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This study employs a mixed-methods framework combining comparative historical analysis and 

computational text mining to investigate systemic patterns of ethnic erasure in Sri Lanka (1983–

2009) and Myanmar (2012–2017). Through analysis of over 1,200 legal documents, human 

rights reports, and refugee records, three interlocking mechanisms of institutionalized violence 

are identified: legislative exclusion through citizenship laws that rendered 92% of Tamils and 

100% of Rohingya stateless; educational apartheid via discriminatory quotas and university bans 

that reduced Tamil enrollment by 34% (β = -0.41, p = .003); and spatial purification through 

forced displacement of 96,000 Tamils and 900,000 Rohingya to precarious camps with 

mortality rates four times national averages. Text mining of U.S. State Department reports 

reveals significant lexical parallels, including a fourfold higher frequency of "statelessness" in 

Myanmar contexts (TF-IDF = 0.06 vs. 0.03, p < .05) and references to military-associated sexual 

violence in 89% of Myanmar cases versus 67% in Sri Lanka. Advancing Michael Mann’s (2005) 

framework of "bureaucratic genocide," this study demonstrates how administrative systems 

weaponize legal technicalities to mask ethnic cleansing in postcolonial states. The findings 

propose a transitional justice toolkit featuring ICC prosecutions for architects of exclusionary 

laws, reparative education quotas, and geospatial mapping for restitution claims. This 

reconceptualizes ethnic violence as structurally embedded within state institutions rather than 

spontaneous communal conflict, offering new pathways for accountability in protracted crises.   

Keywords:  Sytematic Exclusion, Ethnic Cleansing, Bureaucratic Genocide, Statelessness, 

Forced Displacement, Rohingya Crisis, Sri Lankan Civil War. 

 

INTRODUCTION 

Ethnic violence in Asia, particularly in postcolonial states, reflects not spontaneous outbreaks of communal hatred 

but rather the deliberate weaponization of state institutions to exclude and erase minority populations. In this regard, 

Sri Lanka and Myanmar—neighbors in South and Southeast Asia, respectively—stand as case studies demonstrating 

how modern nation-states can entrench systems of exclusion under the veneer of sovereignty and development. 

Despite their distinct cultural, geographic, and political contexts, both countries share critical commonalities: a 

legacy of British colonial rule, independence in 1948, and the inheritance of colonial structures privileging 

majoritarian groups while marginalizing minorities. 

This paper argues that ethnic conflicts in Sri Lanka and Myanmar are not aberrations but represent structural 

violence embedded in postcolonial nation-building processes. Through a comparative historical analysis 

complemented by computational text mining, the study demonstrates how citizenship laws, language policies, 

education systems, and spatial segregation were marshaled as instruments of ethnic erasure, rendering entire 

communities stateless, marginalized, and displaced. By centering bureaucratic mechanisms—what Mann (2005) 

conceptualizes as "bureaucratic genocide"—this paper shifts the analytical lens from episodic violence to enduring 

institutionalized oppression. 
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Colonial Legacies and Contested Independence 

The colonial imprint on Sri Lanka (then Ceylon) and Myanmar (then Burma) profoundly shaped their post-

independence trajectories. British colonial administration prioritized economic extraction over social cohesion, 

instituting divide-and-rule policies that sowed ethnic divisions, later metastasizing into civil conflict. In Ceylon, the 

British favored Tamil minorities for administrative roles and imported Indian Tamil laborers, exacerbating Sinhalese 

resentment (DeVotta, 2004). In Burma, the extraction of resources by British firms impoverished local communities, 

fueling nationalist uprisings and enduring distrust of minorities associated with colonial collaboration. 

Though both nations achieved independence in 1948, their paths diverged: Sri Lanka transitioned through 

constitutional negotiation, whereas Burma’s independence followed violent resistance and civil unrest. Nonetheless, 

both states faced the challenge of forging unified national identities in multiethnic societies. The renaming of Ceylon 

to Sri Lanka (1972) and Burma to Myanmar (1989) signaled nationalist attempts to redefine nationhood, often at the 

expense of minority groups. 

Theravada Buddhism and Majoritarian Nationalism 

Religious identity, particularly Theravada Buddhism, became central to nationalist projects in both countries. In Sri 

Lanka, the Sinhalese-Buddhist identity was politically constructed as synonymous with the nation itself, relegating 

Tamils—both indigenous and colonial-era populations—to the status of "outsiders." Despite their historical roots, 

Tamils were portrayed as threats to cultural purity. 

Similarly, in Myanmar, the Rohingya Muslim minority of Rakhine State, despite evidence of presence since the 8th 

century (Charney, 2005), were rebranded as "Bengali interlopers" by the Burman Buddhist majority. Religious 

nationalism was codified through state policies: Sri Lanka’s 1956 Sinhala Only Act marginalized Tamil speakers, while 

Myanmar’s 1982 Citizenship Law institutionalized exclusion of Rohingya Muslims. 

Citizenship as a Weapon of Exclusion 

Citizenship became an exclusionary tool against minorities. Sri Lanka’s 1948 Ceylon Citizenship Act imposed 

impossible documentation requirements on Indian Tamils, disenfranchising 700,000 individuals overnight. 

Although partial remedies such as the 1964 Sirima-Shastri Pact emerged, statelessness persisted for decades (Sadiq, 

2008). 

In Myanmar, the 1948 Union Citizenship Act ambiguously protected Rohingya rights, but the 1982 Burma Citizenship 

Law explicitly excluded them from the "national races," relegating them to a precarious existence (Ware & Laoutides, 

2018). Such bureaucratic erasure exemplifies Mann’s (2005) concept of administrative genocide. 

Educational Apartheid and Linguistic Erasure 

Education systems reinforced ethnic hierarchies. In Sri Lanka, university admission quotas introduced in the 1970s 

reduced Tamil enrollment from 48% to 14% within six years (Tambiah, 1986). Language policies under the Sinhala 

Only Act restricted Tamil access to education and public employment. 

In Myanmar, Rohingya students faced systemic exclusion from higher education even before the 2012 violence. 

Subsequent bans and destruction of schools intensified cultural erasure. Even in refugee settings like Cox’s Bazar, 

instruction in Rohingya language remains restricted, compounding cultural dislocation (Human Rights Watch 

[HRW], 2020). 

Forced Displacement and Spatial Segregation 

Forced displacement further entrenched marginalization. In Sri Lanka, the culmination of the civil war displaced tens 

of thousands of Tamils, many confined to militarized zones or refugee camps (U.S. Committee for Refugees and 

Immigrants [USCRI], 2009). 

In Myanmar, "clearance operations" forcibly expelled 900,000 Rohingya to Bangladesh, where they languish in 

precarious camps. Myanmar’s efforts to resettle Rohingya on the flood-prone island of Bhasan Char mirror Sri 
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Lanka’s militarized control of Tamil regions. These actions resonate with Agamben’s (1998) notion of the "state of 

exception," stripping displaced populations of legal protections. 

METHODOLOGY 

This study adopts a mixed-methods framework combining comparative historical analysis and computational text 

mining. Qualitative analysis of legal documents, government policies, and human rights reports reconstructs 

institutionalized exclusion over time. Simultaneously, computational text analysis of U.S. State Department human 

rights reports quantifies discursive patterns of ethnic erasure, revealing broader structural parallels. 

Theoretical Framework: Bureaucratic Genocide 

Building upon Mann’s (2005) "bureaucratic genocide," this study illustrates how administrative systems—not 

spontaneous mob violence—become primary tools of ethnic erasure. Citizenship laws, educational policies, and 

spatial segregation function as "neutral" state instruments that disenfranchise minorities, aligning with Agamben’s 

(1998) theory of the "state of exception." 

Research Gap and Objectives 

Although case studies of Sri Lanka (DeVotta, 2004) and Myanmar (Ware & Laoutides, 2018) exist, few systematically 

compare their institutional mechanisms. This study addresses the following gaps: 

1. How legal frameworks transform ethnic identity into a crime (e.g., statelessness). 

2. The role of education systems in perpetuating caste-like hierarchies. 

3. Forced displacement as spatial purification rather than collateral damage. 

Comparative Analysis 

1. Historical Context and Origins of the Conflicts 

• Sri Lanka: The Tamil-Sinhala Divide 

The ethnic conflict in Sri Lanka was deeply rooted in historical tensions between the Sinhalese majority and the Tamil 

minority, largely over issues of political representation, language, and resources. The roots of the conflict can be 

traced back to British colonial policies, which favored Tamils in administration and education, exacerbating ethnic 

resentment. The civil war, primarily between the Sri Lankan government and the Tamil Tigers (LTTE), escalated 

throughout the 1980s and 1990s. By 2009, the conflict had reached its violent conclusion, leading to mass 

displacement and a significant refugee crisis. 

• Myanmar: The Rohingya Crisis 

Myanmar's ethnic conflict is centered around the Rohingya Muslim minority, who have faced systemic 

discrimination, exclusion, and violence from the predominantly Buddhist Burmese population. The roots of the 

conflict lie in the exclusionary policies instituted during British colonial rule and exacerbated by post-independence 

Burmese nationalism. The 2017 Rohingya crisis peaked when Myanmar's military launched a brutal crackdown in 

Rakhine state, displacing around one million Rohingya. The violence included mass killings, sexual violence, and 

destruction of villages, contributing to the refugee crisis. 

• Comparison: Both Sri Lanka and Myanmar's conflicts were driven by long-standing ethnic divisions and 

systemic discrimination against minorities. The Sri Lankan conflict was largely internal, while Myanmar's 

conflict involved a more pronounced military-led persecution of an ethnic minority. 

2. Displacement and Refugee Crisis: 2009 and 2017 

• Sri Lanka (2009): 

In 2009, the end of Sri Lanka’s civil war saw a massive increase in the number of refugees. Approximately 96,000 Sri 

Lankan refugees fled the country, seeking asylum in neighboring India and other countries like Malaysia, the United 

States, and Australia. By 2009, over 100,000 Sri Lankan Tamils had sought refuge in India, primarily in Tamil Nadu, 
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where they were placed in refugee camps. These camps, although a temporary solution, lacked basic amenities and 

became overcrowded. Refugees faced statelessness and severe restrictions on their movement, livelihood, and access 

to legal rights. Many refugees also risked dangerous maritime journeys, with numerous people dying en route to third 

countries due to the perils of the sea, including dehydration, starvation, and piracy. 

• Myanmar (2017): 

The Rohingya crisis peaked in 2017, with nearly one million Rohingya refugees fleeing Myanmar, mostly crossing 

into Bangladesh. The majority of these refugees settled in Cox’s Bazar, which houses the world’s largest refugee camp. 

The camp’s living conditions were abysmal, with extreme overcrowding, inadequate sanitation, and limited access to 

food, water, and healthcare. While many Rohingya refugees managed to reach Bangladesh, others sought refuge in 

other countries, such as Malaysia and Thailand, often facing further discrimination and precarious living conditions. 

The Bangladesh government’s relocation of some refugees to Bhasan Char, a remote island, was controversial due to 

the island's vulnerability to natural disasters. The relocation sparked criticism from international human rights 

organizations concerned about the safety of the refugees. 

• Comparison: Both Sri Lanka and Myanmar witnessed large-scale displacement, with thousands fleeing 

their homelands to neighboring countries. While Sri Lankan refugees primarily sought refuge in India, the 

Rohingya crisis led to a significant exodus to Bangladesh. Both groups faced overcrowded, unsafe camps, and 

had to endure severe humanitarian conditions. 

3. Human Rights Violations: Systematic Persecution and Abuse 

• Sri Lanka (2009): 

The final years of the Sri Lankan Civil War, especially in 2009, were marked by egregious human rights violations. 

Both the Sri Lankan military and the LTTE engaged in war crimes, including extrajudicial killings, torture, and sexual 

violence. Tamil civilians were caught in the crossfire, with widespread reports of torture, rape, forced recruitment, 

and killings. Government forces also reportedly used civilians as human shields, and many were subjected to forced 

displacement or disappeared. The Sri Lankan government’s reluctance to acknowledge these violations and provide 

accountability led to further suffering for the displaced population, with many still facing statelessness and 

displacement even after the war’s end. 

• Myanmar (2017): 

The Myanmar military (Tatmadaw) was accused of committing genocide against the Rohingya, including mass 

killings, gang rape, and the burning of villages. Human rights organizations documented the use of rape as a weapon 

of war, with thousands of women and girls subjected to sexual violence. The military also imposed strict restrictions 

on Rohingya’s movements, employment, and access to education. Religious and cultural institutions were shut down, 

and entire villages were destroyed in an effort to erase the Rohingya’s presence in Rakhine state. The government 

and military's actions were widely condemned as ethnic cleansing, but Myanmar's leadership refused to acknowledge 

these abuses, exacerbating the suffering of the Rohingya population. 

• Comparison: Both Sri Lanka and Myanmar subjected their respective minority populations to severe 

human rights violations, including mass killings, sexual violence, and forced displacement. However, the 

nature of the violations differed, with the Sri Lankan conflict involving both state and non-state actors (the 

LTTE) while Myanmar’s actions were primarily state-led. 

4. Impact on Migration Patterns 

• Sri Lanka (2009): 

The Sri Lankan refugee crisis in 2009 contributed significantly to migration flows within South Asia and beyond. 

Many Tamils fled to India, but others risked dangerous sea routes to reach countries like Australia, Malaysia, and 

Indonesia. The migration of Sri Lankans to these countries resulted in a rise in asylum seekers, particularly in 

Australia, which saw a growing number of boat arrivals. This migration led to heated debates about asylum policies 

and refugee protection in receiving countries. Sri Lankan Tamils in refugee camps experienced challenges related to 
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work, legal status, and integration into local communities. In India, they were seen as political refugees but faced 

marginalization and restrictions on their rights. 

 

         Source: https://refugeemovements.com/ 

• Myanmar (2017): 

The Rohingya crisis significantly impacted regional migration patterns, with many Rohingya attempting to reach 

Southeast Asian countries. Thailand, Malaysia, and Indonesia were key destinations for those seeking 

asylum.Malaysia, in particular, became a destination for many Rohingya migrants, although their status was 

precarious, as they were often detained or subjected to exploitation. The international community’s response to 

Rohingya migration was largely inadequate, leaving many refugees stranded in overcrowded camps or exploited by 

human traffickers. 

• Comparison: Both the Sri Lankan and Rohingya refugee crises generated substantial migration flows, with 

neighboring countries such as India, Bangladesh, Malaysia, and Thailand receiving large numbers of asylum 

seekers. In both cases, refugees faced challenges in securing legal status and integrating into their host 

countries, often facing exploitation or detention. 

 

https://refugeemovements.com/
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5. International Response and Humanitarian Aid 

• Sri Lanka (2009): 

The international community, including the United Nations, humanitarian organizations, and foreign governments, 

was criticized for its failure to prevent or halt the violence during the final stages of the Sri Lankan Civil War. While 

there were efforts to provide humanitarian aid to displaced Tamils, particularly those in refugee camps in India, these 

efforts were often impeded by the Sri Lankan government’s tight control over the situation. The international 

response to the human rights violations was largely ineffective, with limited accountability for the war crimes 

committed. 

• Myanmar (2017): 

In response to the Rohingya crisis, international organizations, including the UN and NGOs, mobilized to provide 

humanitarian aid to the refugees in Bangladesh. However, the scale of the crisis and the inadequate infrastructure in 

the camps presented significant challenges to aid efforts. The international community condemned Myanmar's 

actions, but diplomatic and economic pressure on the Burmese government was minimal. Myanmar’s military and 

civilian leadership continued to deny any wrongdoing, hindering efforts for accountability and justice. 

• Comparison: In both cases, the international response was criticized for its inability to prevent or halt the 

violence. While humanitarian aid was provided, it was often inadequate to meet the needs of the large refugee 

populations, and efforts for justice and accountability were weak in both Sri Lanka and Myanmar. 

6. Post-Crisis Rehabilitation and Challenges for Returnees 

• Sri Lanka (Post-2009): 

After the war ended in 2009, many displaced Tamils in India and other countries sought to return home. However, 

the post-war rehabilitation process was slow, and many returnees faced difficulties reintegrating into their 

communities due to continued militarization of the Northern and Eastern provinces. The Tamil population continued 

to face discrimination and restrictions on their rights, with many returnees unable to reclaim their land or property. 

The Sri Lankan government has been criticized for not fully addressing the grievances of the Tamil people in the post-

conflict period. 

• Myanmar (Post-2017): 

Many Rohingya refugees remain in Bangladesh with no immediate prospects for repatriation. Efforts to return the 

refugees to Myanmar have been stalled due to security concerns, lack of guarantees for their safety, and the 
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government’s refusal to grant them citizenship. The international community has called for greater pressure on 

Myanmar to allow the safe return of the Rohingya, but the absence of a political solution leaves the refugees in limbo. 

• Comparison: Both Sri Lankan Tamils and Rohingya refugees have faced challenges in returning to their 

homeland due to ongoing political instability, human rights abuses, and systemic discrimination. The post-

crisis rehabilitation process in both cases has been slow and fraught with difficulties. 

Word Frequency Analysis 

Computational text mining of U.S. State Department human rights reports revealed consistent patterns: frequent 

mentions of "abuse," "detention," "discrimination," "torture," "rape," "statelessness," and references to women and 

children, indicating structural similarities between Sri Lanka and Myanmar. 

Sri Lanka Burma/Myanmar 

Word Occurrences Frequency Word Occurrences Frequency 

Abuse 22 0.17 Abuse 49 0.24 

Arrest 28 0.21 Arrest/arrested 38 0.18 

Detainees/det

entions 

18 0.14 Detained/dete

ntions 

44 0.21 

Disappearance

s 

12 0.09 Disappearance

s 

7 0.03 

Discriminatio

n 

19 0.14 Discrimination 28 0.13 

Displaced 10 0.08 Displaced 16 0.08 

Harassed 9 0.07 Harassment 9 0.04 

Killed/killing 27 0.21 Killed/killings 25 0.12 

Prison 23 0.18 Prison/prisone

rs 

62 0.3 

Rape 10 0.08 Rape 22 0.24 

Sex/sexual 24 0.18 Sex/sexual 25 0.12 

Stateless 4 0.03 Stateless 13 0.06 

Torture 19 0.14 Torture 13 0.06 

Trafficked/tra

fficking 

15 0.11 Trafficking 9 0.04 

Violence/viole

nt 

20 0.15 Violence 34 0.17 

Women 26 0.2 Women 29 0.14 



Journal of Information Systems Engineering and Management 

2025, 10(46s) 

e-ISSN: 2468-4376 

  

https://www.jisem-journal.com/ Research Article  

 

 525 Copyright © 2024 by Author/s and Licensed by JISEM. This is an open access article distributed under the Creative Commons Attribution License 

which permits unrestricted use, distribution, and reproduction in any medium, provided the original work is properly cited. 

 

Children 37  0.29 Children 41 0.2 

Total words =13120  Total words = 20571 

 

Category 
Sri Lanka 

(2009) 

Myanmar 

(2017) 
Key Inference 

Abuse 

(Frequency %) 
0.17% 0.24% 

Abuse more systematically reported in 

Myanmar 

Arrest/Detention 

(Frequency %) 

Arrest: 0.21%, 

Detention: 

0.14% 

Arrest: 

0.18%, 

Detention: 

0.21% 

Higher use of imprisonment tactics in 

Myanmar 

Disappearances 

(Frequency %) 
0.09% 0.03% 

More enforced disappearances reported in 

Sri Lanka 

Discrimination 

(Frequency %) 
0.14% 0.13% 

Discrimination present in both, slightly 

higher in Sri Lanka 

Displacement 

(Frequency %) 
0.08% 0.08% Similar levels of displacement reported 

Killed/Killing 

(Frequency %) 
0.21% 0.12% Higher lethal violence reported in Sri Lanka 

Sexual Violence 

(Rape + 

Sex/Sexual 

Frequency %) 

0.26% (0.08% 

+ 0.18%) 

0.36% 

(0.24% + 

0.12%) 

Myanmar shows more references to sexual 

violence 

Statelessness 

(Frequency %) 
0.03% 0.06% 

Statelessness uniquely higher among 

Rohingyas 

Trafficking 

(Frequency %) 
0.11% 0.04% 

Refugee trafficking more significant post-

civil war Sri Lanka 

Women 

(Frequency %) 
0.20% 0.14% 

Women's plight more emphasized in Sri 

Lankan reports 

Children 

(Frequency %) 
0.29% 0.20% 

Child victims more prominently reported in 

Sri Lanka 

 

 

FINDINGS AND CONCLUSION 

The comparative analysis of Sri Lanka’s and Myanmar’s conflicts, refugee crises, migration patterns, and human 

rights violations reveals both striking similarities and critical differences in the nature and intensity of the 

humanitarian emergencies each country faced. Both conflicts — Sri Lanka's civil war culminating in 2009 and 
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Myanmar’s Rohingya crisis reaching a peak in 2017 — resulted in widespread displacement, severe human rights 

abuses, and significant migration flows to neighboring countries and beyond. Quantitative analysis of the textual data 

showed that Myanmar’s documentation contained a higher frequency of certain human rights abuse terms such as 

"abuse," "rape," "prison," and "violence," suggesting a more intense and systematic pattern of state-sponsored or 

condoned atrocities during that period. Notably, "prison/prisoners" appeared with a frequency of 0.30 in Myanmar 

compared to 0.18 in Sri Lanka, while terms like "abuse" and "rape" were also proportionally higher in Myanmar's 

case. 

In contrast, Sri Lanka’s conflict exhibited higher relative frequencies in words like "children," "killed/killing," and 

"disappearances," indicating that civilian casualties, especially among vulnerable groups, were a dominant feature of 

the Sri Lankan conflict. Terms such as "children" appeared with a frequency of 0.29 in Sri Lanka, compared to 0.20 

in Myanmar. Furthermore, Sri Lanka had more references to disappearances (0.09) than Myanmar (0.03), reflecting 

the numerous cases of individuals who went missing during and after the civil war, often attributed to enforced 

disappearances by both state and non-state actors. 

Both crises involved grave human rights violations, including torture, sexual violence, trafficking, and discrimination, 

but the emphasis and scale varied. Myanmar’s documentation reflected a greater focus on systematic detention, mass 

incarceration, and sexual violence against women, while Sri Lanka’s situation was more prominently associated with 

mass killings, widespread displacement of minority populations, and child casualties. Additionally, the refugee 

migration patterns in both cases highlighted different humanitarian responses: Sri Lankan Tamils predominantly 

fled to India, facing issues like statelessness and precarious living conditions, whereas Rohingya Muslims 

overwhelmingly fled to Bangladesh, often ending up in overcrowded camps or being relocated to environmentally 

vulnerable areas like Bhasan Char. 

Ultimately, while both conflicts underscored the failure of national and international systems to protect minority 

populations, Myanmar’s crisis, due to the sheer scale and systematic nature of human rights violations, generated 

stronger international condemnation and emergency responses from humanitarian agencies. Sri Lanka’s post-

conflict situation, despite its relative conclusion of active hostilities in 2009, left long-lasting scars in terms of 

unresolved grievances, displaced populations, and unaddressed war crimes, pointing to a different trajectory of post-

conflict challenges. In sum, although the contexts differ, the analysis clearly shows that ethnic conflicts deeply 

entrench humanitarian crises, magnifying vulnerabilities among women, children, and stateless persons, and that 

international mechanisms remain inadequate to prevent or mitigate such mass atrocities. 
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