
HONG KONG: Buddhism may be touted in the West as an
inherently peaceful philosophy, but a surge in violent rhet-
oric from small but increasingly influential groups of hard-
line monks in parts of Asia is upending the religion’s toler-
ant image. Buddhist mobs in Sri Lanka last week led anti-
Muslim riots that left at least three dead and more than
200 Muslim-owned establishments in ruins, just the latest
bout of communal violence there stoked by Buddhist
nationalists.

In Myanmar, ultra-nationalist monks led by firebrand
preacher Wirathu have poured vitriol on the country’s
small Muslim population, cheering a military crackdown
forcing nearly 700,000 Rohingya into Bangladesh. And in
neighbouring Thailand, a prominent monk found himself in
hot water for calling on followers to burn down mosques.
What has prompted this surge in aggressive rhetoric from
followers of a faith that is so often equated, rightly or
wrongly, with non-violence?

For many in the West, schooled in Buddhism via the
beatniks, Hollywood, meditation classes, tropical holidays
and inspirational Dalai Lama quotes, the visceral response
of these monks can be a shock. But Michael Jerryson, an
expert on religion at Youngstown State University who has
just completed a book exploring Buddhism and violence,
says throughout history some Buddhists-like any faith-
have used religion to justify violence. “There’s a common
mindset, whether it’s Sri Lanka, Myanmar, Thailand... that
Buddhism is somehow under threat,” he said, describing
the latest incarnation of violent Buddhist rhetoric. “Each
area has its own history, its own causes and instigators, but
these instigators are also interlinked.”

Invasive Islam   
In many recent cases around Asia, this aggression has

been targeted toward Muslims. After the Taleban’s
destruction of the Bamiyan Buddha statues in Afghanistan
and the “war on terror” rhetoric, Jerryson says, warped
historical grievances have “collided with recent
Islamophobia”. Despite centuries of largely peaceful co-
existence and trading, Buddhist fundamentalist groups
portray Islam as invasive, toppling ancient Buddhist
empires in Malaysia and Indonesia and now threatening
the same for modern Buddhist nations through jihad or

high birth rates. Myanmar’s Wirathu has built a following
railing against Muslims in incendiary sermons both in per-
son and on Facebook-which closed down his page in
January. While Muslims make up less than four percent of
Myanmar’s population, Wirathu paints a millenarian por-
trait of an Islamic plot to eradicate Buddhism.

His Ma Ba Tha group was instrumental in pushing laws
to restrict interfaith marriages and changing religion. In Sri
Lanka, Buddhist militancy has gone mainstream, with cler-
gy seen clashing with riot police and leading anti-govern-
ment protests. During the brutal 26-year civil war, the ire
of ultra-nationalists among the mainly Buddhist Sinhalese
majority was focused on the island’s Tamil Hindus. But
after the Tamil Tigers were beaten in 2009, hardliners
turned on Muslims, who make up some 10 percent of the
population.

Monk Galagodaatte Gnanasara, the movement’s most
prominent leader, is on bail facing hate speech charges
and insulting the Quran. “The Quran should be banned in
the country,” he said recently. “If you don’t, we will go
from house to house and campaign till it is banned.” His
movement BBS-Buddhist Force-hosted Wirathu and his
followers in September 2014. In Thailand, anti-Muslim
hardliners have had less success. Thai columnist Sanitsuda
Ekachai says years of corruption scandals have under-
mined faith in the clergy. 

“Subsequently, local monks’ ethnic prejudices carry far
less weight with the public and state authorities than their
counterparts in Myanmar and Sri Lanka,” she said. But
there have been flashes of tension such as in the country’s
Malay Muslim-majority south, where a brutal insurgency
has killed more than 6,500 civilians in the last decade.
Most of the dead are Muslim civilians, but Buddhist monks
have also been targeted by militants, fuelling animosity
towards Islam. Maha Apichat, a young and influential ex-
monk, used Facebook to call on followers to burn down a
mosque for every monk. He was later defrocked.

‘Kill communists’   
Experts say Buddhist clergy can trigger violence with-

out directly participating. “With a couple of very rare
exceptions Buddhist monastic groups don’t carry out the
violence themselves,” explains Iselin Frydenlund, from the

Norwegian School of Theology, who has written exten-
sively about what she dubs “Buddhist protectionist” move-
ments in Myanmar and Sri Lanka. 

“But what they will do is provide the justification for the
use of violence carried out by others, be they vigilante
groups, civilians, police or soldiers.” It is not just global
Islamophobia fuelling these groups, she adds-colonial his-
tory, globalisation and the advance of secularism play their
part. “People feel they are losing their traditions.”
Puangthong Pawakapan, a politics expert at Bangkok’s
Chulalongkorn  University, points to an earlier threat to

monks from the recent past-communism. During the height
of the Cold War in the 1970s, one of Thailand’s most
prominent right-wing monks-Kittiwuttho-famously told
followers it was “no sin to kill communists”. Jerryson says
he fears the recent religious communalism could spread to
vulnerable minorities, such as Buddhists in Bangladesh’s
Chittagong Hill Tracts. “By labelling Muslims as adver-
saries to Buddhism, which historically has not been true, it
solidifies the perception that the relationship is adversari-
al,” he warns. “The damage is being done, there is a break-
down of trust, a building of fears.”—AFP 
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NEW YORK: Susan Liu canvasses the streets in front
of massage parlors in New York City once a month.
Her goal: to befriend the women who work there,
many of whom she believes are being sex trafficked.
Liu is the director of women’s services at Garden of
Hope, an organization that provides trafficked women
in massage parlors with counseling and access to
lawyers. “Many people do not know the background
of these women, who are so brave to come over the
ocean to a new place to find ways to support their
families,” she said. “It’s about looking for a better life,
just like any immigrant or any citizen in any country.”

Liu is part of a growing number of advocates find-
ing innovative ways to overcome cultural and lan-
guage barriers to help trafficked women forced to sell
sex in more than 9,000 massage parlors across the
United States. The anti-slavery group Polaris esti-
mates that traffickers make $2.5 billion a year from the
trade, which mainly involves women from China and
Korea working behind storefronts along highways and
in strip malls, and living in fear of deportation. After
escort services, it is the second most common type of
trafficking reported to the charity’s national hotline,
which received almost 14,000 calls last year.

Many of the women are illegal immigrants who are
recruited by traffickers promising legitimate jobs and
later asked to perform sex acts, campaigners say. They
speak little or no English and often face pressure to
repay debts and support their families, according to
advocates, who said it is hard to help the women
because they are kept quiet with threats and moved
among locations every few weeks. “The response to
American-born pimp-controlled victims isn’t going to
be the same as foreign-born victims who don’t just have
different vulnerabilities, but also different cultural back-
grounds,” said Rochelle Keyhan, a director at Polaris. 

As discussing sex is taboo in China and domestic
violence is not taken seriously, victims are more likely
to talk about labor exploitation than reveal sexual
abuse, she said. Websites like Rubmaps.com, where
men review massage parlors that offer sexual services,
are helping to fuel the crime but identifying traffickers
and their victims is difficult, police and campaigners
say.  Globally, human trafficking earns profits of rough-
ly $150 billion a year for traffickers, according to the
International Labour Organization. That figure includes
profits from sexual exploitation and forced labor. 

Beaten up
Trafficked women in massage parlors are often

assaulted by their customers but they feel helpless
because they fear the police and cannot speak English,
advocates say. “What we were hearing from those
women is when they said ‘no’, the customers would
beat them up, they would rape them, they would try to
strangle some of our clients,” said Lori Cohen, director
of Sanctuary for Families, a support group.

One survivor recalled finding a massage parlor job
online, and being told that she would not have to offer
“full service” - meaning intercourse - or other sexual
services. “When I started working, I was asked to
compensate for the fees lost if I refused to provide ‘full
service’ to the customer,” the woman, who declined to
give her name, told the Thomson Reuters Foundation.
“I have been beaten up by customers ... I had also
been threatened by a customer with a knife before
when I refused to provide ‘full service’.”

Still, she said that she was afraid of losing the job
because she did not have a work permit, needed to
repay the agent who applied for her tourist visa, and
support her son. —Reuters

‘Sisters’ help women 
sex-trafficked from 
China flee from US 

YANGON: Myanmar monk Wirathu (center) attends a meeting of Buddhist monks at a monastery outside Yangon. —AFP 

Slovak deputy prime 
minister quits after 
journalist’s murder
BRATISLAVA: Slovak Deputy Prime Minister and Interior
Minister Robert Kalinak announced his resignation yester-
day following tensions sparked by the murder of an inves-
tigative journalist probing links between the government
and the mafia. “I think to fulfil my mandate I have to do
everything to preserve stability in Slovakia,” Kalinak told
reporters. “For this reason I have decided to resign as
deputy prime minister and interior minister.”

Last month’s murder of Jan Kuciak and his fiancee
prompted huge protests against the government of Prime
Minister Robert Fico, with tens of thousands of Slovaks
turning out for rallies in Bratislava on Friday. Fico’s Smer-
SD party, to which Kalinak also belongs, came under fire
from small coalition partner Most-Hid, which threatened to
quit if the minister stayed, questioning the impartiality of
the investigations under Kalinak’s lead. The bodies of
Kuciak and his fiancee Martina Kusnirova, both 27, were
found on February 25 at their home near Bratislava. 

The couple, who were to have married in May, had both
been shot dead. Police have said Kuciak’s death was “most
likely” related to his investigation resulting in an article on
ties between Slovakia’s top politicians and Italy’s notorious
‘Ndrangheta mafia, which his employer posthumously pub-
lished.The murder and the article sparked a wave of anti-
government sentiment in the EU and NATO member of 5.4
million people. On Friday, some 40,000 people gathered in
Bratislava to protest against Fico and his government,
making it Slovakia’s biggest protest since the 1989 Velvet
Revolution that toppled Communism in former
Czechoslovakia.  Thousands of others also rallied in other
cities across Slovakia, with parallel demonstrations also
taking place in Prague and Berlin.

Not enough? 
Kalinak said he would stay on to complete unspecified

tasks before formally stepping down, without giving a
date. On March 1, Slovak police detained seven Italians
named by Kuciak in his story but released 48 hours later.

The Most-Hid party was expected to meet later on to
decide whether Kalinak’s step was enough to keep it in the
coalition which also comprises the rightwing Slovak
Nationalist Party (SNS). Pavol Babos, a Bratislava-based
political analyst, said the question of who would replace
Kalinak was key. 

“If another minister designated by Smer-SD party con-
tinues as interior minister, it might not be enough for
Most-Hid to ensure the impartial investigation of the dou-
ble murder,” he told AFP.Fico’s alleged link to the mafia
was his close aide Maria Troskova, a former model and
Miss Universe contestant who used to be close to busi-
nessman Antonino Vadala, one of the detained Italians.
Troskova and another Fico aide have both stepped down
for the duration of the investigation. 

Political crisis
Fico met Most-Hid leader Bela Bugar at the week-

end, but they declined to speak about their talks. Slovak
President Andrej Kiska, who has called for sweeping
government changes or even snap elections in the wake
of the Kuciak murder, was also in talks with party lead-
ers in a bid to put an end to the political crisis. Fico ini-
tially blasted the president’s call as “an attempt to total-
ly destabilise our country,” but he backed down last
week.”We will offer solutions that will enable Most-Hid
to continue in the government. I perceive the reality and
I am ready for talks,” Fico said last week. If Most-Hid
leaves the three-party coalition, the most likely out-
come is a minority government led by Fico-or early
elections.—FP 

BRATISLAVA: Protesters holds placards during a rally under the slogan ‘For a Decent Slovakia’, against corruption and
to pay tribute to murdered Slovak journalist Jan Kuciak and his fiancee Martina Kusnirova at the Slovak National
Uprising (SNP) square in Bratislava, Slovakia. —AFP 

In shelters, 
terrified Syrians
await the next
bomb, attack
BEIRUT: As the Syrian army pushes deep-
er into eastern Ghouta under cover of a
hammering bombardment, the 400,000
civilians the United Nations says live in the
enclave have crowded into dark basements
to cower from the ceaseless bombs. Under
cracked ceilings that bulge downwards
from the force of previous strikes, they
string sheets across the basement to parti-
tion off rooms for entire families. “Look at
it. It is completely uninhabitable. It is not
even safe to put chickens in. There is no
bathroom, just one toilet, and there are
300 people,” said a man in a shelter in the
region’s biggest urban centre, Douma. 

Like the other people in the shelter he
did not want to give his name for fear of
reprisals as the army attempts to retake the
rebel enclave. Syrian President Bashar al-
Assad and his strongest ally Russia have
said the onslaught on eastern Ghouta is
needed to end the rule of Islamist insurgents

over civilians there and to stop mortar fire
on nearby Damascus. But the intensity of
the offensive, which the Syrian Observatory
for Human Rights says has killed 1,160 peo-
ple in three weeks, has provoked condem-
nation from Western countries and pleas
from UN agencies for a humanitarian halt.

The assault began with one of the
fiercest bombardments of the war, as war
planes, helicopters and artillery rained
down a near-constant stream of missiles,
bombs, rockets and shells. It targeted an
area that has been besieged since 2013,
and where dire shortages of food and med-
icine have caused severe malnutrition and
ravaging illness. After the bombs began to
fall three weeks ago, people feared to leave
the shelters even to seek the meagre
remaining supplies of food. 

Children
The shelter was in two storeys of a

basement and very crowded. Small chil-
dren were everywhere, chatting and play-
ing in the maze-like corridors between the
hanging sheets. Inside the makeshift rooms,
thin mattresses and blankets lay on the
floor. Some people tried to sleep. In one
corner, a man sat up for the arrival of a
medic, there to treat his injuries from a
previous bomb attack. Long cuts were vis-
ible on his shoulder and the crown of his
head, which the medic cleaned. 

Small children helped with washing up -
rinsing foamy detergent off stainless steel
dishes with dirty water from a small jug. In
such conditions, hygiene becomes increas-
ingly hard to maintain. “Three hundred
people living in danger and we are forced
to live like this... old and young and sick,”
said the man. From another part of the shel-

ter, a man could be heard calling for the
mother of a boy who had soiled himself,
something people there said had grown
more common as fear set in. Many of the
people huddled in Douma’s shelters had
already fled from other parts of the enclave,
some of them many times over to escape
the ever-shifting front lines. —Reuters

SAQBA: Smoke billows following Syrian government bombardment on the rebel-
controlled area of Saqba, in the besieged Eastern Ghouta region on the outskirts of
the capital Damascus. —AFP 


