradu-
ally withdrawing, I too left, my unlit candle in my bag.

In discussions that followed, the socio-economic back-
ground and gender of the protestors were subjects of intense 
scrutiny. Photographs of some women protestors featured 
prominently on various websites, with comments taunting 
them as “Nightclub Buddhists.” Their clothes, appearance, 
demeanour, and that they lit candles (instead of oil lamps) 
apparently marked them as inappropriate “Buddhist dayikawas” 
(lay Buddhist females) and also “elitist.” The legitimacy of 
this group to engage in protest was questioned. For instance, 
Malinda Seneviratne, editor of the Nation and a writer, 
blogged,

I was disappointed that there was little to tell me that the group was 
made up of people outside of the ‘facebooking,’ English-speaking mid-
dle and upper-middle class. I was less disappointed than perturbed 
when I noticed that in that group there were individuals who have 
been violently anti-Buddhist and anti-Sinhala, including those who 
have cheered the LTTE [Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam] at times 
or white-washed that outfi t as ‘logical’ necessity of being against the 
party/leadership they did not support in various elections since 2004. 
There were identifi able NGO [non-governmental organisation] activ-
ists and others who regularly put their names on political petitions 
and attend political rallies of a particular political persuasion. Noth-
ing wrong there, but this is not the picture I expected to see and it is 
not a picture I would have enjoyed being part of.

The response to the vigil raised interesting questions 
about the nature of civil society in post-war Sri Lanka. What 
constitutes a “legitimate” protest and who has the right to 
protest? What is it about the “facebooking” English-speaking 
middle and  upper-middle classes that perturbs people like 
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Seneviratne? Is there less legitimacy to a protest if “identifi able 
NGO activists” or those with particular “political persuasions” 
are involved? What do these protests and the debates about 
their legitimacy tell us about the post-war civil society space 
in Sri Lanka? These are the questions I examine in this paper 
by studying the contours of the key protests and mobilisations 
that have taken place in Sri Lanka since the end of the war 
in 2009.

Section 1 examines the connotation of civil society in Sri 
Lanka, including a brief historical sketch and key points of 
contestation in imagining civil society. Section 2 outlines some 
of the moments and movements of protest in post-war Sri Lanka, 
and Section 3 looks at competing actors, especially radical 
 Sinhala Buddhist actors. Section 4 summarises some of the 
new directions and characteristics of what is not only an 
 increasingly dynamic civil society space but also a contested 
and fractured one in Sri Lanka.

1 Connotations of Civil Society in Sri Lanka

Rather than clarify what is meant by civil society – a contested 
notion, often loosely used and defying universally accepted 
defi nition — I am interested in considering the many ways in 
which civil society has been used in Sri Lanka and the values 
ascribed to it. While the literature on civil society in Sri Lanka 
is exhaustive, any discussion on the connotations or import of 
civil society invariably invokes certain key issues and tensions 
inherent in the idea.

First, despite civil society being often thought of as a social 
space distinct and differentiated from the state or the market, 
the reality is far more ambiguous (Wickramasinghe 2005; 
Orjuela 2004). Even though civil society is regarded as an 
autonomous social space, it usually tends to be identifi ed with 
particular, dominant formal organisations, often quite strongly 
linked to both the State and the market. The most prominent 
of these forms are those we know as non-governmental or 
community-based organisations (NGOs or CBOs). Despite the 
non-governmental and non-profi t labels, NGOs are connected 
to the state and the market. Some often work closely with or are 
supported by the State, and most, although not profi t-making, 
function on market principles within the competitive aid  industry. 

Second, while the rise of NGOs is linked to the growth of 
neoliberal economic orthodoxy that sees the state as less effi -
cient, they are legitimised by ideas such as democratisation 
and social justice, and seen as essential in maintaining the 
balance of power between the state and its citizens. Mean-
while, civil society has resorted, with some positive effect, 
to acting as a watchdog to check the excesses of the state on 
civil and political rights. But it has failed to contest the failures 
of the state on welfare, redistribution, and social equity 
(Wickramasinghe 2005: 482, 483). In a similar vein, while 
civil society is hailed as providing a space for “grass-roots” 
organising against the forces of globalisation, it is also seen as 
steering away from more radical politics and obscuring class 
divisions and exploitation (Escobar 1995). Wickramasinghe 
(2005) has argued that the “reconstituted” civil society has, for 
example, led to the marginalisation of trade unions.

Third, while a strong civil society is considered “good” for 
society (Orjuela 2004), such strength may in reality be derived 
from global links and may lack a social base. Civil society lead-
ers often come from a social and political elite far removed 
from those they claim to represent (Wickramasinghe 2005). 
However, legitimacy is not only seen to be constituency-based, 
but also drawn from (i) principles and values that are consid-
ered universal, such as human rights (for example, the Univer-
sal Declaration of Human Rights) or (ii) by challenging partic-
ularly intolerable experiences to which people are subjected to 
by those governing them. Of course, the two are often linked, 
since the latter are often framed as violating universally 
accepted principles and norms (Feher 2007).

Fourth, even while civil society legitimated by universal 
norms seeks to distance itself from the partisan and the political, 
the claim to universality is critiqued as Eurocentric and as 
attempting to impose a specifi c Western notion of democracy 
and morality (Orjuela 2004). The concern of civil society about 
how people are governed is what makes civil society activism 
explicitly political. At the same time, what makes it highly 
controversial is when it is seen as being biased towards a 
particular political ideology, or when it attracts support from 
a political party. For instance, the “success” of trade union 
action by the Federation of University Teachers’ Association 
(FUTA), discussed later, was largely linked to its image of being 
unconnected to any political party. Consequently, when some 
political parties actively supported the FUTA’s Long March, 
many supporters were disappointed. So, while civil society is 
expected to take on issues that are explicitly political, it is also 
expected to be independent of political parties.

More often than not, debates about civil society in Sri Lanka 
revolve around these four issues — the predominance of do-
nor-funded NGOs; the political and economic character of civil 
society interests and agendas; the question of legitimacy; and 
the relationship with politics or its political dimensions. But 
these debates on the connotation of civil society also have a 
defi nite socio-historical context. 

There is a long precolonial history in Sri Lanka of people 
organising themselves to manage agriculture and irrigation. 
Another feature is the somewhat quaintly named Maranadara 
Samithis or funeral aid societies.2 The colonial era saw the 
emergence of organisations affi liated to missionary groups in 
Britain such as the Baptist Mission, YMCA, YWCA, and the 
Salvation Army. Buddhist, Hindu, and Muslim organisations 
modelled on their Christian counterparts soon followed. 

Towards the latter part of the colonial period, religious 
revival movements, especially the Buddhist revival movement 
spearheaded by Anagarika Dharmapala, generated public 
space for protest and mobilisation. The Temperance Move-
ment and the labour movement also emerged during this 
period. These movements also provided a space for mobilis-
ing growing anti-colonial sentiments. Other organisations 
not linked to any religion or political ideology were also 
established, focusing primarily on “social service” such as the 
Lanka Mahila Samithi, the Red Cross Society, and St Johns’ 
Ambulance Service.  Following the Social Services Commission 
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 Report in 1947, a department of social services was estab-
lished and it helped NGOs to receive grants and work in collabo-
ration with the newly independent state (Wickramasinghe 
2001; Wanigaratne 1997).

However, it was after the open economy reforms of 1977 that 
the NGO sector rapidly expanded in the 1980s. This could be 
partly attributed to the shift in donor agendas, where NGOs 

were seen as a more effi cient vehicle through which to deliver 
development aid. Integrated rural development projects that 
were popular in the 1980s focused attention on providing 
support to CBOs in project locations. The eruption of armed 
confl ict in the North and East as well as in the South between 
1988 and 1990 saw the emergence of several NGOs providing 
humanitarian assistance, and also others involved in peace, 
civil liberties, and human rights work. The 2004 Indian Ocean 
tsunami also prompted the emergence of a wave of NGOs 
engaged in rehabilitation and development. 

One of the consequences of the expansion of the NGO sector 
in Sri Lanka was the gradual identifi cation of the civil society 
space with NGOs. Civil society, rather than being regarded as 
a space for public action and mobilisation, became identifi ed 
in terms of formal organisations and institutions. While the 
relationship between the state and civil society organisations 
involved in providing humanitarian or development assistance 
is generally amicable, the same cannot be said of the relation-
ship between the state and organisations engaged in peace 
and human rights work. Such civil society organisations have 
always been subject to questions about legitimacy. A common 
accusation is that these organisations are working for “‘external” 
agents, receiving funds from various countries and groups 
hostile to the Sri Lankan state.

There have also been instances where political leaders who 
have felt threatened by certain civil society personalities or 
organisations introduced various regulations aimed at restrict-
ing, regulating, and monitoring the activities of NGOs. During 
President Ranasinghe Premadasa’s time (1989–1993), for in-
stance, an NGO Commission was appointed (1990) to  investigate 
the activities of NGOs. This was largely believed to have been 
driven by the president’s hostility towards  Sarvodaya, one of the 
country’s largest NGOs engaged in  development work, and his 
suspicion of its founder A T Ariyaratne’s political ambitions 
(Perera 1997; Hulmes and Edwards 1997). 

Hostility towards NGOs, particularly those working on 
peace, civil liberties, and human rights, heightened following 
the Indo-Sri Lanka accord and perhaps rose to a crescendo 
during the fi nal years of the war with the LTTE. These NGOs 
were branded as “Tiger sympathisers” and “traitors” working 
in collusion with “foreign” powers to destabilise the country. 
Even the word NGO acquired pejorative connotations and 
those associated with NGOs were often belittled (Amarasuriya 
2010; Amarasuriya and Spencer 2012). In fact, NGO karayo, 
literally “NGO people,” is now a common political accusation 
and a potent weapon to question the legitimacy of any person 
or organisation in the public sphere.

However, post-war Sri Lanka is not only about NGO civil 
 society. This is evident in a number of protests and 

 movements that have emerged since 2009, reshaping the civil 
society space.

2 Post-war Protests in Sri Lanka

The triumphalism that accompanied the defeat of the LTTE in 
May 2009 suggested that the government was riding on a tide 
of popularity that no one was capable or even desirous of chal-
lenging. It seemed to be fi rmly in control and the opposition 
was in disarray. This was underlined by the fate of Sarath Fon-
seka, one of the architects of the military triumph, who was 
stripped of his decorations and civil rights, and jailed for daring 
to challenge the president as a common opposition candidate 
in the 2010 presidential election. Yet, beginning in 2011, there 
have been a number of protest mobilisations in Sri Lanka.
• In May and June 2011, violent protests erupted in the free 
trade zone (FTZ) in Katunayake against a proposed govern-
ment-sponsored pension bill. Clashes with the police led to the 
death of one worker, precipitating the early retirement of the 
inspector general of police and a temporary military occupa-
tion of the FTZ.
• Towards the end of 2011, farmers protesting against a gov-
ernment regulation compelling them to use plastic boxes to 
store and transport vegetables clashed with the police in the 
North Central town of Dambulla.
• In February 2012, there were protests by fi shermen against 
an increase in fuel prices, which led to the death of one fi sher-
man in police shooting (Kamalendran 2012).
• In May 2013, there were widespread protests by citizens’ 
groups and the urban middle classes that forced the president 
to roll back a much-criticised hike in electricity tariffs 
(Jayawardana 2013).
• In July 2013, a move to cut the fertiliser subsidy to paddy 
farmers by 25% (Sunday Times 2013) led to widespread pro-
tests (Newsfi rst 2013; Sri Lanka Mirror 2013).
• In August 2013, protests erupted against the government’s 
failure to act against a factory polluting groundwater in 
Rathupaswala, Weliweriya, an hour away from Colombo. A 
highway was blocked and in the confrontation that followed, 
the army opened fi re, killing six and injuring several others 
(Wipulsena 2013).

In addition, the last three years have seen a series of protests 
by university students in all parts of the country against the 
privatisation of education, suppression of student politics, fee 
increases, and so on, which have often led to clashes with the 
police. The same period has also witnessed resistance from 
communities targeted for eviction as part of Colombo’s urban 
regeneration and beautifi cation efforts. Of particular signifi -
cance were the protests in late 2012 by lawyers, led by the 
Bar Association of Sri Lanka (BASL), against the impeachment 
of Chief Justice Shirani Bandaranayake. The protest was un-
precedented in that it challenged the powers of the executive. 
Since then, the BASL has taken a public stance against 
cor ruption, breakdown of law and order, and the politicisa-
tion of the judiciary.

Perhaps one of the most sustained and signifi cant post-war 
protests was the trade union action of the FUTA, which 



CONFLICT, TRANSITION AND DEVELOPMENT

FEBRUARY 28, 2015 vol l no 9 EPW  Economic & Political Weekly52

 demanded dedicating 6% of the gross domestic product (GDP) 
to education, safeguarding free public education, ensuring au-
tonomy for universities, and enhancing the pay and benefi ts of 
university teachers. It began in July 2012 and went on for 100 
days, attracting widespread public attention. Academics of all 
national universities went on strike and took to the streets on 
several occasions, the highlight being what the FUTA called the 
“Long March” (a fi ve-day relay walk) from Galle to Colombo. 
One of the notable features of the FUTA’s trade union action 
was that it actively mobilised and received support from trade 
unions and groups not linked to education. One of Sri Lanka’s 
best known and oldest trade union leaders, the late Bala Tampoe 
of the Ceylon Mercantile, Industrial, and General Workers’ 
Union declared his support for the FUTA. The FUTA, led by 
generally conservative, white-collar, middle-class academics, 
caught the attention of battle-toughened working-class trade 
unions. More signifi cantly, there was a move by a farmers’ col-
lective to donate dry food to the striking academics who had 
been denied their salaries. Opposition political parties also ex-
tended support to the FUTA, sniffi ng a chance to excite the 
public in a way that they had failed to do.

Was it simply the power of the FUTA’s message — to protect 
free public education — that evoked this response or was it 
that it provided a new kind of legitimacy to the civil society 
space? Had FUTA become — to quote Seneviratne — “a unify-
ing banner for the disgruntled, cutting across vocation, politi-
cal party,  region, age and ideological preference” (2012)? 
Seneviratne’s somewhat grudging acknowledgement of the 
FUTA’s “success” was extremely revealing for the notion of civil 
society implicit in it. It suggested that the civil society space 
should ideally be a space of plurality — plurality of values, 
ideologies, and political and social positions.

What does this putative plurality of civil society mean in 
terms of locating groups such as the BBS, Sinhala Ravaya and 
the Ravana Balakaya and their mobilisations that have been 
equally visible and active in post-war Sri Lanka?3 

3 Competing Civil Society Actors

A growing anti-Muslim sentiment is an issue that has domi-
nated post-war Sri Lanka. This has been mainly spearheaded 
by the BBS, a post-war entity that has been agitating on issues 
ranging from the supposed decline of the Sinhalese community 
due to family planning and conversions to the notional 
“Muslim” threat to the country, specifi cally to the Sinhala 
Buddhist community. At its fi rst national convention on 28 
July 2012, the BBS passed fi ve resolutions calling for ending the 
promotion of family planning because the growth rate of Sin-
hala Buddhists was allegedly dwindling; changing the exist-
ing Roman-Dutch and English-based legal system to safeguard 
the rights of Sinhala Buddhists; prioritising religious educa-
tion; implementing the recommendations of the 1959 Buddha 
Sasana Commission; and regulating published material on 
Buddhism to prevent “distortions” of the doctrine. The BBS has 
not confi ned itself to fi ghting “Muslim extremism.” It has also 
stormed evangelical Christian churches; a hotel down south, 
which it said had a bar named the Buddha Bar; a law 

college for having apparently manipulated the results of an 
entrance exam in favour of Muslims; a human rights exhibi-
tion held during the Commonwealth Heads of Government 
Meeting in Colombo; a press conference of a Buddhist monk 
who was promoting religious unity; and the premises of a 
ministry that was allegedly “hiding” the same Buddhist monk 
(Hiru News 2013; Sunday Times 2013b; Lanka C News 2012). 

The BBS is known for its extremely aggressive and vigilante 
approach, epitomised by the actions of its general secretary 
Galaboda Aththe Gnanasara.

In January 2013, the BBS launched its anti-halal campaign, 
leading to the Maharagama Declaration where 10 points were 
presented, which included bringing an end to halal certifi ca-
tion and also expressing concerns about Muslim women 
donning the abaya and the niqab, which were described in 
derogatory terms (Daily Mirror 2013; Daily FT 2013a, b). The BBS 
organised a series of well-attended public meetings and a 
high-pitched campaign demanding that halal certifi cation be 
banned as it was an imposition of Muslim law. Muslim enter-
prises were targeted for vilifi cation and calls for boycotts, 
leading eventually to attacks, such as the one on an outlet of 
clothing chain Fashion Bug. The campaign was successful as 
a “compromise” was reached, unoffi cially brokered by the 
government, which chose to ignore calls to rein in the BBS. 
In July 2014, the BBS was directly implicated in large-scale 
anti-Muslim violence in Aluthgama and Beruwala in the South 
on the back of a rally that urged people to take action to protect 
the Sinhalese and Buddhists from “outsiders”. On several 
occasions, the BBS has referred to Sri Lanka as a “Sinhalese 
Buddhist” country belonging to the Sinhalese, administered 
by the Sinhalese for the Sinhalese.

Groups such as the Sinhala Ravaya, Ravana Balakaya, and 
other groups led primarily by Buddhist monks espouse similar 
positions as the BBS. All of them operate on a Sinhala Buddhist 
nationalist platform and are extremely aggressive (physically 
and verbally) in their demeanour and actions. Placing Bud-
dhist clergy in the front enables them to use the traditional re-
spect offered to the clergy to protect themselves from counter 
attacks. Thus, the police, who usually show no restraint when 
facing protestors, act with extreme patience and respect when 
dealing with them. But the primary reason for the relative im-
punity of these groups is their alleged links to, and support 
from, the highest levels of government. For instance, in early 
2013, none other than the powerful secretary of defence and 
the president’s sibling, Gotabhaya Rajapkasa, inaugurated a 
BSS leadership academy (Ceylon Today 2013).

A notable feature of these groups is that they often use 
the rhetoric and language of rights to argue for their cause. 
For instance, they claim to protect the Sinhalese from 
“discrimination;” that the Sinhalese have the “right” to live in 
any part of the country (in response to allegations that the 
state is promoting Sinhalese “colonisation” in the North and 
East); and that the international community ignores war 
crimes committed against Sinhala communities.

On 5 August 2014, a group led by Buddhist monks disrupted 
a meeting in Colombo organised by a group called the Families 
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of the Disappeared between families from the North, the Inter-
national Committee of the Red Cross, members of the diplo-
matic community, and civil society activists (Groundviews 
2014). They claimed to represent a group called the Dead and 
Missing Person’s Parents Front (DMPPF) and demanded that 
they too be allowed to present their views. The public dis-
course that followed is of some interest in terms of this paper. 
While a section of the media denounced the incident as a 
disruption by a group of thuggish monks and their supporters, 
others described it as an intervention by a group of “patriots” 
to prevent a group of “traitors” from betraying the country. 
Some mainstream media outlets reported that the monks had 
disrupted the meeting because they wanted to share their sto-
ries with the audience. Speaking to a leading Sunday weekend 
paper, an advisor to the DMPPF, Angulugalle Siri Jinananda, 
said they had “only gone to the venue at which the meeting 
was being held as they had received complaints from other 
parents of missing Tamil youth that they were not given the 
chance to submit their grievances” (Sunday Leader 2014). He 
said that a large number of Tamils were members of the 
 organisation, refuting the allegation that he represented only 
the Sinhalese.

In an unusual step, some diplomatic missions, including 
those of France, Germany, the UK, and Switzerland jointly, and 
the US separately, condemned the disruption of the meeting. 
In response, the external affairs minister summoned all diplo-
matic missions and “stressed the need for foreign envoys to 
show sensitivity to local sentiments and to be cautious about 
associating themselves with events which are not compatible 
with the impartiality integral to their role.” The ministry also 
issued a strong statement that “a certain section of the diplo-
matic corps appears to be involved in a manner lacking in ob-
jectivity, in events organised for a particular region and com-
munity” (Island 2014). The state’s response helped legitimise 
the actions of those who disrupted the meeting by suggesting 
that the international community and certain civil society ac-
tors only present issues selectively, an accusation that is made 
often and one which civil society actors and organisations 
have failed to successfully refute.

In a similar incident, in 2013, a group of protestors again led 
by Buddhist monks disrupted an exhibition on human rights 
organised by some NGOs in collaboration with the main oppo-
sition, the United National Party (UNP), on the sidelines of the 
Commonwealth Heads of Government Meeting. The monks 
alleged that there were “extremist elements” at the exhibition 
and later claimed to have been assaulted by the organisers, 
which in turn resulted in some members of the UNP issuing an 
apology (Rush 2013).

Groups like the BBS and others not only occupy and compete 
in the same social space as other civil society activists but also 
on the same issues. They undermine the legitimacy of other 
civil society groups accusing them of being “NGOs” working for 
foreign interests, while positioning themselves as “genuine,” 
“local” groups representing “local” interests. Neither Sinhala 
Buddhist nationalist groups nor the activism of Buddhist 
monks is a new feature of Sri Lankan society (Tambiah 1992; 

Seneviratne 1999; Deegalle 2004). However, there is a sense 
that there is a qualitative difference in the new wave of politi-
cal Buddhist activism. The aggressive vigilantism that marks 
the way these groups operate has yet to be successfully chal-
lenged or restrained. Appeasement and retreat seem to have 
been the only response so far. These groups were linked on 
many occasions to the military establishment, notably the 
former defence secretary, although he consistently denied 
this. Yet, the pronouncements of the former government, 
including the defence secretary, indicated alignments with the 
ideologies of these groups (Daily Mirror 2014). In the face of 
such high-level protection and the impunity, the weaknesses 
of the rest of civil society were all too clearly exposed.

4 New Directions in Post-war Civil Society in Sri Lanka 

One of the clearest distinctions between nationalist civil soci-
ety organisations and other civil society organisations in Sri 
Lanka is in terms of their social and ideological bases. While 
the ideas of the former have been steadily and successfully 
propagated among the Sinhala-speaking populace in the last 
several decades, those of the latter have remained on the 
fringe. At the same time, civil society actors and organisations 
who had been articulating a more liberal political ideology 
were removed, or chose to remain largely silent on issues 
related to economic liberalisation, government misconduct, 
and the neglect of education, health, and the environment. 
The resistance to intellectual property rights which affected 
farming, agriculture, and education; free trade agreements; 
environmental issues; and multinational companies came 
from civil society organisations that had direct or indirect 
links to nationalist Sinhala Buddhist ideologies. For instance, 
former minister Champika Ranawaka, a Member of Parlia-
ment from the Sinhala Buddhist nationalist party, the Jathika 
Hela Urumaya (JHU), spoke on the environment and energy 
issues, while prominent organisations working on environ-
mental and energy issues had members sympathetic to the 
JHU and other nationalist groups. Resistance to the Compre-
hensive Economic Partnership Agreement with India came 
from several local businesses that were then associated with 
Mawbima Lanka, a foundation that promotes Sri Lankan prod-
ucts with a distinctly nationalist slant (Daily FT 2013a, b).

Politically liberal sections of civil society have largely con-
fi ned themselves to civil and political human rights issues, 
which may perhaps be stretched occasionally to accommodate 
women and children’s rights. Yet, these are not the issues that 
have succeeded in mobilising the populace during recent times, 
particularly in the Sinhalese-dominant part of the country. 
While this diffi culty can be described in terms of a lack of 
awareness among larger Sri Lankan society, questions have 
also to be raised about how civil society organisations select 
the issues they want to advocate and how they mobilise 
communities around these issues.

One of the reasons that the FUTA and the BASL were 
successful to some extent was perhaps because their character 
and the issues they highlighted were able to cut across the 
political and ideological divide, going beyond established 
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 civil society circles. To a large extent, despite attempts by the 
government to discredit the FUTA and the BASL as NGO-linked, 
both managed to escape the labelling. For many people, the 
FUTA and the BASL provided a space that many could relate 
to that allowed them to express the discontent they felt on 
many issues.

It was precisely for these reasons that the FUTA’s suspension 
of trade union action after 100 days in 2012 drew a furious and 
emotional outburst from many of its supporters. Many ex-
pressed feelings of betrayal — they had expected the FUTA to go 
on till it “won” all the demands. That the FUTA as a trade union 
had to take strategic action and withdraw at certain times, and 
that many of its demands were long term and required sus-
tained campaigning were not good enough explanations for 
many people. The FUTA provided a comfortable space for many 
to express their discontent with different issues. Interestingly, 
the trade unions that had backed the FUTA supported its deci-
sion to suspend the trade union action after 100 days. 

The National Movement for a Just Society, led by Madulu-
wawe Sobitha, is also interesting for its appeal to heterogene-
ous sections of society. Its fi rst public meeting held at the New 
Town Hall attracted a cross-section of society and the political 
establishment. While many were led by curiosity, others came 
searching or hoping to fi nd a space that would allow them 
to express their discontent. Many liberal elements chose to 
suspend their mistrust of being part of an event led by a 
Buddhist monk in the hope that the movement would be able 
to rise above religious, political, and ethnic lines. Whether it 
was able to do so is a different question – yet, the response 
evoked  underlined the lacunae in Sri Lanka’s post-war civil 
society. Another event with similar echoes was also led by a 
non-secular institution. At the Anglican Church-led service 
organised for independence day in 2013, the Bishop of 
Colombo declared two days of lamentation to mark the 
“complete breakdown of rule of law in the country” (Bastians 
2013). People from different creeds and political persuasions, 
including Sobitha, parti cipated in this service. On the one 
hand, the attraction of such initiatives underlines the thirst for 
new ways of, and spaces for, dissent and political expression. 
On the other hand, it also shows that the confi guration of exist-
ing civil society, dominated by the more formal NGOs, has failed 
to provide those spaces. In addition, it refl ects the failure of 
political parties to effectively represent or articulate a broad 
range of public concerns,  including dissent and dissatisfaction 
with the ruling regime.

5 Conclusions

This paper began by posing several questions about post-war 
civil society in Sri Lanka. Evidently, in Sri Lankan civil society 
today, the dominance of NGOs is on the decline. Many new ac-
tors have come in and while civil society has always been a 
contested and highly diverse terrain, it has become even more 
so now. The decline of NGOs has also meant that there is far 
more diversity in the type of activities within civil society. The 
dominance of the civil society space by NGOs also made the 
type of civil society actions and actors fairly predictable — 

workshops, seminars, capacity-building activities, and so on. 
A regular crowd of protestors carried out protests in desig-
nated places. Seneviratne’s disappointment with the candle-
light vigil was precisely for this reason — it had, in his eyes, 
all the marks of a “typical” NGO protest. And typical NGO pro-
tests no longer have legitimacy or excite people. 

The protests and movements that are generating interest in 
Sri Lanka today are those outside the NGO circle. The tech-
niques for mobilisation and protest are not only different, but 
also far more ambitious than those of NGOs. The Long March 
by the FUTA was an example. At the same time, the potential 
for violence within civil society has also increased. Activism 
has become more confrontational and more public. Another 
characteristic of this change is that many of the current civil 
society initiatives are protests related to the immediate con-
cerns of communities — evictions, electricity tariff hikes, 
school closures, and controversial regulations. Groups are 
formed and fade away as the issues recede and new groups 
emerge advocating different issues. The formations and issues 
are more fl uid and in a state of constant fl ux.

Many defi nitions of civil society regard it as a space that is 
outside the family, the State, and the market. Of course, this 
clear separation has always been contested. However, what we 
now see in civil society in Sri Lanka is the extent to which the 
state has entered, or even captured, the civil society space. It 
can even be said that there are agents of the state functioning 
within civil society. This has meant that there are two sections 
of civil society — one that operates with the tacit approval of 
the state, and the other that operates in opposition to the state. 
The latter are subject to heavy restrictions, control, and sur-
veillance while the former operate relatively freely. This is an 
interesting development in terms of the watchdog role of civil 
society or civil society as a balance of power between those 
who govern and those who are governed. When civil society 
groups functioning with the blessings of the government take 
on the role of critiquing the government, thereby capturing 
the anti-government space. The BBS, for example, is often ex-
tremely critical of specifi c policies or individuals within the 
government. Groups such as Sinhala Ravaya and the Ravana 
Balakaya called for the resignation of the former prime minis-
ter over his alleged involvement in allowing a container of 
drugs to enter the country (Sunday Times 2014). Thus, opposi-
tion to the government also comes from within, allowing dif-
ferent sections of the government to play one off against the 
other. Those who protest outside these permitted boundaries 
are accused of being anti-national — a serious accusation in 
the post-war environment with the threat of war crimes hang-
ing over the former government. 

Another aspect of post-war civil society in Sri Lanka is that 
the limitations of NGOs that stood for liberal political values 
have been exposed. While their distance from those that they 
claim to represent has always been remarked on, in the past 
several years, the inability of these organisations to effectively 
respond to almost unceasing criticism has severely constrained 
them. The challenges have become more sophisticated and also 
more aggressive and these NGOs seemingly have no answers 
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other than to appeal to universal principles, norms of good 
governance, human rights, and the inter national community.

Clearly, this situation does not bode well for Sri Lanka. The 
value of civil society lies in that it provides a space for alterna-
tive views, debate, and dissent. Yet civil society in post-war Sri 
Lanka is captive to the forces of local and global politics. While 
this has resulted in the emergence of new forms of resistance 
and dissent, it has also given rise to less palatable, illiberal, 
and dangerous movements such as the resurgence of radical 
Sinhala Buddhist activism. The tacit state approval granted to 

these movements has meant that the state response to differ-
ent civil society groups has been markedly lopsided. Thus, 
post-war Sri Lankan society, while seeing an increasing sense 
of discontent and dissent, has been subject to greater state con-
trol and an extreme polarisation of values and ideas. The ways 
in which these dynamics are transforming civil society in Sri 
Lanka requires more discussion and closer scrutiny, particu-
larly if progressive civil society actors are to fi nd ways of exert-
ing a positive and meaningful infl uence on the shape and 
 trajectory of post-war Sri Lanka. 

Notes

 1 The Bodu Bala Sena (Buddhist Force Army) is a 
monk-led extremist Buddhist nationalist group 
that has been in the forefront of anti-Muslim 
activities. 

 2 Community-based organisations that are 
formed primarily to provide aid during funer-
als. The society provides fi nancial and other 
support to its members at funerals of family 
members. 

 3 The Sinhala Ravaya and Ravana Balakaya are 
monk-led Buddhist nationalist groups that 
have recently become active in Sri Lanka.
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