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1. give in (phrasal verb) – surrender, yield, submit/capitulate. 
2. polarisation (noun) – separation of two contrasting groups (based on different opinions/beliefs). 
3. mourning (noun) – grief, grieving/sorrowing, lamentation. 
4. extremist (noun) – radical, fanatical, militant. 
5. heinous (adjective) – extremely bad & evil, shocking, horrible/wicked. 
6. spectacle (noun) – display, show, event/scene. 
7. mayhem (noun) – chaos, disorder, turmoil/unrest. 
8. backdrop (noun) – situation, scenario, context. 
9. consequence (noun) – result/outcome, repercussion, reverberations/ramification. 
10. drastically (adverb) – extremely; seriously, desperately, substantially. 
11. descend into (phrasal verb) – degenerate, deteriorate, decline. 
12. plural (adjective) – having several diverse elements. 
13. verge (noun) – (an extreme) edge, end, brink, limit. 
14. abyss (noun) – divergence/division, contrast, polarity. 
15. implant (verb) – instil, inculcate, insinuate/introduce. 
16. horrendous (adjective) – horrible, terrible, frightful. 
17. fallout (noun) – adverse results; repercussions, after-effects. 
18. tear apart (phrasal verb) – divide, split, disunite. 
19. the body politic (noun) – all citizens of a nation collectively. 
20. pogrom (noun) – massacre/mass killing, carnage, persecution/destruction.  
21. draconian (adjective) – very harsh, oppressive, authoritarian. 
22. detention (noun) – confinement/incarceration, captivity/custody, imprisonment. 
23. surveillance (noun) – observation, scrutiny, inspection. 
24. undermine (verb) – weaken, spoil, damage. 
25. suck into (verb) – implicate in, involve in, draw into. 
26. (be) coupled with (verb) – combine, associate, connect. 
27. turmoil (noun) – trouble, disturbance, upheaval/disorder. 
28. fuel (verb) – stimulate, encourage, intensify. 
29. manoeuvre (verb) – manage, organize, arrange (something tactfully). 
30. heighten (verb) – increase/raise, intensify/ escalate; aggravate/worsen. 
31. brutal (adjective) – vicious, cruel, harsh/savage. 
32. cataclysmically (adverb) – disastrously, catastrophically, tragically/devastatingly. 
33. orchestrate (verb) – organize/arrange (secretively), mastermind, choreograph/engineer. 
34. massacre (verb) – murder, kill, destroy. 
35. ethnic (adjective) – relating to a population subgroup (cultural, national, traditional/folk) with a 

common national or cultural tradition. 
36. casualty (noun) – victim, fatality; loss, death and injured. 
37. fraught with (adjective) – full of, filled with. 
38. ethno-nationalist (noun) – relating to someone who supports or promotes the interests of a 

particular ethnic group. 
39. draw parallels between (phrase) – to mention methods in which two separate things are 

similar. 
40. perpetrator (noun) – a person who does immoral, harmful and illegal activities; criminal, culprit, 

evil-doer. 
41. separatist (noun) – dissident, nonconformist, apostate. 
42. mobilisation (noun) – the act of bringing people together for a particular cause. 
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43. totalitarian (noun) – authoritarian, autocratic, dictatorial/oppressive. 
44. ruthless (adjective) – harsh, inflexible, unsympathetic. 
45. dissent (noun) – disagreement, disapproval, opposition. 
46. fringe (noun) – the outer/marginal part (of a group). 
47. nihilist (noun) – the philosophical viewpoint that suggests the denial or lack of belief toward the 

reputedly meaningful aspects of life. 
48. alienation (noun) – isolation, detachment, estrangement/separation. 
49. islamophobia (noun) – the fear, hatred of, or prejudice against, the Islamic religion or Muslims 

generally, especially when seen as a geopolitical force. 
50. eschew (verb) – abstain/refrain from, reject/deny, disavow. 
51. restrain (verb) – suppress, repress, contain/control. 
52. chauvinist (adjective) – excessively nationalistic, sectarian, isolationist. 
53. sovereignty (noun) – supremacy, hegemony, domination, authority. 
54. vindicate (verb) – justify, confirm, ratify. 
55. distrust (noun) – mistrust, suspicion, wariness, lack of trust. 
56. prejudice (noun) – preconceived idea, preconception, preconceived notion 
57. stoke (verb) – incite, encourage, fuel. 
58. address (verb) – attend to, tackle, deal with. 
59. harrowing (adjective) – (extremely) distressing, disturbing, upsetting. 
60. unfold (verb) – develop, happen, take place. 
61. geopolitical (adjective) – relating to (the study of) the effects of geography (human and 

physical) on politics and international relations. 
62. bode well (verb) – augur, presage, portend (something, a good outcome). 
63. hasty (adjective) – quick, hurried, fast. 
64. aftermath (noun) – consequence, result/outcome, repercussion. 
65. solely (adverb) – only, simply, merely. 
66. surveillance (noun) – observation, scrutiny, inspection. 
67. demilitarization (noun) – limitation/reduction/deactivation of military weapons; disarmament. 
68. repeal (verb) – revoke/invalidate, cancel, reverse/annul. 
69. torture (verb) – pain, worry, trouble. 
70. alienate (verb) – set/drive apart, separate, disunite. 
71. insurrection (noun) – uprising, revolt, revolution. 
72. black hole (noun) – a place where something lost has no mark/trace of its disappearance. 
73. ramifications (noun) – consequence, result, aftermath. 
74. panic (noun) – nervousness, fear, hysteria. 
75. clamour (noun) – protest, complaint, outcry/commotion. 
76. ideological (adjective) – dogmatic, doctrinal. 
77. madrasa (noun) – a place (school or college) where people learn about Islam, the religion of 

Muslims. 
78. attire (noun) – clothing/clothes, garments, dress. 
79. scapegoating (noun) – victim; a person blamed for the wrongdoings/faults that someone else 

has done. 
80. fragile (adjective) – weak, shaky/risky, unreliable. 
81. bound to (adjective) – certain/sure, very likely, guaranteed. 
82. tremendous (adjective) – massive, huge, mammoth. 
83. peer (noun) – equal, fellow, match, like. 
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84. protectionism (noun) – the use of tariff and non-tariff restrictions on imports to protect domestic 
producers from foreign competition. 

85. economic shock (noun) – in economics, a shock is an unexpected or unpredictable event that 
affects an economy, either positively or negatively. 

86. capital flow (noun) – the movement of money for investment goes from one country to another. 
87. authoritarian (adjective) – dictatorial, totalitarian, autocratic. 
88. kneejerk (adjective) – unthinking, automatic, unplanned. 
89. gain ground (phrase) – make progress, make strides, progress, advance. 
90. capitalise on (verb) – take advantage of, exploit, benefit from. 
91. mounting (adjective) – increasing, growing, escalating. 
92. redeem (verb) – save, rescue; recover. 
93. decimate (verb) – get rid of, eliminate, do away with, remove. 
94. seek (verb) – aim, try/strive, attempt/desire to achieve something. 
95. decapitation (noun) – an effort to undermine a group by removing its leaders. 
96. extremism (noun) – radicalism, fanaticism, dogmatism. 
97. imminent (adjective) – approaching, close, near. 
98. fraught (adjective) – anxious, worried, distressed/panicky. 
99. intelligentsia (noun) – intellectuals, intelligent people, academics/learned people. 
100. rhetorical (adjective) – bombastic, oratorical, high-sounding/extravagant. 
101. barrage (noun) – superabundance, plethora; torrent, onslaught (of criticism). 
102. citizenry (noun) – all the people/citizens (of a place/country considered as a whole). 

 

Don’t give in to polarisation 

In Sri Lanka, the challenge is to turn national mourning into a call for 

coexistence and democracy 

As reports about those behind the Easter Sunday attacks in Sri Lanka emerge, many 

questions remain about the motives of the extremists. The full picture of the formation of 

this extremist force and the objectives behind their heinous crimes may take time. 

However, they have succeeded in creating a spectacle of death, mayhem and fear. 

I focus here on the historical backdrop and the broader consequences of these attacks. In 

the months ahead, the climate of fear is going to drastically shape the workings of the state, 

the political character of future regimes and relations between communities. 

The political leadership in the country has descended into a blame game with this being an 

election year. The progressive forces committed to a plural and democratic society have a 

historical challenge before them, as Sri Lanka is on the verge of falling into the abyss of 

polarisation. 
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Historical turn 

The Easter attacks have implanted horrendous images in the minds of Sri Lankans. The 

fallout can tear apart the body politic of Sri Lanka with political shifts similar to the U.S. 

after September 11, 2001 and the July 1983 pogrom in Sri Lanka. 

The “war on terror” in the U.S. after 2001 led to the draconian USA PATRIOT Act, the 

detention and surveillance of Muslims and the institution of Homeland Security, 

undermining the democratic and liberal structures within the U.S. With many other 

countries sucked into the “war on terror” coupled with the Bush regime’s military 

adventures in Afghanistan and Iraq, great social and political turmoil was created in West 

and South Asia, and fuelled extremist Islamist forces. 

In Sri Lanka, the “war on terror” manoeuvred an internationalised peace process between 

the government and the Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam (LTTE), by pushing for a deal 

between a so-called “failed state” and a “terrorist organisation”. Eventually, as the peace 

process failed with heightened international engagement, Sri Lanka’s version of a brutal 

“war on terror” cataclysmically ended the civil war with tens of thousands of lives lost in 

May 2009. 

On the other hand, the armed conflict itself escalated following the government-

orchestrated July 1983 pogroms where over 2,000 Tamil civilians were massacred. That 

pogrom over-determined the political economy of the country with an ethnic conflict over 

the next two and a half decades. Indeed, the Easter massacre leading to hundreds of 

casualties is loaded with dangers of religious forces entering the mix of a country 

historically fraught with ethno-nationalist tensions and conflicts. 

Polarised politics 

Some actors are drawing parallels between the perpetrators of the Easter attacks and the 

LTTE. However, the similarities are limited to the LTTE’s use of suicide bombings and 

targeting of civilians. The LTTE had a clear agenda of creating a separate state and worked 

to build a base within the Tamil community through a combination of separatist nationalist 

mobilisations, totalitarian control and ruthless elimination of dissent. 

The extremist Muslim youth behind the Easter attacks are a fringe group and their 

nihilist politics without a social base is one of divisiveness and isolation. They have drawn 

https://www.thehindu.com/tag/1349/politics/?utm=bodytag
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as much on globally circulating contemporary technologies of terror as on the alienation of 

Muslim youth with rising global Islamophobia, but their politics are eschewed by the 

Muslim communities in Sri Lanka. 

In this context, even though the attacks were mainly against Christian churches, the fallout 

may take unpredictable forms. Thus far, the Christian communities’ response has been 

restrained. However, chauvinist Sinhala Buddhist forces see these attacks as targeting state 

sovereignty and feel vindicated in their distrust of Muslims. Their anti-Muslim campaigns 

have greatly influenced the Sinhala population’s prejudices against Muslims over the last 

decade; the Mahinda Rajapaksa regime stoked anti-Muslim violence and the Sirisena-

Wickremesinghe government hardly addressed its continuation. 

Even as reports of the perpetrators behind these harrowing attacks unfold, many 

international and national actors are projecting narratives to suit their geopolitical and 

power seeking agendas. The number of international actors now providing assistance to 

confront “terrorism” does not bode well given the disastrous history of internationalised 

engagement in Sri Lanka. 

There are social and political dangers in projecting hasty solutions either removed from or 

with limited understanding of problems. While security in the aftermath of the attacks is a 

real concern, a solution solely focussed on militarised policing and surveillance is 

worrying. For close to a decade, progressives have called for demilitarisation. However, 

the current state of Emergency with militarised check points and surveillance are further 

militarising the country. In weeks before the Easter attacks there was much discussion of 

repealing the draconian Prevention of Terrorism Act enacted in 1979, which in no small 

measure was linked to torturing and alienating Tamil youth during the war and Sinhala 

youth during the Janatha Vimukthi Peramuna insurrection. We are now looking into the 

black hole of a far severe legal and surveillance regime, with little discussion of its long-

term impact on democratic freedoms. 

Political ramifications 

In the panic and clamour for a security response, the ideological, economic and political 

ramifications of the current crisis are missed. Drawing on Islamophobic discourse, 

Muslims characterised as the “other” are called to explain and take responsibility for the 
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Easter attacks. There are escalating demands to ban madrasas and Muslim women’s attire 

without extensively consulting the Muslim community. Furthermore, as with the previous 

riots that targeted Muslim businesses, scapegoating Muslims for future economic problems 

is a real fear. 

The fragile national economy is bound to decline with a major hit on the significant tourist 

industry. The July 1983 pogrom and the armed conflict brought tremendous disorder and 

isolated Sri Lanka at a time when its peers such as Malaysia and Thailand gained 

economically from major foreign investments. In these times of protectionism, an 

economic shock affecting international investment, capital flows and trade with Sri Lanka 

can lead to a national economic crisis. 

Even more dangerously, an authoritarian anti-terrorist leadership is now the kneejerk call 

for the upcoming presidential elections. Predictably, the Rajapaksa camp gaining ground 

over the last year capitalising on mounting economic problems, is seeking further political 

gain out of this disaster. They claim only a strongman leader can redeem the country. They 

are projecting their role in decimating the LTTE as the solution for the current crisis. 

However, the defeat of the LTTE was about taking on a totalitarian organisation with a 

pyramidal military structure, where the decapitation of the leadership led to its end. 

The challenge now beyond the immediate security concerns is mainly of social and 

political proportions. The attacks by extremist Islamist forces on the Christian churches can 

shift into conflicts that involve chauvinist Buddhist and for that matter Hindu reactionary 

forces. Hindutva in India, Buddhist extremism in Myanmar and the circulation of their 

ideologies and practices are imminent dangers for an already fraught Sri Lankan polity. 

The liberal and left forces in the country, and the Sinhala intelligentsia in particular, have 

to find the courage and discourse to take on the chauvinist anti-Muslim rhetorical barrage. 

A likely casualty of the Easter attacks is going to be the rights of Muslim youth and the 

broader freedoms of the citizenry. The challenge before the country is to turn national 

mourning and grief into a call for coexistence and democracy. 
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