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GLOSSARY
False information1: Information spread to deceive or confuse people.

Hate speech2: Although hate speech does not have a universal definition, this term is 
understood as messages with the purpose of attacking a person or a group on the basis of 
attributes such as race, religion, ethnic origin, sexual orientation, disability, or gender.

Facebook Pages3 - Pages are places on Facebook where artists, public figures, businesses, 
brands, organisations and nonprofits connect with their fans or customers. When someone 
likes or follows a Page on Facebook, they can start seeing posts from that Page in their News 
Feed. A user must have a Facebook profile to create a Page or manage one.

Facebook Groups4 - Groups are a place on Facebook to communicate about shared interests 
with certain people. Users can create a group for anything – family reunion, shared hobbies, 
religious or political interests – and customise the group’s privacy settings depending on who 
the group administrators want to be able to join and see the group. When a user joins a group 
on Facebook, they start seeing content from that group in their News Feed.

Total interactions5 - The total number of reactions, shares and comments on a Facebook post, 
or a collection of posts for a Facebook page or group.

Link / Link Domains6 - A link embedded in posts uploaded on the platform.

Top post - A post containing high total interactions from a data set of posts used for analysis.

Protected characteristics - Protected characteristics include ethnicity, national origin, 
religious affiliation, sexual orientation, caste, sex, gender, gender identity, and serious disease 
or disability.7

1 Definition adapted from DRI’s Digital Democracy Monitor. Available at: https://digitalmonitor.democracy-reporting.org/why-
monitor-social-media/. It is important to highlight that whilst these definitions are used for the purpose of this analysis, this 
distinction can at times be not clear, especially in the Sri Lankan context, where false and misleading information has been used 
for the purpose of attacking particular people and groups and has led to violence on the ground.

2 Definition adapted from DRI’s Digital Democracy Monitor, and Facebook’s definition of Hate Speech: https://www.facebook.
com/communitystandards/hate_speech 

3 Definition based on Facebook article: https://www.facebook.com/help/337881706729661 
4 ibid.
5 Definition as in CrowdTangle Glossary: https://help.crowdtangle.com/en/articles/1184978-crowdtangle-glossary#:~:text=on%20

a%20post.-,Total%20Interactions,video%20views%20to%20be%20interactions 
6 ibid.
7 For more information on protected characteristics, hate speech and Facebook’s community standards, please see here: https://

www.facebook.com/communitystandards/hate_speech 
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Since the end of Sri Lanka’s civil war, the country 
continues to grapple with ethno-religious tensions 
and conflict. In the age of social media, the case 
of the 2014 Aluthgama riots suggest the spread 
of hate speech and false information online may 
contribute to real-life discriminatory violence 
offline. In the context of Sri Lanka’s Easter Sunday 
Attacks, when ethno-religious tensions were high, 
questions have arisen on the incident’s impact, the 
types of discourses surrounding reconciliation and 
diversity online and offline, and how online hate 
speech and false information in its aftermath have 
contributed to tensions on the ground. 

In this report, DRI aims to understand the 
Facebook discourse surrounding Sri Lanka’s 
Easter Attacks (i.e. actors and narratives), and 
the platform’s role as a polarising as well as a 
reconciliatory space for debate. In particular, 
how did both negative and positive messages 
spread on the platform, especially in relation to 
discussion of religious and ethnic groups? 

To explore this research aim, DRI analysed Facebook 
page and group posts from 2,998 pages and 1,378 
public groups between 1 January 2019 and 30 April 
2020. DRI also analysed a smaller sample of 159 
manually coded Facebook page posts to gather 
more nuanced insights into these questions.

The key findings of this study are structured along 
the five main guiding questions listed below.

1. Which actors shaped  the  discourse  
surrounding the Easter Attacks? 

DRI categorised the top 15 pages and groups 
to investigate the potential reach of gossip 
pages. Top actors shaping the debate include 
mainstream media, but also accounts with 
political, religious or unclear affiliations 
highlighting socio-political and ethno-religious 
issues. DRI also identified ‘gossip’ link domains 

and clickbait8 headlines consuming Facebook 
pages and groups’ information space in the 
aftermath of the Easter attacks. This had the 
potential of reaching millions of Facebook 
users.

2. Which narratives were discussed before, 
immediately after, 4-6 months after and  
1 year after the Easter Attacks? 

DRI analysed posts on days where Facebook 
page and group activity peaked significantly 
within each of these four time periods to 
highlight key moments when Facebook was 
used to discuss the Easter Attacks.

Just before the Easter Attacks, deforestation 
of Wilpattu National Park was the hot topic 
amongst Facebook pages and groups in Sri 
Lanka.

Discourse about the attacks peaked 
immediately after the event. Pages and groups 
were most active (a) right after the government 
social media ban was lifted, (b) during the 
anti-Muslim riots on 10 May and (c) following 
resignation of all nine of Sri Lanka’s Muslim 
ministers on 3 June. Despite the government’s 
social media ban in April 2019, Facebook 
activity did not come to a complete stop. DRI 
still identified high levels of Facebook page and 
group activity during this time.

Four to six months following the Attacks, 
discourse peaked around the Borah Conference 
and one year later, posts remembered the 
tragedy.

3. How did users respond to negative versus 
positive messages about the Easter Attacks?

Through analysing a manually coded sample of 
Facebook page posts, DRI could identify how 

8 Headlines that are designed to attract readers to click on them, frequently used by both legitimate and less than legitimate news sources.

SUMMARY OF FINDINGS
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users responded (i.e., like, comment, share) to 
negative versus positive posts.

People were more likely to “like” positive posts 
and “share” negative posts meaning negative 
content is more “share-worthy”. This suggests 
negative posts countering reconciliation efforts 
could more easily go viral online and have a 
wider reach than positive messages.

However, overall users engaged (i.e., like, 
comment or share) more with positive content 
than negative content. This suggests social 
media can be a place for positive messaging.

4. Which potentially polarising or reconciliatory 
topics were popular in the Easter Attacks 
Facebook discourse? 

DRI analysed a manually coded sample of 
Facebook page posts to answer this question. 
Narratives relating to national security, 
political demotion of a party or politician 
and government negligence were the most 
popular. This suggests Facebook pages 
discussed the Easter Attacks in the context of 
politics and government.

“Calls for Unity” was the fourth most popular 
narrative identified, indicating that social 
media may also be used to spread positive 
messages.

5. How did Facebook pages discuss protected 
characteristics in the context of the Easter 
Attacks? 

DRI analysed a manually coded sample 
of Facebook page posts to identify which 
characteristics were most discussed and 
in what way (i.e., sentiment and specific 
narratives).

The most discussed protected characteristics 
on page posts include religion and ethnicity. 
Disability, gender, gender identity and sexual 
orientation were discussed minimally or not at 
all

Muslims were the most discussed religious 
group, and they received relatively more 
negative posts in comparison to other 
religious groups. However, in our sample 
more posts about Muslims were supportive 
than “opposing”. This again suggests social 
media was used to spread both negative and 
supportive messages.

In terms of topics framing the debate, religious 
groups were not discussed in the same ways. 
“Calls for Unity” was the top topic in posts about 
Christians and Hindus, while “National Security” 
was the top topic for posts about Muslims and 
Buddhists

Top negative narratives about Muslims 
discussed political demotion of a party or 
politician, national security, government 
negligence and majoritarian sentiment. 
This finding is socio-politically interesting 
as posts about Muslims discussed theories 
linking Muslim politicians to the attacks, the 
government’s failure to act on intelligence 
warnings, and holding the Muslim community 
accountable. Top positive narratives about 
Muslims also discussed national security as well 
as calls for unity.

Although Muslims were the most discussed 
group in DRI’s sample of Facebook posts, posts 
about Christians and Buddhists received the 
most likes. This suggests a more positive user 
engagement with these groups.
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1. INTRODUCTION
A series of suicide bombings in churches and  
luxury hotels on Easter Sunday 2019 were carried 
out by an independent and little-known local 
Islamist militant group, the National Thowheed 
Jamaath (NTJ), with the Islamic State claiming 
responsibility for the attacks two days later.9 Sri 
Lanka has not previously encountered terror 
attacks by Islamist extremists.10 Consequently, the 
coordinated nature of the bombings sent shock 
waves of fear and terror across the island. 

The Easter Attacks and the violent backlash which 
followed, led to questions on the effectiveness of 
reconciliation processes following the end of Sri 
Lanka’s civil war in 2009, and the role of social media 
platforms in particular. Prior to the Easter Attacks, 
Facebook was used to circulate information for 
and against pluralism and diversity for years. Most 
notably, the 2014 Aluthgama riots were one of the 
first violent incidents suggesting social media’s 
role in perpetuating ethno-religious incitement 
to violence and discrimination. Since the riots, Sri 
Lanka has experienced pockets of ethno-religious 
tension and violence.

Given Facebook’s possible impacts on Sri Lanka’s 
offline reconciliation processes, DRI aimed to 
understand Facebook discourse surrounding 
the Easter Attacks (i.e. actors and narratives), 
and the platform’s role both as a polarising and  
reconciliatory space for debate. We analysed 
in particular, how both negative and positive 

messages spread on the platform, especially in 
relation to discussion of religious and ethnic groups.

To answer these research questions, DRI analysed 
Facebook page and group posts collected over a 
16-month period from just before to over one year 
after the Easter Attacks (1 January 2019 to 30 April 
2020).

To provide a first understanding of the Facebook 
ecosystem discussing the Easter Attacks, DRI has 
conducted a data analysis across the full dataset 
of 48,436 posts to understand the top actors and 
narratives shaping the debate (section 4.1). DRI 
has taken a closer look into how negative and 
positive messages spread, particularly in relation to 
religious and ethnic groups, through the analysis 
of a selected sample of 159 manually coded posts 
for more qualitative context (section 4.2). DRI also 
analysed top actors shaping the discourse and the 
role of gossip pages (4.1.1) and narratives discussed 
at key moments of time (4.1.2) – before (01.01.2019 
– 20.04.2019), immediately following (21.04.2019 – 
07.06.2019), four to six months following (20.08.2019 
– 31.10.2019), and one year following the Easter 
Attacks (01.04.2020 – 30.04.2020). To provide more 
detailed analysis, we assessed user interaction 
with positive versus negative messages (Section 
4.2.1), identified the top potentially polarising or 
reconciliatory topics (4.2.2) and looked into how 
protected characteristics were discussed (4.2.3).

9 BBC News, 2019, “Sri Lanka attacks: What we know about the Easter bombings”, Available at: https://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-48010697 
10 Amarasingam. A., May/ June 2019, “Terrorism on the Teardrop Island: Understanding the Easter 2019 Attacks in Sri Lanka,” Combating Terrorism Center, Volume 

12, Issue 5. https://ctc.usma.edu/terrorism-teardrop-island-understanding-easter-2019-attacks-sri-lanka/ 
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2. CONTEXT
Sri Lanka is home to three major ethnic populations, 
the Sinhalese, Tamils and Moors, while multiple 
groups including Malays and Burghers, complete 
the remainder of its diverse, multiethnic and 
multireligious composition.11 Following the end 
of a three decade long civil war in 2009, Sri Lanka 
continues to grapple with ethno-religious tensions 
and conflict. Nationalist politics and its threat to the 
freedom and rights of minority communities are 
recognised as major factors of past conflicts and 
ongoing tensions.   

As online social networks keep evolving, the public 
discourse surrounding Sri Lanka’s socio-political 
issues concerning civil society, government and 
business is increasingly taking place in these 
spaces. Some of the most widely discussed issues 
on social media in the year after the attacks include 
themes of national security, sovereignty, corruption, 
governance, and ethno-religious topics.12 In Sri 
Lanka, Facebook is considered akin to the internet 
itself, and is the most widely used social media 
network in the country. As of December 2020, there 
are 7,613,000 Facebook users (35.8% of Sri Lanka’s 
total population). The majority of these (64.7%) are 
male.13

In addition to the 2014 Aluthgama riots, the 
2018 Ampara and Digana unrest are significant 
case studies of how false news and incitement 
to violence and hatred on Facebook instigated 
violence on the ground, setting the country’s 
Buddhist community against the Muslims. The 
riots heightened conversations around holding 

Facebook accountable for a lack of content 
moderation, and highlighted Facebook’s delayed 
response to inflammatory speech on the platform. 
For example, Facebook posts in 2018 called 
followers to “kill all Muslims, don’t even save an 
infant” and “reap without leaving an iota behind”.14 
In May 2020, two years after the riots, Facebook 
apologised for its inaction in 2018.15 

A year following these riots, the online space was 
once again heavily consumed by false information 
and incitement to hatred and violence in the 
aftermath of the 2019 Easter Sunday bombings.16 
Misinformation and rumours ranging from a truck 
full of explosives driving down the capital’s roads 
and the country’s water supply being contaminated 
added to people’s fear and paranoia.17 Widespread 
discourse against reconciliation and diversity 
instigating hatred and violence was also witnessed, 
specifically during the series of anti-Muslim riots in 
May 2019.18  Hardline rhetoric against ‘international 
interference’ in domestic affairs, defamatory 
sentiments against politicians, the government, 
and ethno-religious communities was prevalent.19

However, while this was the conversation mostly 
picked up by analysts, news and reports, it was 
not the only conversation observed in the online 
space. DRI’s examination of Facebook posts in this 
report shows that Facebook also provided a space 
for positive messaging following the Easter attacks, 
including the countering of false information and 
hate speech.

11 Minority Rights Group, 2018, “Sri Lanka - World Directory of Minorities and Indigenous Peoples”, Available at: https://minorityrights.org/country/sri-lanka/ . The 
Sinhalese constitute the largest ethnic group in the country, comprising approximately 75% of the population. Tamils (11.2%) and Moors (approximately 9.3%) 
constitute the two larger minority groups. The most practiced faiths in Sri Lanka include Buddhism (70.1%), Hinduism (12.6%), Islam (9.7%) and Christianity 
(7.6%). 

12 Goldzweig, R. and Ifham, A., June 2020, “Social Media and Sri Lanka’s 2019 Presidential Elections”, Democracy Reporting International, Available at: https://
democracy-reporting.org/dri_publications/sri-lankas-2019-presidential-elections-on-social-media/ 

13 Sri Lanka’s online social network usage statistics. Available at: https://napoleoncat.com/stats/facebook-users-in-sri_lanka/2020/12 
14 Taub, A. and Fisher, M., 2018, “Where Countries Are Tinderboxes and Facebook Is a Match”, The New York Times, Available at: https://www.nytimes.

com/2018/04/21/world/asia/facebook-sri-lanka-riots.html 
15 Brustein, J., 2020. “Facebook Apologizes for Role in Sri Lankan Violence”, Bloomberg, Available at: https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2020-05-12/

facebook-apologizes-for-role-in-sri-lankan-violence  
16 The Straits Times, 2019, “Fake News Rampant in Sri Lanka After Attacks”, Available at: https://www.straitstimes.com/asia/south-asia/fake-news-rampant-in-sri-

lanka-after-attacks
17 Bemma, A., 2019, “Is Sri Lanka using the Easter Attacks to Limit Digital Freedom?”, Al Jazeera, Available at: https://www.aljazeera.com/features/2019/07/08/

is-sri-lanka-using-the-easter-attacks-to-limit-digital-freedom/?gb=true
18 The Hindu, 2019, “Sri Lanka Anti-Muslim Riots Kill One Despite Curfew”, Available at: https://www.thehindu.com/news/international/sri-lanka-anti-muslim-riots-

kill-one-despite-curfew/article27123419.ece
19 Fernandes, A., 2019, “Terrorism and Tolerance on Minds of Sri Lankan Voters in Presidential Election”, SBS News, Available at: https://www.sbs.com.au/news/

terrorism-and-tolerance-on-minds-of-sri-lankan-voters-in-presidential-election 
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Figure 1: Timeline of analysis

3. METHODS AND SCOPE
DRI used CrowdTangle, a social media monitoring platform owned by Facebook, to retrieve data from 48,436 
Facebook posts from 2,998 pages and 1,378 public groups between 1 January 2019 and 30 April 2020, according to 
the following timeline of events.

TIMELINE OF EVENTS & MONITORED PERIOD
SOCIAL MEDIA MONITORING PERIOD 
PRIOR TO THE EASTER ATTACKS

EASTER SUNDAY BOMBINGS

01.01.2019 - 20.04.2019

21.04.2019

ANTI-MUSLIM RIOTS
06.05.2019 - 16.05.2019

HUNGER STRIKES
31.05.2019 - 03.06.2019

EID AL-FITR FESTIVAL
04.06.2019 - 05.06.2019

SOCIAL MEDIA BAN
21.04.2019 - 30.04.2019

MONITORING 
PERIOD BEFORE 
EASTER ATTACKS

EASTER ATTACKS 
AND IMMEDIATE 
AFTERMATH

4 - 6 MONTHS 
FOLLOWING THE 
ATTACKS

1 YEAR 
FOLLOWING THE 
ATTACKS

Coordinated and simultaneous bombings took place in 
Colombo (at the St. Anthony's Shrine, Cinnamon Grand, 

Shangri-La and Kingsbury hotels, a guest house in Dehiwala, 
and a housing scheme in Demetagoda), Negombo (St. 

Sebastain's Church)  and Batticaloa (Zion Church). 

Violence unfolded in the contry's North Western Province. 
Mobs targeted mosques, Muslim owned properties and 

business, and attacked via looting, assault and arson. 
Affected towns include Chilaw, Kiniyama, Hettipola and  

Minuwangoda.

Ven. Athuraliye Rathana Thera and his followers engaged 
in hunger striked demanding the 

removal of  Muslim ministers from their posts.

 BORAH CONFERENCE
24.08.2019 - 10.09.2019

Sri Lanka hosted Muslims from all over the world for the 
10 day spritual Bohra community convention. 

The government blocked social media networks 
and messaging services Facebook, Instagram, 
WhatsApp, Viber, Snapchat and YouTube within 
hours of the attack.

All of Sri Lanka’s Muslim ministers and their 
deputies have resigned from their portfolios.

VESAK FESTIVAL DAY
18.05.2019

01.04.2020 - 30.04.2020

SOCIAL MEDIA MONITORING
PERIOD 1 YEAR FOLLOWING

THE ATTACKS

MUSLIM MINISTERS RESIGN
03.06.2019

35 candidates handed in nominations for the 
2019 Presidential Election, held on 16 November.

2019 PRESIDENTIAL
ELECTION CANDIDATE
NOMINATIONS DAY
07.10.2019

1 YEAR REMEMBERANCES 
0F EASTER ATTACKS
21.04.2020

EID AL-ADHA FESTIVAL
10.08.2019 - 14.08.2019
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The timeframe for social media monitoring (Figure 1) was selected after mapping out key events affecting Sri Lanka’s 
discourses on reconciliation, pluralism and diversity, prior to and following the Easter attacks. Analysing posts over 
this timeframe provides an understanding of how narratives and discourses countering and strengthening diversity 
and reconciliation changed over time.

DRI retrieved 24,506 posts from pages and 23,930 posts from public groups based on keywords available in Annex 
2. Keywords were identified following brainstorming sessions with civic tech experts in Sri Lanka. An exploratory 
analysis of this full data set of posts can be found in section 6.1 of this report.

From the above data set DRI selected the top 159 posts from pages based on total interactions. DRI then manually 
coded posts to understand user perceptions towards topics discussed on posts and to get a broader understanding 
of the discourse around pluralism, reconciliation and diversity. Using a predefined set of coding categories (see 
Annex 3), a team of coders labeled each post based on a qualitative evaluation. The analysis of the coded posts 
provided additional understanding of the online discourse taking place and identified key trends. This can be found 
in section 4.2 of this report.

3.1  LIMITATIONS

Facebook was the only social media platform analysed for this report. The sample and subsets of data analysed is 
thus neither representative of Sri Lanka’s entire online information ecosystem nor of Sri Lankan society.

With the 2019 Easter Attacks being an event of great national and socio-political significance, it is highly likely that 
many posts, pages and groups which were active during this period, were already taken down by Facebook or users 
when DRI retrieved data in 2020. It is possible that the posts taken down by Facebook administrators and users 
were posts which were reported for false information and hate speech following the Easter attacks and thus posts 
assessed as severely violating Facebook’s community standards.

It is important to highlight that keywords in Sinhala, Tamil and English languages were used to retrieve data from 
pages, whereas only keywords in the Sinhala language were used to retrieve data from public groups. To include 
all languages, DRI solely manually coded page posts and to derive findings in section 4.2. The difference in the 
languages of keywords used is due to CrowdTangle’s filtering limitations for public groups. The tool does not allow 
filtering of posts for a specific country for public groups. Sinhala keywords, without being filtered for the country Sri 
Lanka (as the language is predominantly used only in Sri Lanka and the diaspora, as opposed to Tamil which is also 
spoken in South India among other locations), were used as a common denominator to extract data for pages and 
public groups.

The methodology for this analysis and the derived findings takes into consideration the above limitations.

8FACEBOOK AND SRI LANKA’S EASTER SUNDAY ATTACKS:  
CONSTRUCTING NARRATIVES AND SCAPEGOATS



4. KEY FINDINGS
The findings from this section contribute to understanding the Facebook discourse in relation to the Easter Attacks, 
and its role as a polarising and reconciliatory space for debate.

DRI first looks at the overall dataset (section 4.1) for key trends about the actors and topics causing spikes in online 
Facebook activity. Then, DRI zooms into a sample of manually coded page posts (section 4.2) for a more nuanced 
analysis on how users reacted to negative and positive messaging, top polarising and reconciliatory narratives and 
the treatment of protected characteristics.

4.1  ANALYSIS OF THE FULL DATA (48,436 POSTS): UNDERSTANDING 

TOP ACTORS AND ACTIVITY SPIKES

This section will analyse top-level trends regarding the actor ecosystem and topics causing activity spikes surrounding 
the Easter Attacks. Data from 24,506 page posts and 23,930 public group posts, retrieved from the keyword search 
on CrowdTangle across the 16-months monitoring period (Figure 1), were analysed for the findings in this section. 
The section looks at two key questions:

Which actors shaped the discourse and did gossip pages play a role? (Sections 4.1.1 & 4.1.2) 

The purpose of this section is to identify the type of actors participating in conversations for and against pluralism 
and diversity during the Easter Attacks. By looking at the role of gossip pages (see section 4.1.2), DRI sheds light on 
the quality of the online debate.

What topics caused Facebook activity to peak during four key moments of time? (Sections 4.1.3- 4.1.7) 

This section will zoom in on spikes of Facebook activity within four key moments in time: 1. Before (01.01.2019 – 
20.04.2019) , 2. immediately following (21.04.2019 – 07.06.2019), 3. Four to six months following (20.08.2019 – 31.10.2019), 
and 4. One year following the Easter Attacks (01.04.2020 – 30.04.2020). By qualitative assessment and examples, DRI 
shows what topics caused Facebook activity to peak. In particular, DRI will analyse the effects of the government’s 
social media ban on Facebook activity.   

4.1.1     Which Actors Shaped the Discourse?

Especially in moments of crisis, disinformation can spread online. As a result, it is important to understand who is 
shaping the online debate and the quality of information spreading virally online. 

Top actors shaping the debate include mainstream media, but also accounts with political, religious or 
unclear affiliations highlighting socio-political and ethno-religious issues.

During the period monitored, numerous social media accounts remained persistent actors in Sri Lanka’s information 
space. By looking at the main pages and groups shaping the discourse on Facebook we identify the type of topics 
and content that gained the most traction and understand the affiliations and interests of the pages and groups 
active during this time.

The pages and groups listed are different in nature and function. Figure 2 illustrates 15 pages and groups with the 
highest interactions. Facebook users engaged most with these pages and groups on the topic of the Easter Attacks.
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The pages receiving highest interactions can be categorised as follows (Figure 2):

• Traditional and mainstream media outlets: Ada Derana, Newsfirst.lk, Hiru News, Neth FM

• Journalist/Influencer pages: Chatura Alwis, Azzam Ameen

• Pages expressing clear political affiliation to politicians or parties: ck igkg mK fmdjuq - Jana Satanata Pana 
Powamu, le¨ï m%shxlr (Kalum Priyankara)

• Meme pages: uodúhd - Madaawiya

• Pages with religious affiliations: Passion of the Christ fÊiqg ux wdofrhs" i;=g hkq lf;d,slhl= ùuhs

• Pages with unclear affiliation20 highlighting socio-political and ethno-religious issues of public interest: 
King & Queen, 1000 Talk - ;jqika fgdala, Love City, Protect Wilpattu - ú,am;a;=j iqrlsuq

Public groups operate differently to pages. Groups contain content posted by Facebook users, whereas pages 
contain content posted by the page administrators themselves. A page’s motive and agenda can be understood (to 
some degree) using Facebook’s page transparency tools and generically reviewing the messaging of the content. 
On the other hand, although the content posted by users needs to be approved by group admins before members 
can view it, understanding the aims and objectives of public groups in general prove to be challenging.

Based on the group name and an exploratory analysis of the content, public groups receiving the highest interactions 
can be categorised as follows (Figure 2):

• Groups expressing clear political affiliation to politicians or parties: Y%S ,xld fmdÿck fmruqfKa wms - Sri Lanka 
PoduJana Peramuna Members, fk¿ï fmdfydÜgqj, taldnoaO úmlaIh, Gotabaya Rajapaksa, Mahinda Samaga Rata 
Dinawamu uyskao iu. rg Èkjuq Group, ið;a iu. SPLANKA

• Groups with religious affiliations: Roman Catholics of Sri Lanka

• Groups supporting the Sri Lankan police or military: fmd,sia ñ;=frd (POLICE FRIENDS)" wms yuqod ñ;=frdaa

• Groups with unclear affiliation highlighting socio-political and ethno-religious issues of public interest: 
Lanka facebook, wms ñ;=frda, Genius club Èkshia tl;=j Nkjhtp fofk;, ksi|eia lú .S wrK, ys;g jÈk jels, wfma  

/fya APE REHE (OUR GANG)

20 Pages with unclear affiliation include pages which are not verified and lack transparency information, they tend to be highly biased but also display authentic 
behaviour. False pages include pages which have constant name changes, date of creation close to elections, coordinated and/ or inauthentic behaviour, 
Read more at: Goldzweig, R. and Meyer-Resende, M., 2019, “Guide for Civil Society on Monitoring Social Media During Elections”, p.36, Democracy Reporting 
International, https://democracy-reporting.org/dri_publications/guide-for-civil-society-on-monitoring-social-media-during-elections/    
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Figure 2: Top 15 pages and public groups by total interactions
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Example: Zooming in on the page receiving the highest interactions (616,578 total interactions) to understand 
the type of content leading to increased traction:

The page with the most interactions, ‘King & Queen’, has unclear affiliations. ‘King & Queen’ is unverified and running 
ads at the time of this monitoring analysis and lacks transparency information. As of January 2021, the page is also 
listed under the category of ‘Interest’21 by the page administrators, suggesting that its post content focuses on 
recreation or sport, however, the page contains posts discussing serious socio-political and ethno-religious issues. 
For example, the post that received the highest interactions (Figure 3) with a total interaction of 102,454 (including 
80,132 likes and 13,424 shares) contains messaging in support of Sri Lanka’s military and the military’s ability to 
safeguard national security.

With the Easter attacks posing a significant threat to Sri Lanka’s national security, this was a predominant topic 
discussed on Facebook in its aftermath. In the context of Sri Lanka’s history of conflict, the military has often been 
linked to support the Sinhalese majority. For example, Sarath Fonseka - a member of parliament, former army 
commander and defeated 2008 presidential candidate - claimed that:

“[The] country belongs to the Sinhalese but there are minority communities and we treat them like our people.… 
they can live in the country with us. But they must not try to, under the pretext of being a minority, demand 
undue things.”22

Similarly, Galagoda Aththe Gnanasara Thero, Secretary General of the Bodu Bala Sena, a Sinhala-Buddhist National 
Organization, stated in his infamous speech which instigated violence against Muslims in Aluthgama in 2014 that:

“This country still has a Sinhalese Police, this country still has a Sinhalese Army. It will be the end of all if someone 
at least lays a finger on a Sinhalese.”23

Notably towards the end of the civil war, the presidency created an environment conducive for securitisation 
and militarisation. In the subsequent years, these measures have evolved as a strategy to construct securitised 
identities and communities. 

The military’s victory against the Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam (LTTE) in May 2009 emboldened its image. Although 
the military were hailed as war heroes for defeating the Tamil Tiger rebels during the final phase of the war in July 
2006, it is alleged that thousands of civilians were killed or went missing during this period.24 Locally, the military 
have been protected from the accusations leveled at them,25 including being granted clemency from criminal 
trials.26 Following the end of the civil war, successive governments have galvanised popular support promoting the 
image of the military as protectors of the majority Sinhalese and nationalist ideologies.

The posts attracting the most engagement (Figure 4) from ‘King & Queen’ include more posts supporting the army, 
focusing primarily on national security, and posts on ethno-religious issues. The posts often exceed thousands of 
shares.

21 More information on Facebook page categories available at: https://www.facebook.com/pages/category/ 
22 Patranobis, S., 2008, “To Whom Does the Country Belong?”, Hindustan Times, Available at: https://www.hindustantimes.com/world/to-whom-does-the-country-

belong/story-Yjl0ciOnDl68GTNmIxs7bM.html 
23 D. B. S. Jeyaraj, 2016, “Anatomy of Anti-Muslim Violence: How Bodhu Bala Sena Mobs Caused Mayhem in Aluthgama and Beruwela Two Years ago”, Available at: 

http://dbsjeyaraj.com/dbsj/archives/30652 
24 International Crisis Group, 2012, “Sri Lanka’s Dead and Missing: The Need for an Accounting”, Available at: https://www.crisisgroup.org/asia/south-asia/sri-lanka/

sri-lankas-dead-and-missing-need-accounting 
25 Srinivasan, M., 2020, “Sri Lanka Will Not Tolerate Targeting of War Heroes: Gotabaya Rajapaksa”, The Hindu, Available at: https://www.thehindu.com/news/

international/sri-lanka-will-not-tolerate-targeting-of-war-heroes-gotabaya-rajapaksa/article31626767.ece
26 Adayaalam Centre for Policy Research, 2020, “Pardon of Ratnayake Reinforces Sri Lanka’s Culture of Impunity for Military Crimes”, Available at: http://

adayaalam.org/pardon-of-ratnayake-reinforces-sri-lankas-culture-of-impunity-for-military-crimes/
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Figure 327: Post that received the highest interactions

27 Example in Figure 3 available at: https://www.facebook.com/king.queen.lk/posts/2695316723816210 
28 Example 4.1 available at: https://www.facebook.com/king.queen.lk/photos/a.1585044521510108/2685886468092569/ 
29 Example 4.2 available at: https://www.facebook.com/king.queen.lk/photos/a.1585044521510108/2711667298847819/ 

Example 4.128 Example 4.229

Figure 4: Examples of posts attracting the most engagement from the page ‘King & Queen’

“The soldiers who have had an “eighth grade” education are 

once again to be the guardian angels of the country.”

“This year on Vesak poya day and on the anniversary of the war 

victory let us all decorate our houses like temples and bless our 

war heroes that committed their lives to win the war. And let’s 

pray that all these problems will soon be gone.”

“The most talented tri-forces that defeated the most dangerous terrorist 

group in the world are the Sri Lankan tri-forces.”
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Example 4.330 Example 4.4 31 

“Not only Christians but Buddhists too respect you because of 

your humility and humane qualities.”

“Rathana Thero’s health declines. A large crowd is gathered to 

support the hunger strike. Please do not let our Thero face any 

problems.”

30 Example 4.3 available at: https://www.facebook.com/king.queen.lk/photos/a.1585044521510108/2701930536488162/ 
31 Example 4.4 available at: https://www.facebook.com/king.queen.lk/photos/a.1585044521510108/2758204817527400/ 
32 DRI’s findings from monitoring Facebook during the 2019 Sri Lankan presidential elections show that gossip domains also contributed to the discourse during 

the election period. Read more here: Goldzweig, R. and Ifham, A., June 2020, “Social Media and Sri Lanka’s 2019 Presidential Elections”, Democracy Reporting 
International, Available at: https://democracy-reporting.org/dri_publications/sri-lankas-2019-presidential-elections-on-social-media/ 

33 Alexa, Top Sites in Sri Lanka, Available at: https://www.alexa.com/topsites/countries/LK 
34 Daily News, 2020, “A Media Council to Raise Media Professionalism”, Available at: https://www.dailynews.lk/2020/10/02/features/230289/media-council-

raise-media-professionalism 
35 DRI identified a list of gossip link domains (Figure 5) from the data retrieved using CrowdTangle. DRI first split the ‘Links’ embedded on posts to capture the 

link domains, then filtered for the word “gossip” in the domains to identify the gossip link domains. From this list, DRI identified the gossip link domains which 
received the most total interactions.

4.1.2 Did gossip pages play a role?

A number of gossip link domains and clickbait headlines containing unverified political information were 
identified. These pages had a high number of interactions suggesting wide reach to users.

When inspecting the information ecosystem on Facebook pages and groups, DRI found that “Gossip” link domains 
played an important role in information dissemination.32 This is evident upon inspecting the most visited websites in 
Sri Lanka based on alexa.com, where gossiplankanews.com is the 10th most visited site and hirunews.lk, which has a 
section on the website dedicated for “gossip”, the 11th most visited at the time when this study was conducted.33 Gossip 
sites produce eye-catching click-bait headlines and news stories that present little or no legitimacy, contributing to 
media sensationalism and the rise of ‘yellow journalism’34 in the country.

DRI identified dozens of “gossip” domains (Figure 5) with click-bait headlines containing unverified political 
information. Articles from these domains were widely shared by pages and on public groups which gained increased 
traction. For pages, articles from nethgossip.lk and gossip-lankanews.com together gained 245,899 interactions, 
with 37% of it being shares and 41% likes.

Some of the most popular “gossip” link domains35 (Figure 5), including gossip.hirufm.lk and nethgossip.lk, stem 
from conventional and traditional media sources (Hiru News, Neth News) which have entire sections of websites 
dedicated to “gossip” news with clickbait headlines.

Although content from nethgossip.lk gained the most traction on pages (Figure 5), URLs from gossip.hirufm.lk 
were more widely circulated. DRI’s data showed that URLs from gossip.hirufm.lk were shared 226 times by pages 
and URLs from nethgossip.lk 214 times. The next most widely shared domain by pages was gossip-lankanews.com, 
shared 58 times during the period monitored - almost four times less than the top two most widely shared domains. 
This suggests that information from a few gossip domains is more heavily consumed than others.
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Example: Zooming in on a post with high interactions to understand the role of gossip domains in information 
proliferation

The example below (Figure 6) investigates a post receiving high interactions with a click-bait headline from the 
gossip domain nethgossip.lk.

The headline on the NethGossip article created a sensationalised narrative which gained traction despite the 
incident not being reported or gaining little attention on mainstream Sinhala and English news sources. The title 
in the article (Figure 6) is framed to question the government in the actions of members of parliament. It created 
hysteria by suggesting that the ‘government’ was providing relief and sympathy to families who were implicated in 
the Easter attacks.
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Figure 5: Top “Gossip” domains shared by pages and public groups based on total interactions received

15FACEBOOK AND SRI LANKA’S EASTER SUNDAY ATTACKS:  
CONSTRUCTING NARRATIVES AND SCAPEGOATS



DRI’s findings (Figure 7)36 present that the article was shared 4,255 times on Facebook overall, including private and 
public posts. The URL was posted 27 times on pages and public groups, with political and media related pages and 
groups receiving the highest interactions for the gossip news item (Figure 6). The 27 pages and the public groups 
where the article was posted have a cumulative following of over one million users. This further reinforces the vast 
reach and quick proliferation of false information and clickbait headlines, and the subsequent effects on public 
perception.37

36 CrowdTangle’s extension tool was used to pull aggregate data (Figure 7) from all Facebook posts sharing the article URL. 
37 Example in Figure 6 available at: https://www.facebook.com/nethfm/posts/2679053625446359 

Figure 6: Post with a click-bait headline receiving high 
interactions

Figure 7: Data from CrowdTangle’s extension tool, 
used for the article URL in Figure 6.

Aggregate data from all Facebook posts that 
reference the article URL in Figure 6, including both 
public and private posts.

The numbers above contain data from public 
posts on Facebook tracked by CrowdTangle. The 
top 8 pages and public groups receiving highest 
interactions for sharing the article in Figure 6 have 
been listed.

“Is terrorism fed through the parliament? The medical 

superintendent who did not allow the UNP minister, Mansoor, 

to visit terrorist leader Zahran Hashim’s wife at the hospital has 

been transferred.”
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4.1.3 Narratives during Four Key Moments of Time

In this section, the study looks at how activity peaked before and after the attacks and the possible reasons behind 
these peaks. Investigating how and why total interactions increased in the period monitored helps in understanding 
the discourses around pluralism and diversity on Facebook in the four time periods observed. The Facebook page 
and group post examples provided in this section comprise posts which received the highest total interaction in 
each of the four monitored periods.

The following trends in total interactions were observed (Figure 8 and Figure 9):

Figure 8: Total Interactions received for Facebook page posts over time

Pages:

Figure 9: Total Interactions received for Facebook group posts over time

Groups:

17FACEBOOK AND SRI LANKA’S EASTER SUNDAY ATTACKS:  
CONSTRUCTING NARRATIVES AND SCAPEGOATS



4.1.4 Period 1: Online Discourses Before Easter Attacks (1 January to 20 April 2019)

Just before the Easter Attacks, deforestation of Wilpattu National Park was the hot topic on Facebook pages 
and groups in Sri Lanka, some stirring ethnonationalist narratives

Exploring the peaks in interaction before the attacks helps to understand the online discourses, including those 
around pluralism and diversity, prior to the incident and enables a comparison of the types of discourses before and 
after the attacks.

Pages and groups observed a significant peak in interactions on 21 March 2019, before the Easter Attacks (Figure 8 
and 9), with 191,751 total interactions on pages and 26,410 total interactions on groups. DRI’s data shows that this is 
twice the peak interactions on and before 19 March 2019.

The posts which gained most traction during this period focused on the deforestation of Wilpattu National Park and 
political involvement in the deforestation. The topic stirred ethnonationalist narratives on Facebook posts (Figure 
10) after Rishad Bathiudeen, a Muslim politician and former parliamentarian and cabinet minister, was accused of 
enabling the deforestation for the construction of a housing project.38

Figure 10: Examples of posts with high interactions on 21 March 2019

Example 10.139 Example 10.2

PERIOD PRIOR TO EASTER ATTACKS

SOCIAL MEDIA MONITORING PERIOD 
PRIOR TO THE EASTER ATTACKS

01.01.2019 - 20.04.2019

38 Daily News, 2020, “Deforestation around Wilpattu national park; Bathiudeen noticed to appear before CA”, Available at: 
 https://www.dailynews.lk/2020/06/09/law-order/220318/deforestation-around-wilpattu-national-park-bathiudeen-noticed-appear-ca 
39 Example 10.1 available at: https://www.facebook.com/protectvilpattu/posts/2437535583140871 

“If you would like to be one of the million people against Bathiudeen please fill this form and send it back. What we need to defeat 

Badhiudeen, who is destroying our national resources, is a group of determined people. The only way we can bring Bathiudeen 

down to his knees is if we all come together.”

“This May Day we shouldn’t take buses and go behind politicians; we 

should go to Willpattu. We should all stand for our country.”
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4.1.5 Period 2: Immediately After the Attacks (21 April to 5 June 2019)

Discourse about the attacks peaked immediately after the event. Pages and groups were most active (a) right 
after the government social media ban was lifted, (b) during the anti-Muslim riots on 10 May and (c) following 
resignation of all nine of Sri Lanka’s Muslim ministers on 3 June. 

After the Easter Attacks, the conversation shifted to discuss events and issues in its aftermath (Figure 11). According to 
DRI’s data, total interactions following the Easter Attacks increased by over four times in comparison to the highest 
peak in the month before the attacks (on 21 March 2019). This shows pages and groups activated and turned to 
Facebook to discuss the attacks on April 21.

The first peak in activity following the attacks occurred on the day the social media ban was lifted (30 April 2019). The 
total interactions reached 732,989 on page posts and 96,602 on group posts.

Three weeks following the attacks (10 May 2019), Facebook activity peaked in the lead up to and during a series of 
anti-Muslim riots mostly in the Northwestern Province.40 Total interactions reached 588,649 on page posts and 
94,830 on group posts.

The overall highest peak in this period occurred when all nine Muslim ministers resigned in response to a hunger 
strike by a Buddhist monk, Athuraliye Rathana (3 June 2019),41 with 795,849 total interactions on page posts and 
87,597 on group posts.

EASTER ATTACKS AND IMMEDIATE AFTERMATH
EASTER SUNDAY 
BOMBINGS
21.04.2019

SOCIAL 
MEDIA BAN
21.04.2019 - 
30.04.2019

ANTI-MUSLIM 
RIOTS
06.05.2019 - 
16.05.2019

VESAK 
FESTIVAL DAY
18.05.2019

HUNGER 
STRIKES
31.05.2019 - 
03.06.2019

MUSLIM 
MINISTERS 
RESIGN
03.06.2019

EID AL-FITR 
FESTIVAL
04.06.2019 - 
05.06.2019

40 Shah, S. and Jayasinghe, U., 2019, “Buddhist Mobs Target Muslims in Sri Lanka Following Deadly Easter Bombings”, The Wall Street Journal. Available at: https://
www.wsj.com/articles/buddhist-mobs-target-muslims-in-sri-lanka-11557854344 

41 The New York Times, 2019, “All 9 of Sri Lanka’s Muslim Ministers Resign, as Bombing Backlash Intensifies”, Available at: https://www.nytimes.com/2019/06/03/
world/asia/sri-lanka-muslim-ministers-resign.html
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Example 11.142 Example 11.243 

EASTER ATTACKS AND IMMEDIATE AFTERMATH
EASTER SUNDAY 
BOMBINGS
21.04.2019

SOCIAL 
MEDIA BAN
21.04.2019 - 
30.04.2019

ANTI-MUSLIM 
RIOTS
06.05.2019 - 
16.05.2019

VESAK 
FESTIVAL DAY
18.05.2019

HUNGER 
STRIKES
31.05.2019 - 
03.06.2019

MUSLIM 
MINISTERS 
RESIGN
03.06.2019

EID AL-FITR 
FESTIVAL
04.06.2019 - 
05.06.2019

Example 11.344

42 Example 11.1 available at: https://www.facebook.com/king.queen.lk/posts/2701930566488159
43 Example 11.2 available at: https://www.facebook.com/ukussablast/posts/2138515236257107 
44 Example 11.3 available at: https://www.facebook.com/AdaDeranaLive/posts/1315913265213787 

Figure 11: Examples of posts with high interactions on 30 April 2019, 10 May 2019 and 3 June 2019

“Not only Christians but Buddhists too respect you because of your 

humble and humanitarian qualities.”

“This is what the government doesn’t share on news 

and hides from you. Today a 30-acre farm that was 

operated by Sahran as a bomb manufacturing facility 

has been discovered in Pudukuduirrippu (Don’t blame 

all Muslim people not everyone is wrong. This is our 

fmdkak/’ponna’ [derogatory term used to describe a 

feminine guy especially a gay person] government’s 

mistakes)”

“Athuriliye Rathana Thero’s fourth consecutive day of the hunger strike”
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Example 11.2: Example 11.3: “Athuriliye Rathana Thero’s fourth consecutive day of the hunger strike”Total interactions on posts during the social media ban were significantly higher in comparison to the four to 
six months preceding the attacks where interactions were much lower.

The Sri Lankan government enforced a social media ban in the immediate aftermath of the Easter Sunday bombings. 
The social media ban was in place from the evening of 21 April 2019 up until the morning hours of 30 April 2019. The 
government shut down social media in its efforts to curb the spread of false information which could incite more 
violence.45

A social media blackout is not a new phenomenon for the country – the government also blocked social media 
during the anti-Muslim riots in March 201846 and again in May 2019.47

Social media bans should be used exceptionally if at all as they disrupt the free flow of information and restrict 
freedom of expression.48 They also prevent users from projecting values of humanity and empathy amidst the 
apparent incitement to hate and violence.49

Despite the government’s efforts to curb the spread of information on social media, the ban failed to stop online 
activity. On the contrary, total interactions on posts during the social media ban were significantly higher in 
comparison to the four to six months preceding the attacks where interactions were much lower (Figures 8 and 9). 
DRI observed total interactions on Facebook exceeding 600,000 on pages and hitting close to 100,000 on public 
groups (Figure 12).

Figure 12: Total interactions on Facebook page and group posts during social media ban period 

Instead of suppressing the flow of information on social media, the ban led to users using virtual private networks 
(VPNs) to access social media platforms.50 During this time, DRI observed posts capitalizing on the fear of users.

To understand the types of discourse and narratives on Facebook posts during the social media ban, DRI has 
provided examples of posts which received high interaction below (Figure 13).

45 Ellis-Petersen, H., 2019, “Social Media Shut Down in Sri Lanka in Bid to Stem Misinformation”, The Guardian, Available at: https://www.theguardian.com/
world/2019/apr/21/social-media-shut-down-in-sri-lanka-in-bid-to-stem-misinformation 

46 Wijeratne, Y., 2018, “Sri Lanka’s March 2018 Social Media Block, Analyzed with Data”, Available at: https://medium.com/@yudhanjaya/sri-lankas-march-2018-
social-media-block-analyzed-with-data-b1efd6189009 

47 Al Jazeera, 2019, “Sri Lanka Blocks Social Media Again After Attacks on Muslims”, Available at: https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2019/5/13/sri-lanka-blocks-
social-media-again-after-attacks-on-muslims

48 Amarasingam, A. and Rizwie, R., 2020, “Turning the Tap Off: The Impacts of Social Media Shutdown After Sri Lanka’s Easter Attacks”, International Centre for 
Counter-Terrorism – The Hague, Available at: https://icct.nl/publication/social-media-shutdown-after-sri-lankas-easter-attacks/ 

49 Sanjana Hattotuwa (a PHD researcher looking at social media in Sri Lanka and Founding Editor at Groundviews) on findings from the April 2019 social media 
ban: https://twitter.com/sanjanah/status/1129620473438986241 

50 VPNs can hide a user’s location by channeling data through a server in another country and can be used to circumvent blocks on online networks. Read more 
here: Wijeratne, Y., 2019, “The Social Media Block Isn’t Helping Sri Lanka”, Slate Magazine, Available at: https://slate.com/technology/2019/04/sri-lanka-social-
media-block-disinformation.html 
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Pages: Groups:
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51 Example 13.1 available at: https://www.facebook.com/adaderana/posts/1967602510011435
52 Example 13.2 available at: https://www.facebook.com/Official.Kumar.Sangakkara/posts/10157365548565962 
53 Example 13.3 available at: https://www.facebook.com/Wishmalookaya/posts/418482112216821

Example 13.151 Example 13. 252 

Example 13.353

Figure 13: Examples of posts with high interactions during the social media ban. 

“No need to wait for terrorism to appear to protect a country - 

Sarath Fonseka”

“Among explosive items that were found in a house in Ampara, 

Samanthurei, there were about a 100,000 metal balls, a suicide 

vest, over a 150 gelatnite sticks, a drone camera, about 300kg of 

explosive material, wires and detanators and nitrate acid. Our 

gratitude towards the military for stopping a huge potential 

attack.”
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4.1.6 Period 3: Four to Six Months Following the Bombings (10 August 2019 - 30 
October 2019)

Four to six months following the Attacks, discourse peaked around the Borah Conference. 

Six months following the attacks, the highest peak in September was 70% smaller than the highest peak in April 
2019. The biggest spike in total interactions was observed on 11 September 2019 for pages, and 29 October 2019 
for groups. For context, in September 2019, Sri Lanka hosted over 20,000 people from 40 countries to attend the 
World Annual Borah Conference held in the Muslim Borah Mosque Colombo.54 The conference held in Colombo 
with the theme ‘We believe in Sri Lanka’ was significant in the context of the country’s reconciliation efforts following 
the attacks. The conference took place at a time when Anti-Muslim sentiment was high and despite this, it ended 
successfully and without incident.

To illustrate the types of narratives on Facebook posts between August and October 2019, DRI has provided examples 
of posts which received high interaction below (Figure 14). 

4 - 6 MONTHS FOLLOWING THE ATTACKS

EID AL-ADHA 
FESTIVAL
10.08.2019 - 14.08.2019

BORAH 
CONFERENCE
24.08.2019 - 10.09.2019

2019 PRESIDENTIAL ELECTION CANDIDATE
NOMINATIONS DAY
07.10.2019

Example 14.155 Example 14.2

54 Economy Next, 2019, “Bohra Conference to draw 25,000 visitors to Sri Lanka”, Available at: https://economynext.com/bohra-conference-to-draw-25000-visitors-
to-sri-lanka-15202/  

55 Example 14.1 available at: https://www.facebook.com/groups/266430314038942/permalink/408856966462942

Figure 14: Examples of posts with high interactions on 11 September and 29 October 2019

“The Difference: Leaders who call themselves 

isxy, fn!oaO [Sinhala Buddhists] do such 

things in this fn!oaO [Buddhist] country”

“BREAKING NEWS An intelligence report has detected that a video using a 

fake ISIS actor, mentioning that the coordinated easter attacks was done 

under the awareness of the Rajapaksas, is in the making by Ranil, Sajith and 

Hakeem. Ashamed of you Sajith.”
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4.1.7 Period 4: One Year Later (1 – 21 April 2020)

One year later, posts remember the tragedy.  

One year following the 2019 Easter Sunday attacks, DRI observed page and group posts discussing and remembering 
the event (Figure 15). The biggest peak in total interactions was observed on 21 April 2020 with 362,032 total interactions 
on page posts and 128,091 on group posts. Interactions with group posts on this day exceeded all previous peaks 
observed for groups. The two examples below (Figure 15) present posts with reconciliatory messages by President 
Gotabaya Rajapaksa (Example 15.1) and by using images of his family (Examples 15.2).

Example 15.156 Example 15.2

 1 YEAR FOLLOWING THE ATTACKS

SOCIAL MEDIA MONITORING PERIOD 
1 YEAR FOLLOWING THE ATTACKS

01.04.2020 - 30.04.2020

1 YEAR REMEMBRANCES 
0F EASTER ATTACKS
21.04.2020 

56 Example 15.1 available at: https://www.facebook.com/gotabayar/posts/1577880619043914

Figure 15: Examples of posts with high interactions on 21 April 2020

“In my time as president I will ensure security for all ethnicities 

and will not let any sort of extremism or extremist violence take 

place again. I assure my people that I will find the perpetrators 

who were responsible for the Easter Attacks and bring them to 

justice.”
“When America is threatened by the coronavirus pandemic 

let us all light a lamp for those who lost their lives and were 

injured due to last year’s cruel Easter Sunday Attacks in Sri 

Lanka.”
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4.2 ZOOMING IN ON A MANUALLY CODED SAMPLE (159 POSTS): A 

CLOSER LOOK AT POSITIVE AND NEGATIVE MESSAGING

In order to dive deeper, DRI investigated findings from the manually coded data in this section. Manually coding 
posts against several categories (see Annex 3 for the codebook) provides more context to each post, which can then 
be analyzed. We manually coded 159 posts from 81 Facebook Pages. Posts for manual coding were retrieved in all 
three languages using the same keywords (see Annex 2 for keywords).57 Most manually coded posts were in Sinhala, 
followed by Tamil and English.

Based on this manually coded sample, DRI took a closer look at the positive and negative messaging shared via 
Facebook Pages during the 16-months monitoring period and gained insights on what this means for reconciliation 
and diversity in Sri Lanka.

In order to understand the power of negative and positive messages online, DRI analysed how users interact with 
posts of different sentiment, i.e., negative and positive posts about the Easter Attacks (Section 4.2.1). For example, are 
positive or negative posts during a moment of crisis more share-worthy and likely to go viral?

DRI also analysed which potentially polarising or reconciliatory narratives were the most popular (Section 4.2.2) and 
identified the top topics discussed during the Easter Attacks discourse. We also looked at the sentiment breakdown 
of these posts to understand whether a topic had a particularly negative or positive frame.

Finally, DRI looked at how protected characteristics were discussed (Section 4.2.3). We identified the protected 
characteristics (i.e.,ethnic, gender, religious etc.) most discussed in the context of the Easter Attacks and then examined 
the most discussed protected characteristics – religious and ethnic (see sub-sections a and b). In particular, DRI 
identified if certain groups received more support or opposition online and analysed the top narratives associated 
with each group to understand common frames in the discourse.

To enrich the data analysis, DRI will provide examples throughout this section. The Facebook page post examples 
provided in this section comprise posts which received the highest total interactions from the set of manually coded 
data.

4.2.1 How did users interact with negative versus positive posts about the Easter 
Attacks?58 

People were more likely to “like” positive posts and “share” negative posts meaning negative content is more 
“share-worthy”. However, users overall interact (like, comment or share) with more positive content than 
negative content suggesting susceptibility to positive messages about reconciliation or peace.

Of the manually coded posts, DRI found that the posts coded for negative sentiments were shared and commented 
more often than posts which were coded for positive sentiments. However, posts with positive sentiments received 
the most likes (Figure 16). This might suggest that users find negative content more “share-worthy” in comparison 
to positive content.

Most posts in the dataset were neutral (61) followed by positive (45), negative (44) and very positive (8) with 1 post 
classified as very negative.

57 Refer to section 3 of this report for more information on the methodology for filtering posts. Sinhala and Tamil are the official languages of Sri Lanka, whilst 
English is the link language as stated in Sri Lanka’s constitution. For context, Sinhala is the native language spoken by the Sinhalese population, with Tamil 
being predominantly spoken by minorities in the northern and eastern provinces and the plantation communities around the island.

58 Posts were manually coded for sentiments. The sentiment category looks at whether a post’s message is any of the following overall: very positive, positive, 
neutral, negative or very negative, in the context of the timeline of events monitored. Please refer to the codebook in Annex 3 for more detailed information.
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 Figure 16: Type of interactions received by posts with different sentiments

4.2.2 Which potentially polarising or reconciliatory topics were most popular?59

In relation to the Easter Attacks, narratives on national security, political demotion of a party or politician and 
government negligence were the most popular. This suggests Facebook pages discussed the Easter Attacks 
in the context of politics and government. “Calls for Unity” was the fourth most popular narrative identified, 
suggesting that social media may also be used to spread positive messages.

DRI’s findings show that the top page post topics60 include national security, political demotion of party or politician 
and government negligence (Figure 17). Following this, many posts were on the topic ‘calls for unity’, with an 
overwhelming majority including a positive sentiment. Examples 13.2 (Figure 13) and 27.1 (Figure 27) in particular 
present posts which were manually coded for the category ‘calls for unity’ and positive sentiment. The topics political 
demotion and promotion of party or politician were two consistent themes observed in the period monitored and 
more prominently discussed in the lead up to the 2019 presidential election. Interestingly, posts on the topic of 
‘militarisation’, associated with an increase in policing and military presence, were positive and very positive in 
sentiment; suggesting that the role of the military and police in safeguarding national security is seen in a positive 
light.

Sometimes a positive topic has a negative sentiment or a negative topic a positive sentiment. This is because the 
sentiment of the post for this analysis is determined by the overall messaging of the post although the post can 
address several topics at once. For example, a post coded for the topic ‘political demotion of party or politician’ 
which has a positive sentiment (Figure 18) can also include the topics ‘political promotion of party/politician’ and 
‘majoritarian sentiment’.

59 The posts were coded separately for sentiments and topics. Both categories are combined to understand how the different topics on posts were discussed in 
relation to post sentiments (Figure 17).

60 The topics for manual coding were determined following an exploratory analysis of the data and extensive discussions with political analysts and experts in 
the civic-tech space. For details on how the topics are defined, please refer to the codebooks in Annex 3. 
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Figure 17: Topics and sentiments of page posts
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Figure 18: Examples of page posts manually coded for sentiment and topics

61 Example 18.1 available at: https://www.facebook.com/IsupportGotabayaRajapaksa/posts/2815102521855861

Example 18.161 

A post manually coded for negative sentiments overall with the 

topics: political promotion of party/ politician, political demotion 

of party/politician, majoritarian sentiment: “Use your vote wisely, 

this is our final chance. Listen to this speech and make a decision 

on what their agenda is. If we fail this time we will fail forever.”
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A post manually coded for positive sentiments with the topics: 

international involvement, majori- tarian sentiment: “For certain 

“educated” people this might be painful to see but this is our heritage 

spanning up to over 2500 years. It’s yours and my responsibility 

to never let our Sinhala Buddhist heritage be destroyed instead 

strengthen it for future generations to come. This is the great faith 

of Sri Lankan people that even shocked the monks from Thailand.”

Example 18.262

Figure 18: Examples of page posts manually coded for sentiment and topics

62 Example 18.2 available at: https://www.facebook.com/thambapannipage/posts/479533715934065
63 For more information on protected characteristics, hate speech and Facebook’s community standards, please see here: https://www.facebook.com/

communitystandards/hate_speech 

4.2.3 How were Protected Characteristics Discussed? 

Protected characteristics include ethnicity, national origin, religious affiliation, sexual orientation, caste, sex, gender, 
gender identity, and serious disease or disability.63

It is important to highlight that in Sri Lanka’s socio-political context religion, ethnicity and race are often intertwined 
and used interchangeably. In this analysis religion refers to a person’s religious belief, whereas ethnicity refers to 
cultural factors, regional culture and ancestry.

DRI looked at how different protected characteristics were discussed (Figure 19) to understand the narratives and 
online discourses around reconciliation, pluralism and diversity on page posts.

DRI’s findings show that in terms of protected characteristics, many posts refer to religion and ethnicity (Figure 19).

Religious and ethnic groups were the most discussed protected characteristics in the sample. Disability, 
gender, gender identity and sexual orientation were discussed minimally or not at all.
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Figure 19: Protected characteristics discussed and sentiment of page posts

Following the Easter Attacks, online conversation around ethno-religious relations increased. Understanding how 
religion and ethnicity were discussed in more detail is important to see the dynamics of online discourses around 
reconciliation, pluralism and diversity. In the following sections, this report will primarily look at how religion and 
ethnicity were discussed in the data analysed. 

4.2.3 (a) How did pages discuss religious groups?

Muslims were the most discussed religious group and they received relatively more posts with negative 
sentiments in comparison to other religious groups. However, most posts about Muslims were overall supportive 
than “opposing” (Figure 20). This suggests social media was used to spread both negative sentiments and 
supportive messages. 

In terms of religious groups, mentions of Muslims appeared in most page posts followed by Christians, Buddhists 
and Hindus (Figure 20). Overall, more posts ‘supported’ all religious groups rather than ‘opposing’ them. Muslims 
received the highest proportion of ‘opposing’ posts in comparison to other religious groups whilst other religious 
groups received a higher proportion of ‘supportive’ posts (Figure 20).
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Figure 20: Page post position on religious groups

In terms of topics framing the debate, religious groups were not discussed in the same ways. “Calls for Unity” 
was the top topic in posts about Christians and Hindus, while “National Security” was the top topic for posts 
about Muslims and Buddhists.  

When looking at how topics were discussed in relation to religious groups, “Calls for Unity” was the top topic for page 
posts about Christians and Hindus but “National Security” was the top topic for Buddhists and Muslims (Figure 21). 
This finding captures how the topics shaping the narratives on reconciliation between the different religious groups 
are contrasting. National security being a prominent topic for posts about Buddhists and Muslims emphasises the 
heightened ethno-religious tensions between the two groups following the attacks, whilst ‘Calls for Unity’ being a 
top topic for posts about Christians and Hindus suggests that reconciliatory efforts following the attacks were mostly

promoted in the context of these religious groups according to DRI’s data. DRI’s manually coded data show that 
most posts coded for national security, in relation to countermeasures and investigations following the attacks, had 
positive sentiments (20 posts) in comparison to negative sentiments (4 posts). This suggests that national security 
measures following the attacks were viewed in a positive light.
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Top negative narratives about Muslims discussed political demotion of a party or politician, national security, 
government negligence and majoritarian sentiment. Top positive narratives about Muslims discussed national 
security as well, but also calls for unity.   

Given that Muslims were the most discussed religious group by pages with the highest proportion of ‘opposing’ posts 
(Figure 20), this report zooms into the positive and negative narratives associated with posts discussing Muslims.
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Figure 21: Religious groups and associated topics in page posts

The top topics for page posts about different religious groups includes (Figure 21): 

• Buddhists: (1) national security, (2) political demotion of party/politician and (3) calls for unity. 

• Christians: (1) calls for unity, (2) national security and (3) political demotion of party/politician. 

• Hindus: (1) calls for unity, (2) national security and (3) international involvement/political demotion of party/
politician. 

• Muslims: (1) national security, (2) calls for unity and (3) political demotion of party/politician.
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DRI observed the following (Figure 22):

• For page posts supporting Muslims, the top topics include “national security”, “calls for unity” and “political 
demotion of a party/politician”. None of these posts included “majoritarian sentiment”.

• For page posts opposing Muslims, the top topics include “political demotion of a party/politician”, “national 
security” and “government negligence”. Unlike the posts that support Muslims, none of these posts included 
“calls for unity”, “economic impact” or “protection of minority and minority rights

Figure 23 contains examples of the findings.

Figure 22: Topics of page posts about Muslims
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Example 23.164 Example 23.265

Figure 23: Examples of page post content discussing different topics associated with the Muslim religious group

64 Example 23.1 available at: https://www.facebook.com/SinhalaThambiya.lk/posts/1592385827575751
65 Example 23.2 available at: https://www.facebook.com/kelumpriyankara1986/videos/671391286630042

A post manually coded for supporting Muslims with 

the topic: Calls for unity: “Palitha Thewarapperuma 

serving soup (kanji) to the Muslim community 

engaging in the protest”

A post manually coded for opposing Muslims with the topics: 

National security (related to investigations), political demotion 

of party/politician, majoritarian sentiment, government 

negligence: “This problem will not be solved until we take 

action to arrest Bathiudeen and Hisbullah”

Although Muslims were the most discussed group in DRI’s sample of Facebook posts, posts about Christians 
and Buddhists received the most likes. This suggests a more positive user engagement with these groups.   

When looking at the type of interactions received on the manually coded posts for different religious groups (Figure 
24), post about Christians and Buddhists received the most likes. This suggests more positive user interaction with 
and treatment of these groups (depending on the sentiment of the post). Posts about Muslims were the most 
shared followed by posts about Buddhists and Christians. Posts about Muslims received the most user comments 
followed by posts about Buddhists.
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Figure 24: Types of interactions with page posts discussing different religious groups

4.2.3 (b) How did Facebook Pages discuss Ethnic Groups?

The top topic for posts about Tamils was “calls for unity”, while “national security” was the top topic for Moors 
and Sinhalese. The results are similar to DRI’s analysis of religious groups.  

This report also looks at how pages and users discuss ethnic groups. Despite the religious groups category capturing 
the essence of how diversity and pluralism were discussed online in the aftermath of the Easter Attacks, the protected 
characteristic of ethnicity and ethnic groups captures how the Sinhalese (largely comprising Buddhists and some 
Christians), Tamils (largely comprising those from Hindu and Christian faiths) and the Moors (comprising Muslims), 
the three main ethnicities in the country, were discussed by pages. Given this context, findings from page post 
positioning on ethnic groups (Figure 25) are akin to findings of page post positioning on religious groups (Figure 20).
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Religion Comments Likes Shares

Buddhist 113,513.0 1,007,625.0 1,304,830.0

Christian 54,625.0 1,174,715.0 437,375.0

Hindu 28,160.0 226,580.0 227,245.0

Muslim 385,065.0 961,075.0 1,395,265.0
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DRI’s findings show that the top topics discussed across the ethnic groups do not vary drastically from religious 
groups (Figure 26). However, posts about Sinhalese include majoritarian sentiment unlike other groups and the top 
topic for Tamils is “calls for unity”.

The top topics for page posts about different ethnic groups include (Figure 26): 

• Moors: (1) national security, (2) calls for unity and (3) political demotion of party/politician.

• Sinhalese: (1) national security, (2) political demotion of party/politician and (3) calls for unity. Unlike the other two 
groups, several posts include majoritarian sentiment.

• Tamils: (1) calls for unity, (2) national security and (3) international involvement/political demotion of party/
politician.

Figure 27 contains examples of the findings.
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Figure 25: Page post position on ethnic groups
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66  Example 27.1 available at: https://www.facebook.com/BlokandDino/posts/844359769232403
67  Example 27.2 available at: https://www.facebook.com/Dailymirroronline/posts/10155821461356525

Figure 26: Ethnic groups and associated topics of page posts

Example 27.166 Example 27.267

Figure 27: Examples of page post content discussing topics associated with different ethnic groups

A post manually coded for supporting all ethnic groups with 
the topics: Calls for unity, government negligence, national 
security (related to investigations), international involvement.

A post manually coded for supporting all 
ethnic groups with the topic: Calls for unity
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5. KEY OBSERVATIONS
Topics potentially leading to polarization such as 
narratives on national security, political demotion 
of a party or politician and government negligence 
were more popular among the page posts based 
on the number of posts. User interactions with 
these posts including the popular topics were 
linked to the posts’ overall sentiment which could 
be either positive or negative. Notably the users 
shared negative posts more and liked the positive 
posts. The rationale for users sharing negative 
posts could be that users may either have wanted 
to spread the messages or get it confirmed within 
their circles as the facts were not clear. In either 
case, the messages went viral.

The analysis showed more positive than negative 
messaging on Facebook confirmed by the overall 
positive sentiments than the negative sentiments 
and the overall count of support and call for 
unity among various religious and ethnic groups. 
This trend was further validated by an analysis 
conducted by Sanjana Hattotuwa in the immediate 
aftermath of the attack.68

A sentiment analysis on sample page posts 
identified more posts with positive (33%) and 
neutral sentiment (38%) than negative (28%). Users’ 
interaction with the positive posts were more in 
the form of ‘likes’ than comments and shares. Total 
user interaction with positive posts has outweighed 
the total interaction with negative posts indicating 
that positive messaging on Facebook has its space 
for more reach even during times of bad events. 

Incited by fear and a lack of trust in state information 
sources, Facebook pages and groups continued to 
dominate the virtual space with increased activity 
and very high interactions during the period 
social media was banned in Sri Lanka. The level of 
activity during the ban was even higher than the 

period before the attacks. While the ban enabled 
the government to quell physical violence towards 
Muslims, the cycle of disinformation and hate 
speech continued as evidenced by the high level of 
interaction on the specific pages and groups plus 
key topics analyzed in this study.

Analysis based on the online discussion on 
ethnicity and religion confirms that Muslims 
were the most discussed religious group during 
the period of analysis. Interestingly, the collective 
number of page posts were more supportive than 
negative towards Muslims. Topics related to page 
posts supporting Muslims included calls for unity 
as second most discussed topic next to national 
security. User interaction analysis of the religious 
groups also confirmed that page posts about 
Muslims were mostly shared and commented on, 
but liked less compared to posts on Christians and 
Buddhists.

68 https://twitter.com/sanjanah/status/1127957751316078594
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6. CONCLUSIONS
In this report, DRI aimed to understand the  
Facebook discourse surrounding the Easter 
Attacks, and the platform’s role as a polarizing and 
reconciliatory space for debate. DRI, in particular, 
looked into how both negative and positive 
messages spread on the platform, especially 
in relation to discussion of religious and ethnic  
groups.

DRI found that Facebook was indeed a place for 
debate and discussion surrounding the Easter 
Attacks demonstrated by the surge of page and 
group activity in the six months immediately after 
the attacks. Through our analysis of actors shaping 
the debate and understanding activity spikes, DRI 
provided insights into what this debate and online 
ecosystem looked like. Most notably, key actors 
in this debate included mainstream media in 
addition to accounts with political, religious or no 
clear affiliation. Gossip pages were also identified 
to have a far reach in the debate, suggesting the 
spread of low-quality news and information to a 
wide audience.

Spikes of activity showed accounts activated at key 
moments of ethno-religious tension including the 
anti-Muslim riots of May 2019, but also moments of 
unity like the one-year remembrance of the attacks 
in 2020. The government’s April 2019 social media 
ban could not bring the discourse to a halt, and 
the highest peak in activity followed immediately 
after the ban was lifted. The ban itself did not 
stop the spread of false information countering 
reconciliation, as noted by several posts identified 
by DRI. Additionally, DRI’s data and findings present 
that the debate was political, with the top topics in 
the sample for manual coding discussing national 
security, political demotion of party/politician and 
government negligence. Calls for unity was the 
fourth most popular topic.

Furthermore, Facebook was a place for positive and 
negative messaging, which may both contribute 
and counter Sri Lanka’s reconciliation efforts. DRI 

identified more positive posts than negative overall 
in the manually coded posts. Even for religious 
groups that received a high proportion of negative 
(‘opposing’) posts, most posts were overall indeed 
positive. On the other hand, negative posts were 
more likely to be ‘shared’ while positive posts were 
‘liked’, suggesting negative content is more share-
worthy and may more easily go viral. As noted in the 
analysis of gossip pages, DRI identified accounts 
sharing unverifiable stories countering Sri Lanka’s 
reconciliation efforts.

However, DRI’s study shows that different religious 
and ethnic groups were not treated equally 
regarding positive and negative messaging 
(section 4.2.3). In particular, a high proportion of 
posts about Muslims in DRI’s manually coded 
sample were negative (‘opposing’) in comparison to 
other groups. Furthermore, religious groups were 
not discussed in the same way regarding topic. 
‘Calls for unity’ was the top topic associated with 
Christians and Hindus, suggesting reconciliation 
and positive messaging. ‘National security’ was the 
top topic associated with Muslims and Buddhists, 
suggesting a need to increase public safety.

Facebook pages and groups became increasingly 
active during this moment of crisis to discuss the 
events which followed. DRI found evidence of 
messages supporting and countering Sri Lanka’s 
reconciliation efforts and unequal treatment of 
certain protected characteristics. 

In contexts where hate speech and false information 
targeting protected characteristics run the risk of 
worsening tensions on the ground, engaging in 
robust tracking and reporting of contents flagged 
on protected characteristics are essential. 

Researchers oftentimes do not have access to data 
where protected characteristics such as religion, 
ethnicity, gender, sexuality and race are being 
negatively discussed. Granting researchers access 
to such data enriches the quality of reporting and 
improves evidence-based policy changes.
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The enhanced capacity of civil society organisations 
and think-tanks in conducting social media 
monitoring within the area of reconciliation and 
diversity would allow for them to act as watchdogs 
that engage in countering and fact-checking 
false and misleading narratives and hate speech. 
Building capacity could also lead to developing 
campaigns for positive messaging and conducting 
programmes to improve social media literacy 
among CSO representatives, media personnel, 
youth, women’s groups and political candidates.

Media organisations, especially those that run 
“gossip news” domains, should consider the 
potentially negative effect of inflammatory clickbait 
headlines inaccurately framing the article or topic 
at hand, especially when written and distributed 
online.

DRI concludes that there is a need for more research 
into hate speech trends, as the space and issues 
are constantly evolving. Fact-based information 
and analysis are required to inform decisions and 
even legislation that attempts to address the issue 
of hate speech, fake news and disinformation in 
the private and public sphere.
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ANNEXES 

Annex 1: Additional Notes on Methodology:

Platform studied Facebook

Timeframe of study 1 January 2019 - 30 April 2020

Data collected for exploratory analysis 24,506 posts from pages and 23,930 posts from public groups

Criteria used to choose the sample CrowdTangle’s Historical Data function, keywords to identify posts, filtering 
English and Tamil keywords for the country Sri Lanka

Data used for manual coding 159 posts from pages

Criteria used to choose coding sample Top posts based on total interaction

Software used CrowdTangle, Python, Tableau

Annex 2: Keywords:

https://drive.google.com/file/d/13M3R5AEipGR8d-QCEk_8e3wtPQGypamS/view?usp=sharing

Annex 3: Coding Categories and Codebook (including Sentiment Analysis):

https://drive.google.com/file/d/1VbzD21KPAyxCNRZWJwP71Po8qa5oOpaF/view?usp=sharing 
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ABOUT THE PROJECT

The aim of this Social Media Monitoring (SMM) 
exercise is to provide an accessible analysis of 
online discourse on diversity and reconciliation 
around the Easter attacks, including countering/ 
strengthening narratives.

The specific objective of the project is to provide 
analysis and raise awareness about the social media 
discourses for and against pluralism and diversity, 
focusing on the notion of reconciliation around 
the Easter Attacks, and to promote dialogue on 
legislative issues related to social media.
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