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ABSTRACT KEYWORDS

This article examines how minoritised and securitised neighbour- Ethno-religious conflict;
hoods respond creatively to inflection points in prolonged violent ~ ontological security;
conflict and its afterlives. Drawing on ontological security studies ~ Minoritisation; coexistence;
and the anthropology of violence, it highlights the everyday labour g:i’sf:nok';ﬂ'd urbanism;

of coexistence and the positive role of anxiety management in

securing the community. Typically, inflection points - critical occur-

rences that unsettle routine coexistence and test community

bonds - prompt narratives to re-assert a stable “we-ness”.
However, based on oral histories from Kompagna Veediya, a multi-
ethnic neighbourhood in Colombo, Sri Lanka, the article shows how
long-term residents draw on their collective place-identity rather
than their ethno-religious affiliations to mitigate outside scrutiny.
They mobilised this place-identity in three interconnected ways: by
banking on their mutigenerational history, by performing rituals of
community cohesiveness and by mobilising their collective elec-
toral power. Together, these practices draw on social capital from
within, serve as a source of ontological security and as leverage in
negotiating protection with security regimes. The article contri-
butes to debates on everyday security, post-conflict urban life and
the politics of recognition in divided societies.

Introduction

Sri Lanka has a long history of intersecting conflicts since it gained independence in 1948.
The lived realities of how competing and often militarised nationalisms - Sinhalese,
Muslim and Tamil' - manifest themselves inevitably influenced the formation of
national and group identities,” and indeed, the ‘Othering’ of those identities culturally
and as a political tool.” These socio-political subjectivities, often ethno-religious in
orientation and constituted in response to existential anxieties and reified by structural
transformations — such as civil war, and the increasing inequalities of post-war develop-
ment - tended to reinforce an established order so well entrenched, that it is ‘utterly
normalised and unremarkable’.* A related phenomenon, particularly in representational
politics — where securitising narratives of ‘Othering’ and Otherness” are heightened
during cycles of violence and crises — became so ingrained in the lived experiences of
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those who are minoritised, that it effectively relegated them to the everyday reality and
subordinate status of ‘lesser citizens’.® However, defining these dynamics of minoritisa-
tion as a whole only through the lens of status quoist notions of majoritarianism and (in)
security, oversimplifies the complex relationships and motivations that exist at a micro-
social level, particularly in contexts like Kompagna Veediya.

Kompangna Veediya’ is unique. It is a neighbourhood in the heart of Sri Lanka’s
commercial capital Colombo, characterised by minoritisation and securitisation over
different phases of crises and upheaval in Sri Lanka. It also has a multi-generational
experience of being grounded in the shared history of a largely unchanged geographical
boundary. But, that is not what makes it unique. What makes it unique is how it engages
this shared history - as a collectively and mutually recognised value rooted in ‘place-
identity’- to defy the logic of how majority-minority relations supposedly play out at
a neighbourhood level.* What we see in Kompangna Veeidya is that not all minoritised
groups are motivated to self-preserve by collapsing into their ethnic or religious insula-
rities or sub-nationalisms in the face of majoritarianism that is heightened at times of
crises (and in their afterlives). What we see in Kompangne Veediya is that even as the
macro-politics of dominant nationalisms that rely on ethno-religiosity and its violent
manifestations percolate into the neighbourhood, this community calls upon sedimented
histories of coexistence. They do this to counter the overarching influence of ethno-
religiosity and political polarisation of violent regimes and therefore navigate their
security of being. As long-term residents, particularly during times of crises, they project
a narrative of community unity that blends their internal differences — class, caste, ethno-
religious identities — to outside scrutiny. Similarly, they highlight how they are different
from ‘new-comers’ (into the neighbourhood) that may invite surveillance or scrutiny
from outside.

Such creative labour - constructing self-other narratives that are mutually acknowl-
edged and internalised practices of ‘everyday coexistence’ - is an exercise in
pragmatism.'® In this article, we attempt to understand it along two registers: how
ontological security is derived through mutually agreed notions of ‘what it means to be
from here’ without invoking ethno-religious insularities or its associative political alle-
giances; and how these practices of performative community identity uniquely differ
from the kind of sub-nationalisms that are historically rooted in ethno-geographies
elsewhere in Sri Lanka. We delve into the oral histories of multi-generational families
from Kompangna Veediya to understand how as a community with a long-history of
place-identity, it has maintained, invested in and renewed these practices multi-
generationally, internalised almost as a type of community DNA, throughout many
phases of crises, conflicts and insecurity — such as the 26-year-long Sri Lankan civil
war'" and its many inflection points'? - such as the anti-Tamil pogrom of 1983" or the
Easter Attacks of 2019."

Understanding the creative labour of co-existence in violent contexts

This article draws its conceptual scaffolding from two disciplinary perspectives that offer
new epistemological insights on the creative labour of coexistence within the context of
violence.
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First, it draws from ontological security studies (OSS), a field grounded in psycho-
analysis and political psychology. Building on Anthony Giddens’'” concept of ontological
security — the security of being, or the management of anxiety over the potential loss of
self-identity in changing circumstances — early OSS scholars emphasised the role of stable
identity narratives and biographical continuity. This framework explains how majoritar-
ian populist leaders employ ‘speech acts’® to create a sense of home as a safe haven, to
address public anxieties about globalisation, migration and conflict, that ultimately fuels
right-wing nationalism.

However, subsequent scholars such as Nicolai Gellwitzi have critiqued the reduction of
ontological security to ‘the stability and security of particular identity claims’.'” They
contend that it carries a status quoist and conservative bias, potentially justifying violent
and exclusionary practices while foreclosing the possibility of a more nuanced politics of
subjectivity. Consequently, they propose understanding ontological security not as a fixed
state of being, but as a psychological position — a mode of managing anxiety and relating to
others. This opens the analytical field to multifinal'® ways of managing anxiety, including
creative and constructive approaches that move beyond fear-inducing and securitising
dynamics. Here, creativity is understood as the capacity to act outside established narratives
and routines — disrupting ‘the bordering practices of everyday life’."”

The second perspective comes from anthropological studies of violence in South Asia,
which have, to an extent, engaged with the ‘everyday’ micropolitical labour required for
coexistence and living with violent heritage. While OSS scholars acknowledge the role of
anxiety, ethnographic research reveals the specific circumstances under which anxiety
can be channelled into creative outcomes and the ground-realities that shape this process.
For instance, Laura Ring’s study on gendered neighbourhoods in Karachi and Veena
Das’s work with Partition survivors in Delhi examine how peaceful coexistence is actively
produced. Ring argues that the relentless and creative labour required for coexistence,
and conflict makes them social products, made possible through a complex array of
cultural discourses, narrative conventions, forms of authority and lines of fissure.*’
Similarly, Das shows how violent events are etched into bodies and subjectivities, shaping
everyday relations and the ‘ethics’ of living together. An ‘ecology of fear’*! as she terms it,
reveals how the memory of violence is embodied within ordinary relations, informing
affective dispositions, moral codes, and everyday ethics.

While anthropologists have shed light on the ground-level practices that enable
everyday coexistence, a gap remains in understanding the inflection points that disrupt
peaceful coexistence. In his work on Northern Ireland, John Cash identifies two distinct
modes of ontological security: diffusing the antagonism of cross-border politics by
relating to the other as ‘adversary-neighbour’, which ‘gained authority’** after the
Good Friday agreement; and a friend-enemy binary rooted in political ideologies of
violence. He notes that the latter reasserts itself at inflection points, destabilising the
ontological security of those who embraced a more inclusive ‘norm of recognition’> of
postcolonial identity.

We address this gap by focusing on how ‘minoritised communities’ in Sri Lanka have
responded to such inflection points. We explore how these responses influence their
practices of coexistence even as successive ethno-religiously motivated incidents of vio-
lence have tested the multicultural and secular ethos of Kompangna Veediya. We con-
ceptualise these inflection points as sedimented experiences, which residents narrativise as
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place-memory - an affective register for how events shaped their experience of being-in-
the-world and how they act upon it.>* This subjective articulation of place-memory differs
from state narratives about the past, which seek to create a bounded political community
in time and space.”” Totalising state narratives that claim to represent historical truth®®
attempts to reconstitute social relations through securitising logics and memorialisation.
These are inevitably incompatible with the nuanced histories and memories of the
subaltern®” precisely because the state’s objective is to downplay one’s negative actions
at the expense of constructing one’s positive legacy.28 Instead, we suggest that memory is
open to the dialectics of remembering and forgetting, rooted in concrete spaces and
objects. It is an affective bond that is only as true as the group that it binds together.*

If memories of violence, as Das explains, are etched into everyday life and the ordinary
ethics of being moral subjects,’® then narrating subjective experiences of past events
becomes deeply collective, relational and ever-evolving. It is a crucial part of the labour of
everyday coexistence. The concrete ‘place of memory’ - in this case the neighbourhood
Kompangna Veediya - can be viewed as a socio-historical construct’’ of meaning-
making. This is not nostalgia for an idyllic past, but about recreating lived relationships
sedimented over time, particularly in response to inflection points in phases of crises, that
present dilemmas of how one relates to others. In this article, we foreground ‘place-
memory’ as a source of narratives, routines and meaning-making that enables Kompagna
Veediya to manage their ‘anxiety of being’,** particularly as a minoritised community
living in the long shadow of violence and securitisation.

Methodology

We chose Kompangna veediya as the locus of our research for several reasons, the first of
which is because it is a neighbourhood in Colombo city, characterised by minoritisation
and inequality.”® Historically home to low-income and precariat migrant labour made up
of different ethnic and religious backgrounds over the centuries,** it reverses the national
majority-minority population percentages within its locality, with a Muslim majority.>
Demographically, this Muslim-majority population has largely remained unchanged,
which presents a unique space for understanding historically minoritised relationships.

Second, Colombo’s rapid urban development and beautification after the civil war
served to symbolise and legitimise ‘post-war nation-building’ as dividends of victory,
thereby ‘making good’ on the nationalist rhetoric of majoritarian politics.”® Kompangna
Veediya forms part of a triptych in Colombo’s urban development landscape, alongside
the Port city and Galle face. It bears the violent legacy of demolition and displacement,
which by extension, contested the residents’” historical claim to their birthplace.”” By
invoking post-war development rhetoric that framed these proposed changes as divi-
dends of victory, authorities further constrained the community’s ability to challenge
public-private agendas that value the land they inhabit for its financial potential, over the
intrinsic value of multigenerational attachment to place.”®

Third, Kompangna Veediya borders the central business district (CBD),
Colombo’s main port, and during the war, the demarcated High Security Zone
(HSZ) of military headquarters of the tri-forces. This meant that the density of
population and the movement of precariat labour, and Tamils or Muslims® from
war-affected regions in and out of Kompangna Veediya, may have been perceived
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as a threat to the security of the tri-forces headquartered adjacent. Here, some of
the key inflection points during the 26-year civil war and in its aftermath asserted
statist notions of national security in Kompangna Veediya in ways that continu-
ously reminded minorities of their place in Colombo*’ and within the larger
national social fabric.

Our research approach moves away from primordialist interpretations and from
the dominant frameworks of anthropologists of violence and political geographers
that often focus on broad theories and external observations. Instead, it is grounded
in the situated memory of co-remembering with the long-term residents of
Kompangna Veediya. By documenting their personal stories and narratives about
their experiences during crises and their responses to the violent legacies of conflict,
we prioritise an emic perspective. This enables us to highlight their perceptions,
meaning-making processes, and emotions, in contrast to an etic approach that focuses
on causality. We bring together two distinct disciplines: public history, with its focus
on memory and the lived experiences of gendered and minoritised subjects, and
political anthropology, which examines how minoritised groups develop political
agency within the context of structural change and conflict.

This research took place between June 2023 and June 2024. We began with a series of
meetings and home visits together with an artist that lives in Kompangna Veediya to establish
initial contacts. Thereafter, with those who were willing, we collaboratively documented the
life histories of local community members from Sinhala, Tamil, Malaiyaha Tamil,*! Muslim,
and Malay backgrounds, as well as individuals with mixed heritage. These participants were
also Christian, Hindu, Muslim, and Buddhist whose families were second to fifth-generation
residents of Kompangna Veediya. This process of co-documenting life histories was layered
and multifaceted, enabling intergenerational discussions and revealing respondents’ activist
positions by facilitating a safe space which prevented ethnicity, language, and religion from
acting as barriers to open communication. It also deepened our understanding of how they
curated their cultures and self-identities for themselves, and when presenting to a wider
audience.

Following the life history documentation of each family in August 2023, we conducted
four semi-structured group discussions with the same residents in May 2024. These discus-
sions explored their perspectives on navigating minoritised and assimilative group identities,
community festivals and histories of place, family histories and socio-economic, cultural,
religious and physical patterns of how their community is structured, local and national
politics, political participation and behaviours, and security responses to crises. After these
focus group discussions, we returned to the community after the elections in November 2024,
to conduct key informant interviews with the same participants to fill in the gaps in our
knowledge and build on their narratives within the changing political landscape of the post-
economic crisis*? period.

Contextualising minoritisation and securitisation in Sri Lanka historically

To understand the uniqueness of Kompangna Veediya, a brief contextualisation of
minoritisation in Sri Lanka is useful.
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Ethno-religious group identities are not monolithic but when minoritised, share
experiences of ‘lesser citizenship’

Despite Sri Lanka’s liberal democratic constitution guaranteeing equal treatment for all
citizens, in practice, both Tamil and Muslim communities routinely face systemic dis-
advantages of becoming ‘lesser citizens’, including limited access to jobs and public
services, and equitable treatment by public administration, security forces and the
judiciary.* Thus, Sri Lanka’s minorities were forced to derive ontological security by
being ‘conditionally compliant’ by accepting the hierarchical ordering of nationhood first
and ethnic affiliation second.** It is important to note, however, that ethno-religious
group-identities were not monolithic: intra-group struggles and political positions rooted
in ethno-geographies characterised notions of Tamilness,*® Sinhalaness*® and
Muslimness.*’

Tamil nationalism(s) - the largest, although non-homogenous, numerical minority -
was driven by a history of (both perceived and real) discrimination, and the failures of
federalism as a solution to their existential uncertainties of securing self-determination.*®
They gradually escalated, becoming militarised nationalism(s) violently moving through
northern Tamil intra-group struggles for supremacy® into an armed struggle for
a territorial homeland for Tamils.”® The Sri Lankan state, increasingly embracing
Sinhala majoritarianism and hardline politics, engaged in two violent armed struggles
in the 1980s: a 26-year-long civil war (1983-2009) against Tamil insurgents in the north
and east, and a 3-year insurrection in the south.”'

During these phases of conflicts, a ‘securitised mindset’>* prevailed in Sri Lanka, where
suspicion between ethno-religious groups increased in tandem with heightened militar-
isation. It affected the way in which majority-minority relations deteriorated.
Communities in the north and east were not without agency, as they developed a sense
of ‘resistance and immunity from such pressures’ and personal insecurity.””> Minna
Thaheer presents examples of individuals building trust instrumentally by communicat-
ing in Sinhala or alluding to any other connections to the state (such as working for the
Sri Lankan public service), or women developing sexual relationships with military men
to serve their immediate need for s.afety.54 However, as we see later in this article, the
normalisation of ‘living with militarisation’ as ‘lesser citizens’, in the north and the east
was qualitatively different to how it was experienced in the south. In the south, the
securitised mindset was reinforced through such pervasive measures as checkpoints,
barriers and surveillance necessitated by violence and violent spectacles staged strategi-
cally for maximum political impact.” The fear psychosis that permeated the south in its
wake meant that proving hierarchies of citizenship®® by carrying identification at all
times marked Sinhalese (who could pass through with mild inconvenience) entirely
different from minorities who would be treated with varying levels of suspicion (broken
down further by ethnicity or religion and where ‘they were from’).

An ethnically-dominant political system influences minority political interests and
mechanics

This ethnically based hierarchical organisation of majority-minority communities has
been a primary political fault line for Sri Lankan society shaping the fine-grained
mechanics of its ethnic-based electoral democracy. These are often locked into
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hierarchical ‘ethnic-dominance political systems’ rooted in Sinhala-Buddhist majoritar-
ian culture.”” In 2015, for example, Sinhala-dominated parties aligned the interests of
both majority and minority voters to remove an authoritarian regime and establish
a broader reformist, democratic coalition. Conversely, in 2019, the same party pandered
to the Sinhala majority’s perceptions of historical political and economic injustices,
distancing themselves from minoritised narratives to vote in a majoritarian regime.
However, both instances serve to maintain the ‘ethnic dominance system’ and the
established patterns of interactions between ethno-politics and democracy.”®

Against this ethno-political backdrop, minority parties have frequently leveraged their
ethnic demographics as the bloc votes to make or break parliamentary coalitions or
authoritarian regimes, often led by Sinhala-dominated parties (such as the UNP or the
SLPP). Meanwhile, diverse minority communities in the north, east and the hill-country
areas — ethnic-geographies where minorities are numerically dominant - have voted
along ethnic lines for parliamentary representation through Tamil or Muslim group-
identity-led parties. While Tamil socio-political identities are multiple, and at times,
exclusionary based on caste, geography, origin stories, and on how they act on their
distinctive interests, historically Tamil nationalism(s) often sought recognition and
political representation based on claims of historical marginalisation, self-
determination rooted in narratives of a homeland, and demands for equal rights of
citizenship.”® In this respect, Muslim politics has significantly diverged from Tamil
minority politics and its context-specific narratives. Unlike the ethno-political territori-
ality of self-determination that the Tamils of the north and east saw possible. Muslims
were dispersed throughout the country lacking any specific territorial integrity and

primarily based in ‘concentrated localities without a provincial majority anywhere’.®°

Muslim ethno-political self-identification and its impact on how they are perceived

Muslim ethno-political self-identification is a relatively recent phenomenon, gaining
currency as a separate ethnic political group ‘in response to the rising Sinhala and
Tamil ethno-nationalism of the 1970s and 1980s. The year 1990, marked by the expulsion
of Muslims from Jaffna and the Kattankudy mosque massacre of Muslims at prayer,
serves as its definitive turning point.®’ Farzana Haniffa contends that in Sri Lanka,
political choices made by these minorities should be understood not merely as “reac-
tions”, but as “endpoints” in a process of institutionalised minoritisation.®* She further
illustrates how the southern® Sri Lankan Muslim leadership adopted a strategy of
“quietist” politics, thus remaining within the existing power structures to ensure survival
in a landscape where “the state was insensitive to their predicament and later participated
in their demonisation” - a stark contrast to the Tamils’ perceived ‘political capacity to
push back’.®*

Conversely, how the Muslim community was perceived by others as an ethno-
religiously minoritised identity, shifted and pivoted in complex ways. Significantly,
while Muslims were viewed as allies in the fight against ‘terrorism’ during the war
(with the Sri Lankan military routinely relying on Tamil-speaking Muslims for recon-
naissance and intelligence services),” the post-war era increasingly viewed them with
suspicion. Sinhala-Buddhists began to view them as homogenous blocs to fill the void left
by the now vanquished LTTE as the object of their existential anxieties.®® This shift
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coincided with increased physical attacks and vilification of Muslim communities in the
South, acts of vandalism, challenges to the authenticity of their religious sites, and threats
against Muslim-owned businesses. These escalations by organised groups, fuelled by
racist rhetoric and rumours on social media, coincided with the radicalisation of
Muslims, particularly in the east.”” The Easter attacks of 2019 only served to securitise
this growing antagonism, introducing a lens of terrorism and shifting the focus of
counter-terrorism towards Muslims.®® In effect, this positioned Muslims as
a convenient third player within the ethno-political landscape, subject to manipulation
and instrumentalisation.

These socio-political histories reflect broad patterns of minoritisation, highlighting the
state’s approach to managing the social contract with its citizens broadly. The lived
realities of securitised and minoritised subjectivities — such as Tamils and Muslims that
inhabit minority-dominant neighbourhoods of Colombo, however, are more nuanced in
how they seek ontological security, how they navigate an ecology of fear and uncertainty,
and how their social relations are shaped by both securitisation and marginalisation.®”

A place apart: responding to securitisation and minoritisation in
Kompangna Veediya

Returning to the spatial focus (Figure 1) and historical focus on Kompagna veediya, we
need to locate our research in what makes Kompangna Veediya different from other
minoritised or ethno-geographical localities.

First, Kompangna Veediya is not an enclave - effectively spaces of exception, marked
by a specific territoriality and governmentality.”’ Ethnographies of political geography
have shown that some ethno-religious identity-based groups, when actively and persis-
tently demarcating enclaves over generations (as seen in Kattankudy in eastern Sri
Lanka),”" may resort to the securitising logic of self-other narratives as a defence against
external forces. Dominant nationalisms often fold back into politics of purification””
when the ‘internal minority’”> exposes their inherent ‘incompleteness’, and contradic-
tions within their vision for an ‘untainted national ethnos’ or nationhood.”* Similarly, the
minoritised ‘Other” within these enclaves may invoke securitising logics to purify their
communities from within, striving to create a more homogenous and unified whole -
essentially, an ethno-nation.”” In contrast, other communities reject these primordial
constructions of categorically distinct notions of people and place, opting instead for
a form of situated assimilation. They draw upon the immediate social context of where
they live, selectively forging connections with their surroundings and ‘Other’ commu-
nities that they live amongst,”® embracing and inhabiting multiple, fluid identities, much
like ‘porous sieves’.””

Kompangna Veediya is closer in characteristic to the second. Even as acts of boundary
making occur - both physically and metaphorically - long-term residents do not perceive
self-other dynamics as rigid binaries. Unlike ethno-religious enclavism that prioritises
homogeneity, Kompangna Veediya’s creative labour and pragmatism relies on a form of
internal purification based not on ethno-religious communalism (be it Muslims or
Tamils or Sinhalese), but on collective, and ‘everyday’ acts of ‘community identity’
constituted by agreement. They are rooted in a historically shared sense of place-
memory, transcending individual or familial ethno-religious affiliations.
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Figure 1. Map of Kompangna Veediya, here marked as Slave Island nestled between the Central

Business District, Colombo Port, central transport links, Port City Development project, and the
Presidential Secretariat (Wikimedia Commons).

Second, Kompangna Veediya differs from other minoritised localities within
Colombo district, such as Wellawatte, known as ‘little ]affna’.78 Wellawatte was gradually
settled by Tamil-Hindus, displaced from the north during the war, who could afford the
higher rents or real estate value in the area than those who moved to areas such as
Kompangna Veediya. While residents of both share affiliations to minority identities,
long-term residents of Kompangna Veediya strategically dip in and out of identity
categories — ethnic or religious groups, informal labour or small business owners - in
response to external scrutiny and influence. For them, cosmopolitanism and preserving
a multicultural neighbourhood is a radically different, even subversive, alternative to
nationalist narratives that frame them as objects of scrutiny and suspicion or position
them within political factionalism. In contrast to Wellawatte, which readily accepts and
integrates Tamil newcomers from the north as their own, Kompangna Veediya forms

networks of connections and trust between long-term residents, hesitant to acknowledge
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parts of the community — new entrants be they Sinhala, Tamil or Muslim from elsewhere
in Sri Lanka or foreign labour migrants - as belonging to it.””

In Anton Piyarathne’s study of Crow Island and De Mel watte — two communities on the
periphery of Colombo - he identifies similar pragmatic strategies for managing (in)
security.*® He terms these mechanisms ‘commongrounds’, defining them as ‘shared posi-
tions and abilities to use cultural resources in distinctive, pragmatic and creative ways that
best match emerging situations and contingencies, while taking account of external forces/
limits that threaten local social living in its meeting of external needs’.*’ Residents of both
Crow Island (primarily middle-class) and de Mel watte (more slum-like dwellings) use
social, cultural and symbolic capital to establish ‘commongrounds’. While both De Mel
watte and Crow Island invoke socio-economic class® to forge a sense of ‘community’
rather than ethnic essentialism,*” their specific approach differs from Kompangna Veediya.

Kompangna Veediya, however, presents a more complex picture. It comprises middle-
class residents (referred to by the residents as ‘respectable’ families) who occupy larger houses
along the main roads (acknowledged by residents as middle-class socio-material spaces), and
groups of small homes in ‘wattes’ behind them (unlicensed temporary dwellings that have
been incrementally built up).** Together, the residents of both project an image of
Kompangna Veediya as an unified community, often repeating the refrain that ‘we live here
together peacefully’, thereby choosing to ground themselves in place-identity. Perhaps, this is
because they cannot effectively seek parity in the socio-economic class (as in Crow islanders or
de Mel watte), religious or ethnic identity (as in Kattankudy or Wellawatte). This is not to
suggest that class divisions do not exist™; rather, these fissures tend to remain beneath the
surface of their projected unity, revealed only through associations and social clubs, marriage
and the internal dynamics of public spaces such as religious sites. Unlike the ‘everyday social
lifeworlds™®® that Piyarathne identifies in Crow Island and De Mel watte, Kompangna
Veediya’s situated reality — nestled between the HSZ, CBD and the port - necessitates
a different response. During the civil war, Colombo served as a site for staging spectacular
displays of violence rather than as a strategic target for either the rebels or the Sri Lankan
government.*” Kompagna Veediya’s proximity to these strategic centres (and therefore
targets) of capital and power makes its community hyper-aware of their precarity of place,
securitised and minoritised ethnicities, and the need to respond proactively.

At times of crises, all these neighbourhoods - each characterised by its own form of
minoritisation and securitisation — experienced heightened surveillance and racial profiling.
Pivotal moments and inflection points - the 1983 anti-Tamil pogrom, the assassinations of
prominent political figures in the vicinity,”® and the 2019 Easter attacks set against the
backdrop of increasing geopolitical Islamophobia — served as formative experiences of
securitisation for many communities, including for Kompangna Veediya. However, as we
describe below, Kompangna Veediya stands apart in how its community adapted and evolved
to navigate securitisation, charting a different course than minorities living in LTTE or state-
controlled areas in the north and the east,® as well as other minority-dominant localities in
southern Sri Lanka.

Coping with securitisation: how Kompangna Veediya defies logic

During wartime and in post-war periods, the most obvious and visible articulations
of securitisation and militarisation were in search and seize operations. While
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Tamils living in Kompangna Veediya experienced intense profiling and suspicion
throughout the war, not all Tamils living there experienced it in the same way.
Following the 1983 anti-Tamil pogrom, many Tamil families, like many others in
Colombo,” sought refuge abroad from Kompangna Veediya. The 1980s and 1990s
saw increased inward migrations of northern Tamils and Sinhalese blue-collar
workers into Kompangna Veediya.”' These increased movements in and out of the
area, coupled with security checks and ethno-religious profiling, made securitisation
a lived reality for long-term residents.

The anti-Tamil pogrom of 1983, remembered by some residents as a pivotal
moment in Colombo’s violent history,”” is often viewed as the beginning of the
civil war that distilled notions of ethnic identity and purification in the psyche of
the civil war generation. Sinhala mobs, allegedly sanctioned by or in collusion with
those in power, used electoral lists to identify minorities, attacking, vandalising,
looting and burning Tamils shops and homes (Figure 2). The violence, which began
in Colombo on 23 July 1983, quickly spread throughout the south, resulting in
thousands of deaths and displacements.””> In its wake, densely populated areas,
especially areas with low-wage labourers labelled as ‘slum-dwellers’, were viewed
as threats to ‘national security’, as ethno-nationalism and securitisation of the state
intensified in tandem.”

Meena Auntie,” a Malay woman in her 70s, married to a Sri Lankan Moor, traces her
family lineage in Kompangna Veediya back to her great-grandmother from whom Meena
auntie heard stories of how the site where the fifth generation of their family still live on the
corner of New Ferry Lane and Malay Street, was a marshy field. She remembers that in 1983,

Figure 2. The destruction caused by the allegedly state-sanctioned mob violence in ‘Black July’ 1983.
Here looted, burned and destroyed Tamil-owned shops, that left people displaced, if not killed, stand
against the backdrop of the Colombo Fort railway station, in close proximity to Kompangna Veediya
(Image sourced from AP archives).
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There was a Tamil shop nearby owned by the Kanagasaby’s. Their shop was burnt down. . ..
Jothi, Lalitha, they were my friends but they left for their own safety. . . . It was [set] on fire by
outsiders. We didn’t know who carried it out. We hid them [neighbours] in our house for
three days, and then gave them over to the temple in Bambalapitiya for further assistance.”

Mangala auntie, a Malaiyaha Tamil woman in her late 60s, identifies her family as fifth-
generation residents of Kompangna Veediya. She lives in a 12 ft x12 ft house in Church
Street watte, a part of a row of houses now converted into multi-storey dwellings, with
living downstairs and boarders occupying rooms or upstairs. Recalling 1983, Mangala
Auntie listed out the shops destroyed by violence that were owned for generations
(parampara) by Tamil neighbours, insisting that ‘some neighbours [Sinhala and
Muslim] tried to help but some were overwhelmed by the mobs everywhere’.
Thereafter, she continued to expand upon the impact of securitisation on their daily
lives, when she said that,

It doesn’t matter what time in the night [the army] they come and check. They pull
everything and check the place and go and we have to arrange it. ... they trample what
[the mats] we’re sleeping on. They don’t remove their shoes ... *’

As the war intensified, heightened securitisation placed an additional burden on Tamil
residents, especially with the influx of Tamils from the north and the east who sought
refuge in Kompangna Veediya, to prove their status as long-term residents. Similar to
minorities living in other southern neighbourhoods, Kompangna Veediya experienced
increased state surveillance: requirements to carry National ID cards at all times, com-
pleting resident information cards, and routine registration with the Police (Figure 3) and
having to endure search and seize operations in their homes.”®

They gave us a card which was yellow to show that we are residents, and if the army came to
check us again we had to show it ... If someone is staying in our house, we have to inform
them about it. We go and hand them over to the police. It’s not good to keep people in the
house. That’s because we had written down in the form, how many people are residents of the
house. Only those people can stay. They say it is for our safety and that’s true in a way ... ."

Rizwiya, a fourth generation Muslim woman in her 40s lives in a 10 ft x 10 ft house off
an alleyway on Henry de Mel Mawatha with her four children, husband and 82-year-old
father. She recounts that their family lived on the same site since her father’s grandfather
migrated to Kompangna Veediya from Kerala. While she views the searches as a violation
of privacy, like auntie Mangala, she too normalises and justifies them as a tolerated
nuisance because,

... It was normal for them [military] to come and search. Men and women would come.
Various LTTE persons who were living and hiding in Kompangna Veediya like ‘sleeper
cells’, like the fruit seller who hid that bomb or the police woman who was a secret tiger and
built a bunker in her house. You never know who is who, because when you rent you don’t
ask questions, because they will pay any amount we ask. So it was a good thing the checks
were happening ...'%

However, after the Easter attacks, when Kompangna Veediya’s multi-generational mino-
rities stepped outside their insulated neighbourhood, they experienced minoritisation
personally. The roles enacted by residents, living in close proximity to presumed sus-
pects, reflected the shifting positions of minorities as bystanders, witnesses, and



CONFLICT, SECURITY & DEVELOPMENT . 13

Figure 3. Registration card for ‘Colombo Security’ redacted to protect the privacy of the resident
(V. Shajahan).

interlocutors, assessed solely based on the legitimacy assigned to them as one or another
by the state security apparatus and their proxies. They also demonstrate a unique
response to Islamophobia: rather than leaning into tradition and socio-cultural
exclusivity,'”! the residents blended and highlighted differences selectively to negotiate
surveillance on their own terms.

Raheema, like Rizwiya, was present when Mangala auntie described her experience of war-
time racial profiling. Raheema, a Muslim widow of a Tamil man in her 40s with a Muslim
father and a Sinhalese mother, shared similar experiences in the post-easter attacks era. She
lived in the same house on Dispensary Lane watte where her family has been for five
generations. She explains that although there was no evidence of Islamic fundamentalism
or terror cells in Kompangna Veediya, she and other Muslims faced suspicion and animosity
from outsiders when they stepped out of the protection of their neighbourhood. Both she and
Rizwiya recalled similar experiences from a hospital visit and to the local bank,

Now [after Easter Attacks] when we go into the bank, they will look from top to bottom and say
something, right to your face, that they couldn’t trust us and this and that ... . Over here that
doesn’t happen. Only if we go somewhere, those things happen. The hospital, mostly the hospital,
if we go they ignore us. If we are in front, they will move us back. They won’t call us up.'*

Rizwiya added that she confronted the security guard for profiling her after the Easter

attacks - ‘don’t you know me? Why are you suddenly treating me like this? Search me if

you want, I have nothing to hide’.'”
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However, rather than simply developing coping mechanisms to live with securitisa-
tion, as their counterparts do in the north and the east,'® the southern experience of
minoritisation (in Kompangna Veediya for example), is more of a negotiation. This is
perhaps because securitisation was not experienced en masse, in Kompangna Veediya as
it was within minoritised enclaves or entire regions. The difficulty residents experienced
in ‘fixing identities territorially’ - that enclaves are able to call upon to maintain an
outward projection of ethno-political strength in numbers'® - necessitated going
beyond invoking ethno-religious identities for their ontological security. It is this
power to negotiate with security regimes, which residents fiercely project (and protect),
that they stand to lose if they are displaced or priced out of Kompangna Veediya as
a result of Colombo’s post-war development.'*®

Otherness and othering: navigating (im)permeable boundaries of
minoritisation

The long-term residents of Kompangna veediya evolved to manage their vulnerabil-
ities by negotiating security through the construction of a seemingly stable and
authentic ‘we’, secured through boundary-making between ‘us’ and ‘them’'"’
(Figure 4). For example, Shakthi Auntie, a Tamil-Hindu woman and her half-sister
Theresa Auntie, whose father was Sinhala-Catholic, both in their 80s, trace their
family history in Kompangna Veediya back five generations. They, like their neigh-
bours, believed that belonging to an ‘old and known’ family from Kompangna
Veediya, and vouching for each other as ‘from here’ protected them. This sense of
safety stemmed from the intercultural unity they projected on to the neighbourhood

Figure 4. A wedding celebration where multiple generations celebrate spilling out onto the street in
the familiarity of the neighbourhood, where passers by known to the family are free to come in with
well-wishes (V. Shahjahan).
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as their ‘upan gama’ (home town).'°® Despite eviction from their ‘maha gedera’
(ancestral home) at the edge of Java Lane and Malay street, to make way for luxury
apartments development by India’s Tata Group'®” (Shakthi auntie now lives in the
Metropolitan Flats she received as compensation and Therersa in the watte by the
railway tracks), they invoke their origin stories and place-identity in Kompanga
Veediya as an asset. Their history provided a safety net and insulation from ethno-
religious profiling, even during times of crises;

We never had any problems in Kompangcha Veediya because we didn’t have anyone who
joined the LTTE here nor did we have anyone who joined Zahran [Easter attack bombers].
Those days [during the war] the police would come and check, looking for people who’ve
come in from outside and bought houses here. If we don’t know them [new people], then we
can’t vouch for them.'"

Veena, a Tamil woman in her 50s living with her father-in-law Rajkumar uncle, whose
children are the third generation to live in on Stuart Street in Kompangna Veediya, also
exemplifies the power of lineage and shared memory as social currency, in creating
a sense of place-identity and safety:

If I say I'm Raja’s daughter from Stuart Street, everyone will know. There’s no need to say
I’'m Tamil or Muslim or Christian or Hindu even to outsiders because as soon as they hear
the name or see the dress they will know exactly [what my ethno-religious identity is]."""

The ability to trace lineage and heritage allowed long-term residents to mark their
difference from new migrants or outsiders.''? Their awareness of the complex intra-
group dynamics and national security concerns connected to ethno-geographies is
illustrated by Meena auntie’s statement that ‘it was clear when we spoke, that we were
from here [the south]. We spoke all three languages and they [from the north and east]
only spoke Tamil’.'"? Veena extended this argument framing place-identity as an assur-
ance of safety, when she said,

We are from here. They [military] know us, so we wore mottus [vermillion bindi on the
forehead] and weren’t afraid. But they [migrants from the north and east] would not [show
external markers of difference] because they were not [from here] and tried to blend in [with
the majority community of Colombo] ...""*

Such confidence in their intrinsic nativeness allowed them to negotiate their relation-
ships with each other, the state, and the security apparatus even as they maintained
visible cultural markers of difference, while newcomers eschewed them to blend into the
(culturally majority-Sinhala) southern constituency in the Colombo district.''> Nazeema
Auntie highlights how this nativeness of place translated into perceptions of safety,
illustrated by who she could call upon in an emergency. A Muslim woman in her 60s
living in a three-storey house on Church Street, where her children (the fourth genera-
tion to live there, each with their own floor), is a different social stratum from people that
live in the slum-like watte behind their home."'® Yet, despite these socio-economic and
cultural differences (she describes them as ‘loud” and ‘belligerent’), interpersonal rela-
tionships with these long-term neighbours provided her security: ‘In an emergency? It’s
always the neighbours that come running to help first. They will first do [the needful] and
then call the rest of the family’."'"” Such trust, where neighbours are effectively kin,
resonates with Piyarathne’s observation that people living together actively construct
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and share ‘commongrounds’ in a ‘multitude of everyday activities’ necessarily ‘disregard-
ing the [external] ethnic mobilisations’. '

Despite living in a minority-dominant neighbourhood, the state security apparatus
viewed Auntie Kumari as an ally, based on her ethno-religious identity and higher socio-
economic class. She is a Sinhala woman in her 70s, living in a large house with a garden,
from an ‘old family’ (her mother’s family was the second generation to live there). She
was careful to highlight how a Sinhala-Buddhist would internalise securitisation differ-

ently to minorities living in Kompangna Veediya.

They [the military] would come and check if we were ok. [During the war], they would come
and look at the card but never searched [inside]. They would come in and have a chat, very
apologetically for disturbing us, about everyday things. My neighbours have even seen the
military coming (without even ringing our doorbell) and surveillance in the area for our
protection. They would ask me to ask their questions, as they didn’t know who was around
us [but we did] ... They asked if there was anyone in the area that we did not trust. If there
were people in the area who were unfamiliar.'"

After the Easter attacks, the military attempted to showcase their presence around
Sinhala families’ residences, to signal that ‘this house is under their protection’. This,
she suggests, compelled her Muslim neighbours - long-term acquaintances - to explain
how they were ‘different’ from eastern Muslims."*® It highlights both the global rise of
Islamophobia and the context-specific anxieties about heightening Muslim militancy in
eastern Sri Lanka (a concern even for Muslims living in the south amongst the majority
community).'?! Nevertheless, Kumari emphasised that being ‘from here’ and from an
‘old family’,'** transcended the fault lines of identity politics that consistently shape Sri
Lanka’s conflict landscape,

Wabhabis that wore different clothes [black burqas], prayed differently raising their fingers
[Zahran’s videos showed the signature gesturing which is taken by many to indicate
extremism]. After the Easter attacks my family from outside [Kompangna Veediya] kept
asking me to move to their houses for awhile, but I was not interested and have 100per cent
faith that they had nothing to do with it [attacks] and that they [neighbours] would rally
around and protect me [if there was trouble].'??

When crises and securitisation trigger responses of ‘othering’ and ‘otherness’, resi-
dents adapt by shaping and reshaping their relationships. Long-term neighbours
vouch for each other based on mutual recognition of lineage, collective memory
and intertwined family histories. Secure in their core-identity as upan gamay atto
(people born in this village) and irrespective of their ethno-religious or socio-
economic differences, they negotiate (im)permeable boundaries amicably, as implicit
modes of survival. This fosters a strong sense of ontological security for long-term
residents, although potentially increasing the vulnerability of newcomers to harsher
scrutiny, derived from their place-identity rather than by aligning themselves with
group-identity constructs that articulate citizenship regimes elsewhere in Sri Lanka.'**
As we elaborate further, it positions them as interested parties in preserving the
insularity of Kompangna Veediya as a secure (vis-a-vis national security) and coop-
erative space as we elaborate in the next section.
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Negotiating securitisation: a patron-informant culture

When conflict-related securitisation directly impacted Kompangna Veediya, insti-
tutions - ranging from families, to community leaders to religious authorities -
increasingly engaged in mediation or negotiation roles. Long-term residents often
functioned as a community-watch, effectively acting as insiders within the state
security apparatus. This suggests how interpersonal relationships built on trust
and local knowledge provided the means to negotiate security with the state. For
example, Raheema, became a (non-remunerated) police-nominated community
leader following the Easter attacks, whose role was to report on ‘outsiders’ taking
up residence in Kompangna Veediya. She explained the pragmaticism underscor-
ing this transaction of information:

. even during searches they would know we are [long-term] residents because of the
registration cards [yellow cards issued by the police] that we had to hang on the door ... .
They (police) cannot possibly check every home for suspicious activities and residents also
cannot tolerate spot checks and searches inside their homes.'*®

This negotiated relationship with the state’s security apparatus allowed Kompagna
Veediya’s long-term residents to avoid direct confrontations with ‘newcomers’ or prevent
threats to their community by undertaking the burden of people-on-people scrutiny.
Echoing Rizwiya’s cautious acknowledgement of the benefits of letting the security forces
deal with individuals who might be security threats, Meena auntie explained how they
manage these delicate situations in the interim:

If something was suspicious, we don’t directly ask them [newcomers from the north or east]
to leave. That’s not nice. So we say that the house is needed for relatives [so they leave on
their own volition].!?®

In the north and the east, increased militarisation and securitisation-led people to
develop varying degrees of ‘resistance’ and ‘immunity’ from external ‘pressures’ by
learning ‘to live with’ the evolving status quo.'”” However, Kompangna Veediya
differed from areas under government-control where militarisation may have been
perceived as an occupying force. During and after the civil war, Kompangna
Veediya residents, leveraging their situated knowledge and history, came to view
militarisation as a protective force with whom they could negotiate security for
the neighbourhood. This alliance with the securitised state, while being subject to
surveillance and routine searches, allowed the neighbourhood of Kompangna
Veediya to minimise disruption and suspicion experienced by minorities living
in other majority-dominant districts or localities. In this way, the residents
became active agents, fostering what we term, a patron-informant culture that
provided a degree of control over how they managed securitisation over passive
acceptance. This illustrates how communities under scrutiny performed their
allegiance to the majority-dominant state, not despite, but because of their min-
oritised identities.

Nazeema auntie and Raheema emphasised that after the Easter attacks, ‘the mosque
intervened almost immediately to ask women to wear colour and not cover our faces and
only wear the usual headscarf’.'*® This intervention can be interpreted as a response to
the Sinhala-Buddhist majoritarian perception of the black abaya (increasingly common
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among Muslim women in eastern Sri Lanka) as a symbolic representation of growing
hardline or extremist Islam."* Coloured abayas not only reduce this visibility but signify
Kompangna Veediya’s history of non-extremism and its ties to Colombo’s urban-
multicultural character. Raheema reiterated that ‘the mosque worked with the police to
share information and protect us’."*® She shared the story of another instance when the
Mosque intervened after the Easter attacks: a long-term resident was arrested after
a ‘sword’ (described by neighbours as an elongated machete) was discovered in this
home,

The mosque collected [ceremonial] swords and gave it to the police to protect the commu-
nity from arrest because they [the police] lacked cultural understanding about our ceremo-
nial swords."!

The interventions by the mosque reveal its awareness of its social capital as an institu-
tional representative of the Muslims in Kompangna Veediya. This resembles, in practical
terms, how the Mosque Federation in Kattankudy ensured the safety, security and access
to resources for the Muslim communities in the militarised landscape of eastern Sri
Lanka. In that context, they managed everyday Muslim-Tamil relations, liaised with
Tamil militants and the state security apparatus, and coordinated unified decision-
making as a Muslim polity."** In the east, the Mosque Federation (comprising over 48
mosques and registered in 1987 to fill the ‘vacuum’ on the ground, of local political
leadership who focused on ‘Muslim interests’ at the national level), focused on the
‘everyday’.'>® However, Kompangna Veediya differs from the enclavism and position-
ality of the Mosque Federation, in terms of national, regional and communal power that
it represents. Here, the mosque works to protect the community by acknowledging the
need to de-escalate heightened suspicion placed on this predominantly Muslim neigh-
bourhood, a goal it achieves by creating broad partnerships with the security apparatus.
This type of mediation illustrates the aforementioned patron-informant culture as an
adaptive form of resilience. However, it also highlights that, despite claims to unity and
safety derived from history, lineage and community-consciousness, minorities in the
south live in a sustained state of insecurity at times of crises, particularly when sur-
rounded by the dominant majority. This may explain the dogged insistence on present-
ing a more secular and inclusive identity within Kompangna Veediya. Maintaining
allyship, and managing security as a neighbourhood, requires more than place-identity;
it requires displays and performance of similar values and shared sympathies with the
majoritarian identity. This dynamic reflects what Malkki describes as ‘situated
assimilation’'?*, a process that is particularly salient in contexts vulnerable to potential
violence, as Das suggests.'>

Developing a performative community consciousness

Rituals play a significant role in solidifying the core identity of Kompangna Veediya’s
residents in fostering community cohesiveness, belonging, and reifying the historical and
secular multi-culturalism. This core identity is not static; it is actively constructed,
maintained and conveyed through visible ritualisation. Shakthi auntie’s description of
the community illustrates the interconnectedness between the performance of rituals,
reaffirmation of their shared heritage and perceptions of safety;
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... there is unity [between ethno-religious groups] here. “So many mixed marriages. It’s like
a malay pickle. Everybody will get together to do things. Everything is close by and it’s really
safe. We can even walk at midnight without worrying. Nothing will happen.'*®

Public displays, such as festivals, serve as spectacles that annually reinforce Kompangna
Veediya as a community bound by common heritage. Veena’s account, corroborating
other oral histories, illustrates this by citing Vesak — a festival celebrating the birth,
enlightenment and death of the Buddha - as the community’s most important, grandest
and unifying religious celebration.

Everyone celebrates the Gangarama Perahera and Vesak.Everybody in Kompangna Veediya
makes the lanterns. Everybody cooks for the dansal and contributes [money]. Everyone
serves and feeds and participates in the festivities ... Eveneven for Sinhala and Tamil
New year, everyone enjoys the [traditional] games on the street. No one forces it. It is just
a fun thing to do. It’s always like this. There’s the Vale and Eid and the church feast but the
biggest is Vesak.'”’

The fact that vesak, a Buddhist festival (Figure 5), is the one inter-ethnic religious
celebration that is truly inclusive and embraced by all, despite Kompangna
Veediya’s Muslim majority and Buddhist minority'*® is striking. This represents
a significant and telling socio-political choice. It suggests a ‘regulatory fiction’**’
where performative ‘acts’ of allegiance are expected of securitised citizens. In
a neighbourhood, so closely situated to the centres of power and capital, and
composed primarily of minorities, the celebration of Vesak serves as a visual
manifestation of the community’s loyalty and deference to Buddhism - and by
extension Sinhala-Buddhism. It tacitly acknowledges and displays the community’;

Figure 5. The streets of Kompangna Veediya,decorated for Vesak with Buddhist flags as residents go
about their daily lives. Photo with permission from R. Ramkalyan.
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s intent in not challenging Buddhism’s ‘foremost place in Sri Lanka’'* reinforcing
Kompangna Veediya as a community of allies.

Community cohesiveness is also demonstrated through socio-cultural rituals, such as
funerals. Karunasiri uncle, a man in his 60s of Sinhala-Malayaiha Tamil mixed heritage,
is the second generation born in Kompangna Veediya’s 55 watte. His mother lived in
a polyandrous relationship with Karunasiri’s father and another man. He, like others in
Kompangna Veediya, makes it a point to,

[I] go for [all] funerals. Even [if] it’s on the other side and [even if] you didn’t know the
person but you see a flag [funeral banner], you go and show your face. That is normal
[here].!*!

Kumari auntie reinforced this sense of connectedness when she shared the memory of
her mother’s funeral;

When my mother died while visiting my sister in Thalawatugoda, People we didn’t even
know got a [chartered] bus and came all the way there to pay respects. For months after that,
people apologised to me that because we hadn’t put up flags they did not know about the
funeral. That’s how we are in Kompangna Veediya.

Both performances - the public spectacle of festivals and the quiet connectedness of
funerals - reaffirm tradition, history, and collective memory. This performative com-
munity consciousness, however, functions on two levels. It not only presents a unified
whole to outsiders observing Kompangna Veediya but also serves as a reminder to
residents themselves of their collective identity — an identity that transcends the ethno-
religious or class differences that subtly shape their lives. Although these underlying
nuances may become apparent upon deeper scrutiny,'*’ the community’s outward
performance of this community consciousness and unity as a hallmark of Kompangna
Veediya, tends to obscure them to external observers, enabling the residents to further
their position politically.

Presenting an image of the neighbourhood as a secular polity

The concept of performative community consciousness also illustrates how Kompangna
Veediya responds to the entrenched ethnicisation of electoral politics in Sri Lanka. As we
elaborated earlier in this article, minority political choices in Sri Lanka include margin-
alised communities pursuing recognition and political representation through group-
based identity politics or quieter alignment with dominant political forces, highlighting
the complex interplay of identity and political agency in a landscape of inequality.
Despite the historical use of ethnicised relationships between the Sinhala majority and
the numerical minorities as a political strategy'** in the lead-up to elections, Kompangna
Veediya demonstrated an ability to navigate the larger socio-political landscape of Sri
Lanka at a micro level. The oral histories of Kompangna Veediya illustrate that historic
allegiances, political preferences and electoral loyalty render macro-narratives of ethno-
religious marginalisation immaterial within the community.

As aneighbourhood bloc, Kompangna Veediya has consistently voted as Colombo has
voted'*>: for the UNP,'*® the less authoritarian, non-majoritarian, Sinhala-dominant
party that represents the values of a more liberal polity,""” thereby demonstrating their
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secular credentials. However, they ‘show face’ at various parties’ political rallies ‘for
a good time with free alcohol and food’."*® As Rizwiya stated,

[We vote] UNP always . ... For generations this has been the case. And older people will
never vote [for] anything else. My own cousin is asking for votes from the NPP and still my
father won’t give. It’s tradition ... .When rallies happen, there will be buses [belonging to
various parties with the promise of lunch and booze] and the people will get into all three
like during the May Day rallies . . ..and then half-way even switch from rally to rally. It’s just
for a fun day.'*’

In 2019, Gotabhaya Rajapakse’s electoral victory coincided with the rise of a post-war
nationalist rhetoric that emotively moved a largely Sinhala-Buddhist voter-base to
support him. This reaffirmed the capacity to rouse nationalistic sentiments in the
majority population whenever the established and ethnicised political system was
existentially threatened.'> The anti-Muslim rhetoric that followed the Easter attacks
of 2019."! In contrast, Kompangna Veediya has remained unmoved by both major-
itarian and group-based identity politics. In this sense, their resistance is similar to the
people of de Mel watte and Crow island who are not swayed by the ‘lure of ethno-
nationalist feeling’ because ‘their social, cultural and economic capital provide them
with an ability to “manipulate” ethno-political manipulation in turn’.’>*> Sandy,
a Muslim-Tamil transgender woman in her 30s from Stuart Street, who is a third-
generation resident, said that,

... there are other parties and offices here [Kompangna Veediya]. There was even a ‘Sinhale’
[a Sinhala -Buddhist nationalist group] that included some of the old [Sinhala] families in 37
watte that went around the streets acting menacing after the Easter attacks but it has died
down now.">’

Veena suggests, that the reason why parties with nationalist intentions do not bring their
divisive rhetoric to Kompangna Veediya is because of its ethno-religious make-up;

No, but this area is Muslim no? So they [nationalist parties] don’t come in here and say this
and that [nationalist rhetoric] because they know we don’t vote for anyone who says
anything like that [against minorities].'>*

In effect, this means that the political choices of this predominantly Muslim neighbour-
hood - particularly during and after ethnically polarising events such as the Easter attacks
or the many inflection points during the civil war - are not dictated by their ethno-
religious identity. They actively choose not to align themselves with exclusivist ethno-
religious politics.'> Instead, they selectively connect with the pro-liberal, pro-
democratic, pro-multicultural secularism that represents Colombo’s dominant political
value,'*® thereby discouraging and limiting the impact of nationalism in their neighbour-
hood. These choices enable Kompangna Veediya to project an image of a community
unfazed by, and intolerant of ethno-religious majoritarianism. This, in turn, strengthens
their ability to negotiate protective alliances with the state, and reinforces the established
patron-informant culture, now backed by their voting power. Community leaders such as
Raheema and Karunasiri uncle, whose intimate knowledge of the neighbourhood allows
them to accurately gauge and influence voting preferences, leverage it to negotiate with
political parties.
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Both [Raheema and I], wait outside the polling booths, [like a few others who are appointed
by the community organiser] and strike people off the list as the officers read their names
out, to count the votes [informally].'*’”

The vehement emphasis on Kompangna Veediya voting patterns — based, at least
ostensibly on tradition and familial loyalty — suggests that their unique identity as
a multi-ethnic, multi-religious and liberal-minded community, is a carefully
curated brand to be maintained and fiercely guarded. It serves as both
a response to mitigating nationalism and nationalist rhetoric and a tacit agreement
to place a secular value on their bloc vote. All this, illustrates Haniffa’s observation
that, ‘traditional Southern Muslim political groupings that held (and continue to
hold) powerful positions within the mostly Sinhala “national” political parties,
eschew the politicisation (in terms of exclusive political parties) of Muslim group

identity’.'”®

Conclusion: embracing adaptation as a mode of survival

As a neighbourhood in Colombo, Kompangna Veediya has maintained a relatively stable
demographic composition over generations, where one of Sri Lanka’s numerical mino-
rities — the Muslims - are its majority population. For long-term residents, the inter-
generational transfer of their unique brand of secular multiculturalism, rooted in place-
identity and memory, is a powerful asset in negotiating protection during periods of
intense securitisation and their inflection points. Multi-generational families, bonded
together by emotion, memory and common purpose, describe Kompangna Veediya as
a village or an wpan gama (birthplace). In some ways, they are correct: The residents of
Kompangna Veediya operate as one community, internalising a pragmatic approach to
coping with and living with the violent history of minoritisation, securitisation and
upheaval.

By viewing the state security apparatus — as a protector rather than as an occupying
force - Kompangna Veediya, although largely composed of minorities, aligned with
a broader southern political identity. Rather than being passive or living in fear - the
reality for most minorities living in majority-dominant districts - Kompangna Veediya’s
long-term residents mirrored southern political, economic, and security regimes. This
suggests that their alliances are to place, heritage, and lineage rather than the ethno-
religious or political lived experience as Tamils, Muslims, Malays or Malaiyaha mino-
rities. Thus, in times of crises, the community looks inward to manage the impact of
securitisation. By emphasising place-memory and local roots (narratives of ‘we are from
here’), they negotiate (im)permeable boundaries amicably with their long-term neigh-
bours and blend ethno-religious, socio-economic differences internally, to present
a stable ‘we’ to outside scrutiny. This makes Kompangna Veediya different from encla-
vism intent on creating a territoriality rooted in internal ethno-religious purification, or
minorities that fold into their minoritised ethno-religious identities for survival else-
where in Sri Lanka. At various inflection points during the civil war, and in the wake of
the Easter attacks, Kompangna Veediya’s residents understood and leveraged this
uniqueness.
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Long-term residents of Kompagna Veediya curated and established their brand or
‘we-ness’ as a neighbourhood with a southern, secular multicultural identity in three
interconnected ways: they banked on their shared multigenerational history and native-
ness; they performed rituals of community cohesiveness and belonging consciously
showcasing synchronicity with a southern cultural identity; and they aligned their
electoral power with a southern political identity.

First, at a time when the influx of outsiders to densely populated areas in the heart of
Colombo, such as Kompangna Veediya, challenged the security apparatus of the country,
long-term residents used their social capital as currency. Distinguishing themselves from
other minoritised communities elsewhere in Sri Lanka, Kompangna Veediya’s long-term
residents leveraged their intimate knowledge of each other, linked family histories and
collective memories, rituals and practices as valuable social capital to be exchanged for
protection. They marked themselves different from newcomers, by openly displaying
minority cultural markers (unlike newcomers who concealed them). They remained
silent when the newcomers that rented houses were racially profiled, even if the outsiders
shared their ethnicities or religious beliefs. They created a patron-informant culture,
based on who they could and could not vouch for as known families ‘from here’,
effectively trading information on suspicious activities for the safety of their neighbour-
hood, thereby demonstrating allyship.

The second, community cohesiveness, they performed through ‘everyday acts’,
strengthening their secular, multicultural identity across generations. Funerals, for
example, become public displays of community cohesiveness. Similarly, Sinhala-
Buddhist, Tamil-Hindu, Muslim/Malay-Islamic and Christian festivals, celebrated en
masse (with a very public emphasis on the Buddhist festival Vesak), to communicate
multiculturalism and secularism. These were displays of socio-cultural affinity with
the dominant cultural identity of southern Sri Lanka. In both cases, these rituals
reiterate Kompangna Veediya’s unique ‘brand” to remind its membership of what
they stand to lose, if this commitment to each other is forgotten. While these
performances may signal their intense awareness of being minoritised — evident in
how invested they are in celebrating a Buddhist festival so publicly - the performative
community consciousness signals their positioning, projection and relationality to the
majoritarian politics beyond their borders.

Third, Kompangna Veediya recognises the value of resisting ethno-religious minor-
itisation by politics of nationalism which intensifies during crises. Long-term residents
do this by protecting and projecting their historical track-record of favouring secular
political ideologies and adding another layer of protection, by voting as a bloc.
Kompangna Veediya’s residents, affiliate themselves with the political trends and voting
patterns of Colombo demonstrating its southern political behaviour, rather than the
group-identity-based minority politics happening elsewhere in Sri Lanka.

All of this means that for people living with the violent heritage of conflict and
upheaval, lineage, cohesive community identity and collective memory stemming from
being rooted in place over multiple generations, offers sanctuary and ontological security.
It allows them to negotiate and manage their contextual realities with practices of
resilience that are formed of inherited place-memory, collective meaning-making and
lived experience passed down as community DNA. What we have identified in
Kompangna Veediya is that, for communities living in the shadow of minoritisation



2 I. BASU AND R. HETTIARACHCHI

and securitisation, it is possible to derive ontological security by rejecting their status as
ethno-religious minorities, at least to outside scrutiny. Instead, they leverage their social
capital, built up and passed on intergenerationally, to respond to place-specific realities
contingently, while maintaining a collective community consciousness — which is both
performative and relational. Thus, they demonstrate how bargaining with power can be
a conscious process of allyship, grounded in place-memory, to manage ontological (in)
security pre-emptively and proactively.
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