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the husband they shouldn't be angry and should tolerate even his extra marital 

affairs and or beatings in the name of the children. d) Not to talk back to her 

husband. e) Not to discuss a husband's wrong deeds with other people. f) When 

he comes home from work to get up from where they are sitting and provide him 

with hot water to wash and tea with a smiling face. g) Not to think of leaving their 

husbands. h) After marriage women should cease thinking 'I am', 'Mine' and 'Me' 

and instead should think in the terms of 'We' and 'Us'. After the 1970s the 

language of the newspapers became more restrained. The idea that women also 

work to provide for the family is introduced but still the accepted idea is that it is 

women's prime responsibility to take care of the home and they should learn to 

be tolerant. 

A writer says that according to a leading physician, Dr. Sriyani Basnayaka, Sri 

Lanka is the only country in the South Asian region that practices virginity tests 

(Weerawarne, 2000). It is difficult to say when this started to be practiced. As 

pointed out in the first two chapters, girls have to follow various restrictions, 

curtail their socialising with males and, above all, limit their freedom of movement 

in order to remain as virgins. According to a paper presented by Dr. Sriyani 

Basnayaka, a widely prevalent myth in Sri Lanka is that a bride who is not a virgin 

will faint on the poruwa (a podium erected for the couple to stand while the 

marriage rituals are performed). She says that three main categories of people 

visit the Family Planning Association's clinic with virginity problems. They are: 

mothers who bring young daughters fearing their hymen may have been 

damaged, young girls who fear their hymen may have been damaged and 
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couples with post nuptial virginity problems. According to her, some mothers 

request certificates from her to testify that their daughters did not lose their 

virginity by premarital sex, which indicates social ignorance on the subject of the 

hymen. According to a survey done by Dr. Basnayaka (1989), even though 71 % 

of the sample had heard of the hymen only 29.5% knew what it was. There was 

no significant difference between urban and rural areas and 21 % of men and 

31 % of women believed the hymen developed only after the onset of menarche. 

Only 24% of the total sample were aware that all women do not bleed at first 

penetration, and among men only 170/0 knew this fact. In the same survey, the 

sample (2466 respondents) was asked whether they thought it was good for a girl 

to have to prove virginity and 63% said yes. Sixty five percent of the women 

thought it was a good custom. This may be due to the fact that family honour 

and attention is attached to the custom. Both her family and in-laws hold a 

woman who is proved to be a virgin in high esteem. 

Some traditions are good. Now [ ... ] to say [ ... ] the most important thing [ ... ] 
there is a tradition in our country that all women do not have sex with men 
before marriage. I consider it as great and I like it. I think it should be kept. I 
think according to our tradition we have a wedding and if a girl can have the 
wedding as a girl (because of the belief a girl becomes a woman after losing 
virginity) I think it is beautiful (Seena, age 36, Colombo/translated) 

This is an opinion of a university lecturer, and the same idea was strongly 

expressed by all most all the interviewees. Nelka (Age 23, Colombo) a medical 

student, said that after attending the lectures she has come to know that sex 

influences the sustainability of a marriage, and it is good to have a certain limit of 
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intimacy with the partner but society says it is not good to have sex before 

marriage and therefore one should know the limit. 

This shows that when such ideas become imagined traditions and internalised in 

a community, the reality does not matter. The other important fact is that the idea 

of virginity applies to women only. It seems this is because it is women who have 

'visible signs' to prove virginity. According to Dr Sriyani Basnayaka (1989), only 

56.2°A> of the respondents of the survey knew that the correct definition of the 

virgin is a girl who never had sexual intercourse. What the majority believes is a 

girl who bleeds at her first coitus is a virgin. 

However, my data suggests that virginity tests do not play an important part in 

Sinhala marriage. Only five of the married women faced virginity tests. 

According to Gaya (Age 73, Colombo) a woman of an upper middle class family, 

they do not follow it because it is an uncivilised practice. The majority of married 

interviewees in Badulla did not have a virginity test and they said it is not a 

common practice in the area. However, women who married men outside the 

area, and women who married into the area, had virginity tests. It is highly likely 

the reason for this is not knowing the 'character of the woman from outside the 

village. One woman from Badulla said it is only a practice among the middle 

class families. This is probably due to the fact that the more elaborate the 

ceremony is the greater the tendency to test virginity and it is middle class 

families who tend to have lavish ceremonies. Many women from Badulla and 

Hambantota did not have virginity tests because they ran away with their 
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husbands. One woman said she did not have the test because her mother-in-law 

was not alive and there were no sisters-in-law in the husband's family to conduct 

the virginity test. Two women from Hambantota said they had premarital sex with 

their husbands. One girl did not go home and ran away with him because she 

said she could not face the family after that. The other woman said they had the 

consent of the parents and the man visited her home. When the marriage was 

impending, they were alone at her home with a sleeping father because the 

others went to see a devil dance. The husband forcibly had sex with her and on 

the night of the wedding he cut his finger to put blood on the white cloth. Even if 

the tests are not in practice, the idea that the bride should be a virgin is strong. 

Many said husbands would know whether they were virgins or not and if they 

couldn't prove their virginity it would ruin the happiness and harmony in the 

family. 

Women's attitude towards marriage has not changed a great deal; however, the 

age of marriage has changed and women prefer to have smaller families. In 

1946 the average age at marriage was 18.1 years and it rose to 23.5 in1970s 

and to 24.4 in the 1980s but has not changed significantly in the last few years 

(Dallas Fernando, 1975: 187). The fertility rate went down from 5.0% in 1963 to 

2.30/0 in 1999 (Department of Census and Statistics, 2001 e). Women today 

prefer to have a stable financial background, hence they like to have a good 

education and if possible a good job before getting married. As a consequence 

women tend to get married later. Another reason for getting married late is not 

having an income or proper dowry to get married within current norms, because 
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still marriages between people of the same social level are highly esteemed 

within the community. The interviews show that caste still has an influence on 

marriages. Two women said they had to give up their love affairs because they 

belonged to lower castes than their boy friends. One woman was forced to stop 

her affair because her boy friend is beneath her caste. However, the majority of 

women prefer to get married after having a relationship. Only one interviewee 

said she would not mind getting married by a proposal37 because all her family 

got married by proposals. 

Another idea that was strongly presented in the interviews was women should be 

tolerant for the sake of children and the continuation of marriage in the name of 

children. Neetha (Age 57, Colombo) said if she were not tolerant she would 

never have been able to give her daughter in a good marriage because then she 

may have been seen as a bad character. She once left her husband but came 

back because of the children. Many women put family and children before 

anything else. 

Women also think it is very important to be seen as decent and respectable by 

their children, elders and in the community in general. As a result of this any 

subject relating to sex or showing affection for each other in front of others is 

seen as vulgar and culturally inappropriate. Interviewees in Badulla said holding 

hands, kissing, cuddling and sitting together in front of others is against tradition 

and culture. An interviewee from Badulla said people tell tales even if they see a 

37 Marriage by proposal means finding a prospective partner through a mamagebroker 
or a newspaper advertisement. 
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married couple scrubbing each other's back. Only one interviewee said she and 

the husband kiss in front of the children and not in the presence of others. She 

said 'I may be wrong but I think it is important to show children that parents are in 

love and affectionate to each other. It will make their lives happy.' However, the 

general view irrespective of class or regional differences is that 'if we behave like 

that, children will be disrespectful and will not be obedient to us and we will put 

elders and others in an embarrassing situation.' The notion behind this is the 

fear of children undermining parental authority. This silence on sexual behaviour 

works as a constraint on women. Women constantly have to be watchful of their 

own behaviour. Women who are sexually molested find it hard to talk. One 

interviewee was sexually molested when she was kept with some relatives 

because her parents are separated and she suspects she may have lost her 

virginity. She is scared to get married and though she had affairs when she grew 

up she stopped them when marriage was mentioned. She said she was scared 

to talk about it with her mother or other family members. Another interviewee's 

stepbrother had sexual intercourse with her eldest sister when she was thirteen. 

She spoke about it to the interviewee many years later. At that time she didn't 

understand what had really taken place but now believes she lost her virginity 

because she saw blood on her garment. She is getting ready to get married but 

is scared and does not want to talk to her parents. 

All the interviewees, except the widows, said either the father or the husband is 

the head of the family. Rani (Age 34, Hambantota) said her name is put on the 

documents as the head of the family because their home was built on the land 



Chapter Five: I Live for Others 262 

that belongs to her, but her husband has the authority at home. The idea that the 

man should be the head of the family and he should be presented as the 

authority was strongly presented in the interviews. Neetha (Age 57, Colombo) 

and Oeepa (Age 38, Badulla) are the providers for their families (husbands were 

and are not in paid work) but said husbands are the heads. Both of them make 

decisions in their families and take total care of family matters but said they get 

the consent of the husbands before they implement their decisions. Saman (Age 

39, Colombo) said she makes all the major decisions on their business and her 

husband never does anything without asking her first. She is in such a position 

because the money invested in the business and their property was the money 

she earned when she worked in the Middle East. 

The majority of the interviewees said both husband and wife make decisions 

together but in the most cases the last word is the fathers or husband's. Even 

so, if women strongly object men listen to them. Only two interviewees said the 

father alone made decisions. Five interviewees said they make decisions alone. 

One widow said her sons make decisions but her opinions are respected. Only 

one interviewee said her parents make mutual decisions on matters such as 

decorating the house and children's education but on matters such as finance 

control investments and other affairs both make their own decisions. Her father , 

is a businessman and the mother is a director of a company and an owner of a 

factory. According to her, her parents have their own different lives. It seems 

women's education and paid work influence their participation in decision-making 

in all three areas. Namali (Age 33, Badulla) said in her parental family the mother 
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was not included in decision making because she is illiterate and in her own 

family she makes most decisions because her husband is not as educated as 

her. The interviews also reveal that when older children are well educated and or 

in paid work parents include them when making decisions irrespective of their 

gender. 

In all three areas women are the financial keepers38 of the family and the 

husband or father or sons give money to them. In Badulla many women said 

they keep the money and give it back when asked. One interviewee said she 

had to give money back even for gambling. In Hambantota the majority of 

women decide how to spend the money and they give money back according to 

the needs. One woman said it is the money she earns that is spent on children's 

needs and the husband only brings food home. The urban middle class families 

have set expenditures on paying bills, insurance, children's needs such as 

private tuition and they are managed by the women. In Badulla and Hambantota, 

though women identified themselves as housewives, many of them do various 

other income generating activities such as sewing, casual labour, food sales, 

artificial flower making in addition to their contribution to agriculture. The majority 

of them are connected with various development programmes conducted by 

governmental or non-governmental organisations. They have formed 'small 

groups' in order to have savings schemes and collective labour. 

38 Research on Western women show that this is the case for them also. See: 
Pahl (1989). 
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The money they eam is entirely spent on the family. As noted earlier in this 

chapter, women view paid work as an extra income to maintain the family. Even 

young girls said they look for paid work because they want to take care of their 

parents and ease their burden. It seems because of this women's paid work is 

not seen to be as important as men's paid work. A few older interviewees said 

their husbands or the male members of the family did not allow them to do paid 

work. However, this is not the practice today. Though families and husbands 

support and encourage women to work outside home, if there are problems 

regarding managing household work or taking care of children it is women who 

pull out of their jobs. Seena (Age 36, Colombo) said her husband's income is 

enough to maintain their family and whenever they have problems with getting 

domestic help her husband suggests that she should stay at home. She said she 

doesn't want to leave the job as a university lecturer because she likes her field 

of study. At the time of the interview Seena was getting prepared go abroad for 

higher studies. She said she accepted a scholarship, which will allow her to come 

home after six months and continue the studies because her husband cannot go 

with her and she has to leave the children. Her mother, her sister and her 

husband's sister's daughter were going to stay at her home to take care of 

domestic work and children. This may lead us to conclude that the community 

still thinks taking care of domestic work is the prime responsibility of women. 

The idea that men are providers and women are carers leads to an unequal 

division of labour at home. 

I get up at four in the morning, clean the hearth and start the day: Make tea 
and offer it to the Buddha and worship. We eat leftovers of the dinner for 
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breakfast and then I wash pots. I finish the domestic chores by eight thirty. 
Then I go weeding. I come home around eleven and prepare lunch. 
Sometimes I go weeding a~ain. In the ~vening I have a bath and worship 
Buddha and then prepare dinner, serve It and go to bed around nine at night. 
If it is rice planting season I go to bed around eleven, because I have to 
prepare food for helpers. Sometimes I start to cook dinner at seven at night 
because we have cows and have to tie them or cut grass for them. If I have 
body pains because of weeding I take a nap in the evening sometimes. 
Sometimes I read a Bana potha in the evening. (A book of Buddhist doctrine) 
(Taru age 41,a farmer in Badullaltranslated). 

I get up around 4.30 to five in the morning and cook lunch because my 
husband takes lunch to work. I make tea and wake him up. He irons his 
clothes. I want to sweep the garden before six. Then I prepare a packet of 
lunch for my husband and tidy the home. I wash clothes and finish domestic 
work around ten. Then I play with my daughter. At noon I have lunch and 
have a nap after lunch. In the evening I tidy home and wash pots. 
Sometimes husband brings take away food and if not I prepare the food to 
cook when he arrives. We go to bed around nine, nine thirty (Amila, age 28, a 
young housewife from Hambantotaltranslated). 

I get up around six thirty. Me and Roopa (a girl adopted by her mother) feed 
my son. I check whether the son's things and husband's things and snacks 
are ready. My son goes to school at seven thirty. After that I take breakfast 
and clean the home. I keep the TV on and if I hear a good programme on I 
watch it too. Then I read a book or newspapers. I have not a lot of work to do 
because Roopa does it. I wash clothes if there are any to wash. Around 10 
clock I go to school to pickup my son and sometimes he has extra classes or 
stay for sports. Sometimes he asks me to play with him. I allow him to play 
until six o'clock. After six I help him with his studies and at seven thirty feed 
him. When husband comes home we chat together. My son goes to bed at 
eight thirty and he wants me to go to bed with him so I also brush my teeth 
have a wash and put a night dress on and go to bed with him. After he fall 
asleep, if there is any, I prepare things class teacher asked ([t is a custom that 
class teachers get help from mothers who do not work to prepare diagrams, 
charts, pictures for lessons] or discuss with husband about family matters and 
make plans. Then I give instructions to the girl what to cook for the next day 
and go to bed around nine thirty (Kaushi, age 39, from Colombo. She gave up 
working as an accountant in a private company/translated). 

These three accounts are of daily life of women in three different areas, three 

different backgrounds and different classes. 
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Both Taru and her husband are farmers. Amila ran away with her husband at 

nineteen because her parents opposed her affair. She said she had to do so 

because her husband threatened to commit suicide. After marriage her family 

disowned her for a long time. She worked in the Middle East as a housemaid 

because her husband did not have a permanent job. For three years she sent all 

the money to him believing what he said in letters. When she came back she 

found out that he had lied to her. Though he managed to build the house it was 

not finished and he had wasted most of the money. While she was away her 

husband stayed with aunts and she thinks he spent money on them. Though she 

is sad she said she doesn't blame him because there was no one to cook for him. 

Apart from this daily routine she makes bricks to complete the house and said 

she doesn't let her husband do it because he is tired when he comes home from 

work. 

Kaushi left her job because she found that her female colleagues, including the 

director of the department (a woman), increasingly becoming hostile to her 

because she is married to the director of finance of the company and she was 

invited as his wife to functions, to which her senior colleagues are not invited. 

She said her son made it easy for her to leave such a good job because at that 

time her son started to walk and needed full time attention. 

There were many extreme stories. Ransi (DoB unknown, Badulla), an elderly 

interviewee, belongs to one of the first families who settled in Deniya under the 

farmer's settlement scheme. She was around thirteen when she got married. 
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Both she and her husband lost their parents by the time they got married. The 

village was nothing but a jungle when they came. They started preparing rice 

fields, slash and burn cultivating and cleared the jungle to make a garden. For 

three years her husband was not well so she had to do all the heavy work in 

fields and the garden. She gave birth to nine children and five died. There was 

no one to take care of the children. She said she got up at three in the morning 

and went to bed at 11.30. During planting and harvesting she went to bed 

around 1.30 and got up at 3. She had to cook for 10-20 people. She had to husk 

the rice with a pounder because there were no mills. The nearest town is twenty 

miles away and no proper roads or vehicles to go there. She had to grind chilli 

and other spices. In between that she took care of the children and washed 

clothes for all of them. She said it is a sin to ask a man to wash clothes. She 

served meals, fetched firewood and drew water. Her husband went to the market 

because she said he would not allow her to go alone. 

Many women in Badulla start their day around four in the morning. During slash 

and bum cultivation they have to start the journey to the hills (3-4 miles) early in 

the morning to get there at around seven in the morning. They bring firewood 

home from there. They have to draw water from wells because there is no water 

supply scheme. During droughts they have to walk two to three miles to fetch 

water. Men do help with domestic work such as cooking, washing, taking care of 

children and taking children to hospitals. They do such tasks when the wife has 

to do field work or when there are no grown up daughters to do the tasks. Men 

mostly do shopping and they even buy clothes and underwear for wives and 
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daughters. Only a few women said they would accompany their husbands or 

fathers when they go shopping. When there is no fieldwork, men usually gather 

in boutiques to play daam (a board game) and chat. 

In Hambantota women who don't do paid work are mostly at home because they 

have no fields to work. The men mostly work in salt pans. Women are engaged 

in food sales, sewing and casual labour. Many women who went to the Middle 

East as housemaids came back and stayed at home. Men do help with cooking, 

cleaning, washing, taking care of children when the help is needed. The majority 

of women go to market and shopping in Hambantota either alone or with the 

husband. 

In both areas women provide labour for building their own houses. They make 

bricks, mix cement, help the builders and cook for them too. In addition to doing 

the bulk of the domestic work they continuously look for ways and means to earn 

a few extra rupees. One woman said she stopped buying the women's 

newspaper she used to buy. One popular method among women to save money 

is having a Seettu39
. A group of women get together and decide the amount of 

money (usually ranging from five rupees to a few thousand) and draw numbers to 

decide the order of the Seettu. Each month women give the agreed amount of 

money to the organiser and one woman gets the money. Women use this money 

to buy household items, building houses or their children's needs. 

39 This was a term used for official documents in early times. 
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In Colombo women get support from husbands only if there is no other family 

member or servant to help with work. If women are housewives they seem to get 

very little help from husbands. Women go to the market and shopping alone or 

they go together. In families without any other help both husband and wife share 

the domestic work .. 

Ideas about getting help from men for domestic work seems to be changing 

slowly. Only Ama (Age 29, Colombo) said that she and the husband share 

domestic work on fifty-fifty basis. This is mainly due to her understanding and 

politics. Women do not think sharing household work is a responsibility of men 

also. Hence apart from Ama women who get help from their husbands showed 

their gratitude and said how other women think how lucky they are. Women still 

think it is their duty to do domestic work. Priya (Age 25, Colombo) said even if 

she has a very bad headache she couldn't go and lie down if there are pots to be 

washed. She said she thinks it is her grandmother's influence and she never 

keeps dirty pots until husband comes home from work. 

Education does not mean learning lessons (at school). Earlier families were 
not broken even if it was difficult for women. Now they quickly get divorced. 
They (women) kept the family together because they were considerate of 
many things. That is how they were. Sometimes even knowing that husband 
has a mistress (women) did not break the family because they didn't think 
only about themselves. They thought a lot about the unity of family and not 
being able to live alone (being a single mother) things !ike t~at. .What I see as 
women being independent is not thinking like that. DOing a Job IS only one 
side of the life. I don't know whether it is good to be just a career woman. 
There are such women, somewhat dominant characters. I feel that there is a 
vacuum in those women's lives (Priya, age 25, Colombo/translated) 
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She said today women are very open and they set other things such as jobs as 

their priority. They have their own ideas about relationships and their own space, 

She said she thinks it is not simply being independent; it is rather being not 

bothered about the family or children. 

The qualities women are looking for in men are also changing. Only one girl said 

she needs a man who could protect her because she thinks women are weak 

and need protection. The main qualities women look for in men are honesty, 

being faithful, being a non-smoker, teetotaller and no gambling. The majority of 

the urban women and a few women from other areas said a man who has a good 

understanding is important. However, the majority of women felt the husband 

should be a person they could respect and look up to at a time of crisis. Girls 

who said they are strong, having a bad temper and talk too much said they would 

like to marry a man who could control them though they don't want to be 

subordinated. 

However the idea that women should be under the husband was covertly but , 

strongly presented in the interviews. 

A: What we saw at home was that father was the head. Mother never 
thought to go against his ideas. I think even now that it shoul,d ~e i.n 
practice to a little extent. We should give husband [ ... ] my pnonty IS my 
husband and not me. 

Q: Why? 

A: I think it is the influence of my mother. I never think I should ~o over my 
husband. I think it is necessary to have his support most of the time. But 
at some instances I respect him as my husband. . 
.. , As women we have more equality today. I think I ha~e equality at home. 
It is good to share everything and be equal but I don't like the way some 
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women think about equality. They think they should not be submissive to 
men. Doesn't have to be but when you live with a husband, I think there 
should be a respect for the husband, it helps to have good family 
relation.(Seena, age 36, Colombo/translated 

What Seena said clearly expresses how women's observations of their parents' 

relations shape their own familial relations in marriage. Furthermore, she also 

painted out another important factor that was implied by the majority of my 

interviewees: respecting and obeying the male partner preserves harmony at 

home and in marriage. Paradoxically women don't want to be subjugated but 

they think should be submissive to their husbands. Seena also said women 

would 'only receive love from their husbands if they take care of his every need 

lovingly' and 'will be respected if only they respect their husbands.' Her words 

powerfully imply the idea that women will be looked upon and respected if only 

they behave according to their 'correct place.' 

The idea of male superiority was represented across the interviews irrespective 

of socio economic backgrounds, age or geographical differences. My interviews 

show that the age gap between the husband and wife and man's social and 

economic status are crucial for maintaining male superiority within the Sinhala 

community. Many young interviewees said women should not marry a man 

beneath them in education, age or in economic status. Deesha (Age 16, 

Colombo) said 'If I have a job I don't have to do as what as my husband says. 

But because he will be a little older than me, there should be a respect for that.' 

Later she said she is 'never going to marry some one beneath her.' Meenu, 

another young interviewee said: 
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I like. to marry a man who could control me. Not strictly controlled but when 
married. g~nerally a wom~n should yield a little to the man I think.[ ... ] I am not 
undermining women but If not so it would be like two men living together. 
When a woman takes a decision she should listen to the man. I don't like 
bein~ !rampled (by a ma~) but in general giving first place to the man is good 
and It IS good to have a little gap between (husband and the wife). Not the 
education or other things but in their relationship there should be a little 
difference. It means she should be submissive to him. She shouldn't behave 
so he becomes a laughingstock for others. I should be able to show him as 
my husband (Meenu, age 24, Colombo/translated). 

It is highly likely that women's passive acceptance of the idea that men are 

superior to them and that they should be submissive and modest and they are 

dependant on men justifies violence against women. The interviews show that 

verbal abuse is very common. Another important fact is women's attempt to 

soften their versions of suffering at the hands of husbands. This is because of 

the saying that a woman shouldn't discuss her husband's fault with outsiders. 

After the interview Neetha (Age 57, Colombo) said, 'I don't know whether what I 

did was proper. You know talking about my husband like that.' Such women 

show their sorrow, anguish and burdensome feelings only when asked how they 

feel about being a woman. Some of their answers were: 'I think it is a sin to be a 

woman. Women have to suffer every day and there is no comfort.'(Karuna, age 

53, Colombo) Neetha (Age, 57, Colombo) said, 'My daughter said if she were me 

she wouldn't have tolerated the life I am living. But I don't repent it and if I had 

been intolerant my children's lives would have been very different today'. 'Some 

women protect their status, their jobs, and their husband's self respect and live 

with whatever problems they have.' (Ramani, age 39, 8adulla). 
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Some interviewees said their husbands are good because husbands scold them 

when angry but do not hit them. The women who are abused said it is because 

they talk back to their husbands and it would not happen if they guarded their 

mouths. Women talked about their experiences without showing emotions as if 

battering is a matter of day-to-day life. Karuna's husband was a heavy drinker 

and used to beat her for the slightest reason. He always complained about the 

food she prepared, clothes she washed, not having money to drink and battered 

her. She said compared to the suffering she had endured now as a widow she is 

having a comfortable life and did not want to remarry because she did not want to 

get abused. 

Hansi's (Age 41, Hambantota) husband started to beat her when she was eight 

months pregnant with her first baby. She tried to commit suicide and when she 

was in hospital he cried and said he would jump into her grave to be buried with 

herself if she died. She said she realised he loved her and went back to him. 

The beatings started again and she tried to rekindle an affair with her ex 

boyfriend. When her husband found out he forced her clothes off and chased her 

nude around the house beating her and inserted a big wooden pole in her vagina. 

She still suffers pains from that beating. Her husband told the eldest child to tell 

one of their aunts that he was going to kill the mother. The aunt rescued her and 

told him he was responsible for his wife going astray. However, she said she 

doesn't get sympathy or respect from the neighbours or her own children 

because they think she is a loose woman. She said now she is not afraid of him 

anymore because she earns her own money and beats him if he beats her and 
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stops cooking for him. When he asked for a divorce she said he could divorce 

her but could not force her out of the home. They live without fights now but she 

is understandably very unhappy about her marriage. 

In summary, the discussion on family life shows gender-biased attitudes, which 

are imagined and understood as 'long lasting traditions' which work to reinforce 

and strengthen women's secondary position within the family. However, this 

does not mean that there is lack of resistance among women. Knowing the 

impact of loosing virginity on their lives deters women from having sexual 

pleasures but they have strategies to avoid 'trouble'. The rising age of marriage 

indicates that, though women accept the universality of marriage they side step it 

until they are in a more secure position with a good education, possibly 

employment, to have a better position in the family. Although the notion that the 

head of the house should be a male is strong it is not a universal case for Sinhala 

women. As the accounts of the interviewees show, having a better education, 

paid employment or carrying out an income generating activity enable them to 

manoeuvre their position in the family against the husband and covertly 

undermine the notion of head of the family. 

Nevertheless, the majority of women's internalisation of the concepts and beliefs 

held in the community regarding their role in the family prevent them from looking 

upon themselves as individuals, but see themselves as being burdened with a 

higher responsibility for the than that of men. Ramani, a school teacher (Age 39, 

Badulla), said 'If we try to live 'correctly' women are not a great burden to the 
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country. If we 'control' the house, 'control' the husband and take care of children 

we are not a burden'. What she said here is that if women live according to the 

expected behaviour of the community, take household responsibilities and 

prevent their husbands going astray,40 she brings no problems to her family or 

the community. Today familial relations are largely influenced by the factors such 

as education and working outside the family. In The Domestication of Women, 

Barbara Rogers (1981) states that in the western world gender distinctions and 

interaction between men and women in the family are based on their respective 

economic relations outside the family and the position assigned to them by social 

class, education and other external factors. It seems being educated or working 

outside the family increase Sinhalese women's power. Yet culture and tradition 

still playa large role in determining women's secondary place in the family. 

Conclusion 

The accounts on the pre-colonial and colonial period show how Sinhala woman's 

position in the family and the community shifted according to the structural 

changes which happened over time and their accessibility to spaces other than 

home. The colonial experience and the resistance over colonial rule led to the 

social construction of a 'Sinhala woman' that have had a decisive impact on the 

lives of Sinhala women in the post independence period. De Alwis says 'Her 

(Ceylonese/Sinhala) woman) cultural re-inscription within colonial modernity and 

40 A saying in Sri Lanka is a woman should know how to correct her husband. If a 
husband commits aduHery, wastes money or drinks heavily people would usually say 
"'t 's the wife's fault she should know how to correct him" When such problems occur 
~ ~oman should not get angry and she should plead with her husband and try to 
please him in order keep him at home. 
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patriarchy must also be understood as not merely contested and unstable but as 

still in process '(De Alwis, 1999: 187). The discussion based on interviewees' 

accounts on education, paid work and family life clearly indicates that concepts, 

norms, values and ideas that emerged during the late nineteenth and early 

twentieth century as 'tradition and culture' act as constraints on women's lives 

today. 

According to Beck and Beck-Gernsheim (2002) women in the western part of the 

world underwent 'individualization boosts' because they were increasingly 

released from direct ties to the family and therefore have more freedom to make 

decisions and more freedom to make choices. However, they point out that this 

does not mean that social inequalities have been completely eradicated. 

According to them, the process is 'incomplete', though women have made 

'progress,' western women are trapped in a peculiar intermediate stage (2000:56. 

Original emphasis). Women are no longer defined in terms of family life 

dependant on a male provider yet women still perform more domestic tasks
41 

than men do and their position in labour market is less protected and least stable. 

According to the authors this 'no longer' but 'not yet' situation generates 

numerous ambivalences and contradictions in women's lives (pp. 54-55). 

If Beck and Beck-Gernsheim's (2000) argument is relevant to the late-modern 

western societies, one may ask what relevance does it have for Sinhala women? 

It seems the situation of the Sinhala women of today is not very different from 

41 Women's 'double burden' of paid work and home. See also: Hochschild (1989). 
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that of western women even though the circumstances that have lead up to it are 

different. 

Though women may appear to have free access to spheres other than home in 

reality they are not free to make choices on their own because they have 

internalised that they have a correct place in SOCiety and have to operate 

according to that place. On the surface it appears women have accepted the 

situation. However, when reading the 'hidden meanings' in the texts, the 

interviews strongly indicate that women feel oppressed by the situation 

It seems women of today are trapped between tradition and modernity. On the 

one hand they appear to have access to modernity, but on the other hand the 

idea of the 'traditional role or image' of Sinhala woman continues to be 

maintained within the changing time, space and structure. The restrictions and 

perceptions the Sinhala community place on women are strongly internalised by 

women and therefore they are reluctant to break away from these restrictions and 

perceptions even though they are aware of how they are constrained by them in 

the name of culture and tradition. Sunetra (Age 23, Hambantota) said she has 

learned how to work with men and thinks in spite of the sex difference, women 

can do anything men do if they are determined. However, she said she cannot 

wear trousers in her village. While in the GAD programme she discovered that 

wearing trousers is not a bad dress for women, but in the village a lot of people 

think that is so and they will laugh at her. She said she cannot face that and she 

feels she cannot change their ideas by she has learned. The internalised shame 

and fear are constantly in their mind, and it is difficult for her to behave 
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'differently' because of the fear of social and familial exclusion. Teruni (Age 32, 

Hambantota) spoke about how ridiculed she felt when she took a group of 

insurance agents to her old school to start an insurance scheme for the teachers. 

Her boss was dressed in a smart coat and a short skirt and was wearing make 

up. Teruni said the staff instead of listening to the discussion watched her boss 

getting up and walking away to answer her mobile and were nudging each other. 

According to her they couldn't make a deal because of her boss's appearance. 

The business sector looks for smart looking, energetic outgoing women. The 

family, school and media and the rest of the community tells women to be 

modest, delicate and be invisible. 

It seems that the concept of individuality assigned to modernity has very little 

appeal for Sinhala women. The idea that man is the breadwinner and head of 

the family is strong, though women have gained access to the labour market. 

Women were breadwinners even during the colonial period. Even though only 

women of the privileged classes had access to education and bluestocking jobs, 

the women of lower classes also had to come out of their homes to work because 

of the need for survival in a money oriented economy. This has doubled their 

burden because, as the discussion shows, they have to manage all the domestic 

tasks! childcare and the responsibilities of their paid work. In addition to this 

women have to take the blame if the marriages fail. priyavi, a women's 

newspaper in 1976 reported that the divorce rate had gone up because of 

·women are having more job opportunities'. According to the article married 

women who travel to towns from rural areas start extra marital affairs and this 
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leads to divorce (Regional news, 1976). The media very often points to women's 

paid work as a major reason for the deterioration of children's discipline and the 

disintegration of the family. 

Though education seems to be an avenue which opens access to the kind of 

courses that challenge women to stand up for themselves and actively confront 

their own situation (Beck and Beck-Gernsheim, 2002: 59) this has not reached 

Sinhalese women. The interviewees saw education as an avenue for 

understanding society and living according to it. Instead of challenge and 

confrontation, women prefer tolerance and obedience, as a strategy to avoid 

violence and disharmony. Young interviewees mentioned sexual harassment in 

public vehicles but said they are scared to confront it because others would 

criticise them. They either try to move away or suffer in silence. Off the record, 

one interviewee talked about young girls getting sexually harassed by high 

officials at her work place. She pleaded with me not to mention the work place 

because she still works there. Rani (Age 34, Hambantota) a schoolteacher said 

the male members of the staff make 'double meaning jokes' or sometimes touch 

them. She said it is something normal and avoiding it does not give women 

special privileges or a good reputation. Men make the joke and forget it but if a 

woman saw men touching women or making jokes, it goes further than that. 

These accounts show that the majority of women are reluctant to break the 

barriers. 
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Women are eager to do paid work. They believe it is good to have an income of 

their own. In that sense it seems paid work gives women some autonomy. 

However, they do not see paid work as an individual achievement but as extra 

income for helping the family. When the need arises it is women who give up 

their careers. All the interviewees who left their jobs said they enjoyed working 

outside the family because they had the chance to meet more people and gained 

new experiences. However, they gave up their zest for their careers to be at 

home with the children because of this belief that this is their prime duty. 

Many interviewees said being a woman is not an obstacle to what they want to 

achieve. This is because they have access to education and paid work or 

because they can choose a partner. However, in all interviews it is clear that they 

do not have free choice. Women's sexuality and public and familial relations are 

governed by a set of rules and restrictions and they would be ridiculed and 

named as shameless and fearless if they made choices that go beyond those 

rules and restrictions. The idea of the docile woman still dominates in the minds 

of men. They do not see women as strong enough to be leaders. Nelum (Age 

24, Colombo) spoke about her experience with some male student leaders in the 

counselling office of her university. Once they organised a cultural event and the 

boys said to her 'come tomorrow, there is some work to do, should be done by 

the girls you know, (have to) serve the visitors, make tea and tidy the stage.' She 

said the girl members go to the office mainly to do clerical work and sweeping. 

They are not allowed to organise or lead any activities. Upuli, (Age 23, Colombo) 
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another university student said her boy friend asked her whether he could 

accompany her to the interview in case we talk about 'anything important'. 

Women's spatial mobility is also limited by attitudes of the community and women 

themselves. It is shown that middle class women could achieve higher mobility in 

their careers through education because of their privileged situation. The 

majority of women are confined to service oriented jobs which are considered as 

women's jobs or give more free time to do domestic work. The idea that women 

should not go out or travel alone has a strong impact on choosing a career. Two 

interviewees said they found jobs in Colombo but their father or brother opposed 

them taking the job. Women are also afraid to travel alone. Women from rural 

areas are scared of living in urban areas because of the fear of sexual 

harassment. The increased attention paid to rape by the media generates more 

fear in women. Television programmes and newspapers discuss how the victims 

are helpless and how they are treated as prostitutes by the police or further suffer 

attempted molestation by the police officers. When I visited a police station in 

one area, upon my questioning, the WPC who is assigned to the women's 

section, smiled and said, 'these police officers are young you know. They like to 

gather around and hear the story.' The social humiliation and knowing they 

would not be helped, or might suffer further sexual harassment by the defenders 

of justice, makes women self policing and curbs their movements. 

In general it seems women live for others. The common expression of women 

was 'I live for my famili. They talked about taking care of parents, children and 



Chapter Five: I live for Others 282 

serving the country as their prime ambitions. Women in rural areas spend 

whatever free time they have on some income generating activities. Only two 

interviewees said they use that money for their own needs. This has a strong 

impact upon deciding women's lives when they get older. Hence the next 

chapter will explore the lives of older Sinhala women to examine how their status 

at a younger age influences the later life. 
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Chapter Six 

Everything has changed but we adapt 

The previous chapters showed how Sinhala women's identity and sexuality is 

shaped by ideas, norms and values of the community whilst also discussing how 

women's life styles, roles and expectations were controlled and constrained. The 

aim of this chapter is to explore the situation of ageing women within this frame 

and to examine the ways in which older women situate themselves within the 

changing context of the post independence era. Women over fifty years were 

chosen as 'older women' for this study, with twelve out of sixty six interviewees 

coming under this category. 

This study includes a separate chapter on older women for three main reasons. 

Firstly, because of the demographic changes that occurred in Sri Lanka during 

the last three decades of the twentieth century. The changing patterns of 

demography are remarkably similar to the demographic patterns of developed 

countries, a typical feature of a modernising society. As a report of the Women's 

Bureau in Sri Lanka (1985) pointed out, the standards of life attained by the 

people of Sri Lanka, especially the physical quality of life have been impressive. 

According to the report, this is due to the set of welfare measures, such as free 

health service, food subsidy policies, family planning and immunisation 

campaigns, adopted by the successive governments since Independence. 
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According to the 2001 census, from 1960s onwards, a steady decline in the 

fertility rate of women lowered the increase of the Sri Lankan population. Up to 

1960s the life expectancy of males was higher than that of females. However, 

there is a reverse to the pattern thereafter. In the early eighties life expectancy of 

females increased to 4.4 years more than that of males (67.7 years for males and 

72.1 years for females). Though women's life expectancy rate has increased 

from 30.7(1920-22) to 55.5 (1952) and over sixty after 1962, (Department of 

Census and Statistics, 2001 e) it still remains low compared to the rising level of 

life expectancy in the developed world. However, another important 

demographic factor that should be taken to consideration is the age gap between 

married males and females. Due to cultural conditioning, in Sri Lanka the 

practice is for the man to marry a woman younger than himself. The age gap 

between husbands and wives in Hambantota and Colombo is insignificant 

compared to the wide gap in Badulla. In Badulla the age gap varied from five to 

thirteen years. While walking to meet one of the interviewees, when the age gap 

between her and the husband was mentioned, her sister in law said 'why should 

we get an old woman for our brother?' This indicates the likelihood that a high 

proportion of women will be widowed when they are older. A study on ageing in 

Sri Lanka also confirmed this fact showing 22.5°k of men over sixty are widowed 

compared with 42.1 ok of women (De Silva and Kotalawela: 1997). The age 

pyramid diagrams (Figure 3) clearly show that the population of Sri Lanka is 

changing from a 'young' or youthful population to an 'older population. 
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Therefore, as in western countries, the older population can no longer be treated 

as a minority. 
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Secondly, it seems that it is the state and nongovernmental organisations that 

take the prime responsibility for working for the welfare of the older generation. 

Following the United Nations interests in ageing the Sri Lankan government 

established a National Committee on Ageing in 1982. Its objective is to develop 

policy initiatives in order to create a healthy environment for older persons within 

cultural mores and religious practices (SAARC, 2001). According to the 

summary report on Sri Lanka, the government has taken various steps to ensure 

the welfare of the older people. However, the women's affairs ministry conducted 

only one forum discussion on ageing in Oct. 1998 and, according to the web site 

of the women's affairs ministry, there were no programmes on ageing on the 

ministry's policy planning or activity programmes (Ministry of Women's Affairs, 

nd.). Various charity organisations and non-governmental organisations funded 

by foreign donors collaborate with the state in developing policies regarding the 

elderly population. In my view it is highly likely that this will lead to the creation of 

universal policies and that could be detrimental for women because it would 

neglect the fact that older women have a different social and cultural position 

within each ethnic community in Sri Lanka. More over as this chapter shows, 

even the position of older women within one community is not universal as they 

have different lives. 

Finally, It seems that women's writers or feminists have paid very little attention to 

ageing women. A survey by the Centre for Women's Research in 1997 found 

that only three major studies had been carried out on ageing in Sri Lanka since 



Chapter six: Everything has changed but we adapt 287 

1980, However, and none of these studies paid specific attention to women or 

conducted an in-depth analysis on the consequences of caring for the caregivers 

De Silva and Kotalawela, 1997). According to Sara Arber and Jay Ginn (1991), 

the lack of sociological research on older women, even in the western part of the 

world, is striking compared to the richness of work by feminist sociologists. 

However, their recent research on ageing has redressed the neglect. Likewise, 

there is a need in Sri Lanka to understand existing perceptions of older women 

and their experience 

Hence, this chapter will explore the situation of women through the accounts 

provided by the interviewees. First it will examine their position in relation to their 

early experiences in life. Secondly, it will examine how having or not having 

access to resources determines the lives of older women. Thirdly, it will examine 

how these women positioned themselves according to the changes that 

happened over time. 

The past affects the present 

When reading the life stories of older women collected for this study, one striking 

common feature was how the achievements and hardships of their lives shaped 

the situation they are in today. Gaya, a seventy-three year old interviewee from a 

privileged background, reminisced on how having access to a typewriter when 

she was around ten years old determined her life. She was bom into a traditional 

elite family and her privileged background helped her to have access to spheres 

the majority of women of her age had no access to at all. 
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... but for holidays I used to go to Bandarawela. And my grandfather [ ... ] 
He was a very interesting person. Very learned and I had a rather [ ... ] you 
know, I was the third in the family. So I felt the two elder ones were often 
favoured. For anything there, "Ioku denna geniyamu" ("let's take the two 
elders") So if there was no room in the car, well, the two elder ones had to 
go. Then the three little ones (the younger sisters) were always petted. 
So I am caught in the middle neither here nor there. And my 
understanding father used to tell me "Gaya neither fish less nor fowl are all 
alone" So there was certain loneliness in me. And how did I overcome it? I 
started reading books. Specially poetry. 

[Her grandfather used to order clothes, shoes other lUXUry items for the 
family members from England especially during Christmas.] 

Once a huge box came. And then opened it. And there was a big black 
thing that was pulled out of the box and it had the gleaming word, golden 
letters 'Remington'. It was a typewriter that he had ordered. One that had 
been kept on a table. And I was very thrilled, grandfather used to keep it 
on front veranda, put this paper and roll it and typed. I used to watch these 
magic words. I had never seen a thing like that. I was intrigued. He looked 
hard at me, I was really involved in, so he had [ ... ] he used to talk in very 
archaic way. He said" would you like to be my scribe?" so I said yes! I 
would have been about nine or ten, so he gave me paper, told me how to 
address an envelope . 

. . . So learned to do [hOW to write] then he would dictate letters and I had to 
copy them. And I think that created an interest. And then we had English 
classes 
[at grandfather's house. she, her five sisters and two young uncles and an 
aunt were in the class. They read English classics.] 

That was also a [ ... ] laying the foundation for what I was going to be. This 
love of words .... One of the prizes he gave me was a lovely green 
inkstand.[ ... ] Onyx inkstand, pale green colour ... a pen holder and ink well. 
Those days there were no ballpoint pens or fountain pens, you have to dip 
it into the ink and [ ... ] and a bottle of Quink ink. Well, he gave me that ink. 
The bottle of ink and write on good paper notepaper. And you know he 
didn't live to see me writing but I have to be very grateful to him . 

... As I grow up you see, I told you, I belonged to a Kandyan family. People 
got girls got married when they were 17 or 18 but a few went to teach one 
or two went to nursing but that was not considered [ ... ] our people didn't 
like girls becoming nurses, they prefer them to be teachers or matrons or 
so. Now, I was very keen to go to the university. No one in my family had 
been to the university. And I was only seventeen, passed my senior exam. 
The principal said that I should go to the university. So my father was 
debating. He didn't know whether it was too expensive. He was a 
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government servant. He could manage to pay up but we were family of six 
so it was not that easy . 

... Anyway I sat for the university entrance. I had passed and still I was not 
sure whether I was to go to the university. Till I got a letter to say that I 
have been awarded an exhibition for geography. I had come first or 
second in geography. With that came as people kept. .. starting to tell my 
father "congratulations, it was in the newspapers, it is such an important 
thing, yes she should go to the university" so that's how I went to the 
university (English). 

She has become an award-winning journalist cum writer and a teacher. She met 

her husband at the university and she made life long friends at the university who 

were, in her own words 'very upright, steady sober people who did very good 

jobs.' She was employed as a teacher but she gave up teaching six months after 

her marriage. She thought about becoming a housewife because it was more 

important to look after her first child than be employed. However, her husband 

was transferred to Anuradhapura, a remote area in the north central province. 

One day the director of education to the area and the principal of the 

Anuradhapura Central school visited them and said 'we have no graduates (in 

the school to teach) but we have a graduate here in the house doing nothing' and 

they asked her husband: 'our boys and girls are wanting a graduate teacher 

would you mind your wife coming and teaching?' She did not agree at first and 

said that though she had servants she did not want to leave the child. The 

director talked of how her father had helped the peasants in the area and how 

her husband is helping them now said she also would have a chance to help the 

peasants. She agreed to teach a few hours and gradually started to work longer 

hours. She taught in several outstation schools for a while and received a 

transfer to a school in Colombo. She taught there for nine years and then 

received a letter from the education ministry notifying her she was transferred 
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because she had stayed in the school for too long. According to her there were 

teachers in the same school, that were well established themselves there by 

teaching there for twenty or twenty-five years, but the teachers like her were 

considered outsiders. 

She served in outstations for long time and wanted to stay in Colombo. She said, 

'I thought all this work I did (in outstation schools) it has meant (nothing) whereas 

people living in Colombo, educated in Colombo, they had all the plums. Not that 

I wanted many plums but I wanted to remain in this school. So while I was so 

sad and you won't believe that in one-week I was transferred to six schools. 

Letter after letter that means there was no co-ordination in the department. I 

thought it is not worth working here.' She saw an advertisement in newspapers 

seeking teachers to work in Nigeria. She went to Nigeria but by a mistake she 

had been sent to a vocational training school instead of sending her to the 

women's teaching school she was supposed to teach at. She was the only 

female in the vocational training school for boys and within the miles of the 

school. She taught English to the boys there until she was sent to the women's 

school. She spent two years in Nigeria and decided to come back because she 

was lonely. By that time her two daughters were married and her two sons were 

studying in Vienna and USA. She got bored after staying home for three weeks 

and with the prompting of a journalist friend she applied to a newspaper agency 

and became a journalist. She said, 'So I think when I look back on my life I feel I 

have not wasted my life, I have been able to be of service.' 
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Her social position and education helped her to integrate into non-traditional roles 

that were evolving during the 1940s. Having been able to perform roles other 

than those traditionally assigned for a woman, she finds her life was useful. 

A fifty-three years old interviewee, Karuna's (Age 53, Colombo) reminiscence of 

the past was a sad story compared to Gaya's. She was born into a poor family in 

a rural area. Though she was born twenty years later than Gaya in an era where 

women were gaining more access to non-traditional spheres her unprivileged 

background was a barrier to bettering her life. 

A :Our mother died when I was small. She died and father brought a 
stepmother. 

[Her father battered their mother to death. While he was in prison her 
mother's elder sister took care of the children. He was released soon from 
the prison. She vaguely remembered that he hit mother and she fell. The 
neighbours came and said her mother was dead. She said now she has 
no connection with her father.] 

Q Do you have brothers or sisters? 

A: Had a brother, he also died. One sister was at an orphanage. She also 
married and she is also living away. They don't come to see me and I 
don't visit them either. They don't know where I am. Both our brother and 
mother died. 

Q: Where is your Village? 

A: My Village is Ingiriya. 

Q: So how old were you when your mother died? 

A: I was three years old. 

Q: Three? Do you remember your mother? 

A: No, slightly, I know that I had a mother but don't remember her shape or 
features either. 
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a: Do you remember things about your childhood? 

A: When my mother died [ ... ] I didn't go to school. There was no one to 
send me to school. My stepmother looked after me a little. Father used to 
get drunk and make trouble, scolded and hit us. So I left home. I stayed in 
a Bungalow when small as a servant. I stayed there a while and then 
came to Dehiwala. I didn't go to school and worked as a servant. Those 
madams now helped me. 

Q: So your father wasn't interested in sending you to school? 

A: No he was not interested in keeping me or my brother and sister. He 
didn't want to keep us with him because stepmother had two children. He 
used to abuse stepmother too. In the end stepmother went to pick tea 
leaves. She came home in the evening. She took us back to home for a 
while and taught us to pick tealeaves, replant and I earned about tenl 
fifteen rupees a day. 

Q: How old were you then? 

A: about ten years. 

Q: Did you help with domestic work too? 

A: Yes, if when my stepmother came home, things were not done she 
scolded me [laughed]. 

a: Do you remember what you did? 

A: Washing pots, drawing water, sweep and tidy then looked after my 
stepbrother. Those were things I was asked to do. But there was no 
abuse, stepmother cared about me. But father abused her too. Because 
of that we all became lost. 

Q: Your stepmother's children went to school? 

A: Yes both of them, daughter and the son. 

a: How did brother and sister separate from you? 

A: My brother drowned when he went to bathe in the river. Then there 
was no one to look after us, my mother's sister gave my sister to the 
orphanage. She was so small and didn't understand anything, I was able 
to understand things. I don't know which orphanage. 

a: How was your life as a servant? 
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A: The first house where I worked, people were bit strict. They hit me, 
scolded me, then I was about ten to fifteen and an age one could 
understand things. Sometimes, if I lied they burnt me. At that time I was 
able to understand things (and) a superintendent who worked near our 
place took me and my aunt's daughter to Colombo. They treated me well, 
looked after me and they still care about me. 

Q: Did you work there for a long time? 

A: Yes. 

Q: Did they teach you to write? 

A: They did but it was difficult to learn properly while working. They taught 
me how to sew, cook to keep home tidy and clean and the way to live in 
society. Then they gave me in marriage. He worked in a garage as a 
painter. He also died. It was after that I came to work for the urban council 
(translated). 

Her husband earned sixty rupees (about six pennies) a day and they had to 

manage rent, day to day needs and maintain two children with that money. Her 

husband did not allow her to do paid work because there was no one to take care 

of the children. She had to take the responsibility of managing their domestic 

affairs with the money he gave her and then had to give him money for drinking. 

He was a drunk and severely abused her. She was married for twenty years. She 

feels free now and said she lives happily after the death of her husband. After he 

died one of the politicians he supported helped her to get a job with the urban 

council as a sweeper. She said because of lack of education she couldn't work 

as an office assistant or work in the canteen. However, the job is good and it has 

benefits such as a pension. She has two men and one woman as co-workers and 

men and women receive equal pay. The vendors at the market where she 

sweeps are good to her and brought food and drinks to her once when she was 

hospitalised. She said, 'I never had a comfortable life.' 
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These two accounts demonstrate the ways in which class position and social and 

economic environment of these older women influence their later life. When 

examining their lives it is clear that class, poverty and urban/rural differences had 

a profound influence on determining women's access to resources, and 

generating unequal power relations within the family and society. 

Access to resources 

Unlike the interviewees from rich, educated middle class families, the majority of 

older women from poorer backgrounds did not have a chance to better their lives 

through education. Apart from Gaya (Age 73, Colombo) and Neetha (Age 57, 

Colombo), who were respectively from a wealthy traditional elite family and urban 

middle class family, all the other interviewees either did not have an education or 

were not educated beyond first or second grades in primary school. Many older 

women talked with sadness about being deprived of a good education. The main 

reasons for not sending women to school were: poverty and separation of 

parents, that they were needed to care for siblings and to do domestic work, 

parents did not want to send girls if they had to walk two or three miles to school; 

and. Those who went to grade one or two talked nostalgically about their time in 

school. Neetha, a fifty-seven year old woman from an urban middle class family 

said her aim was to go to the university. However the younger children faced 

hardships, as they were a family of seven children. The sister closest to her age 

was at the university and she realised father couldn't afford to send two children 

to the university. She passed her HSC prep (High School Certificate preparing for 

university entrance) very well and applied to a major financial organisation and 
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was selected. She decided to take the job and gave financial support to the sister 

who was at the university. She said she is stiH sad about not being able to have a 

university education. 

Not having access to education was a major impediment to womenrs paid work. 

However, as shown in the fourth chapter, women who were educated had an 

opportunity to be employed in service oriented careers. Loku (Hambantota), a 

seventy-year -old woman, said her parents stopped her from going to school 

when she was in grade six. She had a chance to work as an attendant in a 

hospital but she was scared of seeing people die. Later when hardships 

occurred she worked in a nearby plantation as a casual labourer. According to 

her, many of the girls dropped out of school at that stage. Four or five girls 

continued their education and she knew that one woman became a teacher. 

Nevertheless, the majority of women were engaged in farming. The older 

interviewees of Badulla and Hambantota were among the first settlers in the 

area, arriving around the 1950s under settlement schemes, and they faced 

numerous hardships. They worked with their men shoulder to shoulder when the 

need arose therefore the gendered division of labour was blurred. However, 

women did not receive land because husbands were the head of the families. By 

that time the custom in Sri Lanka was to distribute land among the male 

members of the family. Hence women in farming areas did not have access to 

the most important capital, land. 
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Resource distribution: 

When examining the situation of older women regarding their access to 

resources, it shows that the conditions created during colonial rule had 

been decisive. The son preference in distributing family land, not having 

access to education, and the idea of motherhood and living for others 

control their individual access to resources. 

Apart from Neetha (Age 57, Colombo), Gaya (Age 73, Colombo) and Karuna (Age 

57, Colombo), none of the other older interviewees were engaged in permanent 

paid work. A few did casual labour such as working in salt pans, brick making, 

working in plantations or did self employed jobs such as preparing food for sale. 

The majority were cultivators. However, the husbands were the owners of the 

fields. Women brought with them a few items of household furniture and jewellery 

as dowry but only two women said they received land as part of their dowry. 

According to the majority of young and older interviewees it was usually the men 

in the family who inherited the land or were going to inherit the family land. 

Punchi (DoB unknown/older, Badulla)42 said when her mother was alive she 

divided the land among all the children but did not follow a legal procedure. 

Since her death the youngest son took hold of the property and does not like to 

divide it. Some interviewees owned the land after their husbands died and some 

of them had already divided the land among their children. Podi (Age 54, 

Badulla), however, said she did not want to divide the four acres until she dies. 

This may be as a result of fear that she may be ill treated by the children once 
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they get their share. Ransi (DoB unknown/elderly, Badulla) said she had divided 

half the property between two of her sons who lives with her, but one of the sons 

who lives in another area and who is also wealthy is troubling her because he 

has not received any family land. She wants to divide the land in her name 

among her sons and two daughters and said that her daughters would get less 

than the sons. Usually a son inherits the family house and many women are living 

with extended families. Both Gaya (age 73,Colombo) and Neetha (Age 

57, Colombo) own houses in their own right. Both of them have worked in foreign 

countries and earned substantial amounts of money. Gaya's savings were spent 

when one of the sons needed a kidney transplant. The money Neetha (Age 57, 

Colombo) earned was spent on her children. As mentioned in the chapter five, 

she retired early because two of her children were planning to marry and settle 

abroad and needed money. She had to give some money to her husband also 

because he was unhappy that she left her job early and she was scared that he 

might create trouble for their children. She did not tell him how much money she 

gave to her children. Karuna's (Age 53, Colombo) family occupied government 

land and little by little built a house. They have not yet received the deeds and 

she said the house would be given to her eldest son. Among other women only 

one interviewee said that she had saved some money43. 

42 It is interesting to note here that the majority of the older interviewees did not know 
their birthday probably because registering birth was not practised regularty. 
43 As already mentioned I was cautious not to ask direct questions about financial status 
and put my questions on earnings at various times in indirect ways such as 'are their any 
income generating activities here?, 'what do you do when not doing fieldwork or domestic 
work? 'Did you learn an art or craft' etc. This led to a discussion on family income, what 
they do with it and financial difficulties. 
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The above account shows that women do not intend to save money for their 

future security. This may be due to the fact that parents' anticipate that their 

children will look after them when they are old. In addition, Buddhism 

emphasises the role of parents and urges children to take care of them when 

they are weak. The majority of women still live with one of their children when 

they get older and children may visit women who live alone in the family home 

from time to time. However, as they have very little access to capital resources, it 

seems it is highly likely that they become dependants of their children. 

Nevertheless, the life stories of the older interviewees contradict the norm of total 

dependency. The older women do continue to support and maintain the families 

in many ways and earn money in order to support themselves. Despite their old 

age, many are still economically active. After retirement, Gaya (Age 73, 

Colombo) started to teach English to some government officials. Loku (Age 

70,Hambantota) grows crops to sell and for consumption and in addition she is a 

practising shaman. She learned the art from a man in the area and people come 

to her for help with petty illnesses or if they think they are affected by evil looks or 

sorcery. She said she could earn one hundred rupees (about 80 p) by blessing a 

pot of water. Sudu (DoB unknown/older, Badulla) sells firewood because they do 

not posses rice fields. She brings firewood from the jungle about three miles 

away and chops it up for sale. Her unmarried son does not like chopping 

firewood and does not support her at all. They only have a small garden and she 

cultivates it for family consumption. She said she has chosen to sell firewood 

because there is nothing to do. Bindu's (DoB unknown but said she is 59, 
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Hambantota) husband died when the children were small. Now her two sons are 

married and she said that they can not take care of her because they have 

families and so she doesn't blame them. She works in the salt pans when the 

work is available and apart from that she does casual labour. She said she does 

not like being idle but there is no regular work available all the time. If she does 

not work at least she gathers firewood for domestic use. Ransi (DoB 

unknown/elderly, Badulla) said her children ask her not to work because she had 

a hard life but she helps with tending the garden. 

It was clear from the interviews that women loathed being wholly dependent on 

children. Their earnings are spent on the family of the children they stay with. 

Punchi's (DoB unknown/older, Badulla), three children built their houses on the 

same compound and she said they always share food with the children's families. 

If they buy dry fish it is not less than five hundred grams because they want to 

share it with the children. Her husband is not very well and she still does casual 

labour to eam money. However, there are some days they do not have enough 

money to buy food. The majority of the families receive Samurdhi, a government 

benefit for low-income families but it is only about 250 rupees a month (less than 

£2.00). It is clear that many of the younger generation are not in a position to 

take care of their parents and maintain their own families with the income they 

earn. Hence older women have to find ways and means to not only to help 

themselves but also to help their children. 
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Familial relations 

The majority of older women experienced a more restricted and limited life when 

they were young compared to the lives of women born later in the post 

independence period. The majority of them had a very short childhood and 

married when they were 13-16 years old and started families44
. It is women who 

were burdened most because they had to undertake the bulk of the domestic 

work. Families were large, as there were no effective family planning methods. 

Women gave birth at home because there were no hospitals nearby. According 

to Podi (Age 54, Badulla) women cooked food for the family, did other domestic 

work right through their labour pains and then prepared hot water and the other 

necessities and gave birth without assistance45
. According to her pregnancy was 

an embarrassing event and women tried to conceal it as long as possible. She 

said that when there were visible signs of pregnancy her husband used to smile 

and say 'maybe there is a child on the way' and she also smiled and said 

nothing. 

Compared to Sinhala women of today their space was mainly limited to the home 

and the fields. According to Bindu (OoB unknown, Hambantota), her mother and 

brothers used to lock her and her sister up at home when they went to work. 

44 Even though the child marriages were in practice it was not for religious reasons. It 
may be due to the fact that men and women did not live long. For example according 
to the census 2001, the life expectancy of male and females were respectively, 32.7 
and 30.7 years in 1920-22 and 46.6 and 44.7 years in 1945-47. 

45 This was always not the case. There were older women in the village who came to 
assist when women gave birth. According to my colleague his father helped his 
mother in delivering babies. 
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Ransi (DoB unknown, Badulla) recounted how her husband travelled to see 

many parts of Sri Lanka but she couldn't go because she had to take care of the 

family. 

Women faced various forms of abuse too. The accounts of all the older 

interviewees, apart from Gaya's, pOints that they suffered at the hands of their 

fathers, brothers and, when given in marriage, by their husbands. Many talked 

about the drunkenness of their husbands and their adultery and how they 

suffered because of these issues. 

All the older interviewees apart from Gaya thought being born as a woman is a 

sin and a suffering 

It is our sin to be born as a woman. Otherwise why we suffer from 
sadness and filth [menstruation]? How much we suffer at childbirth. Now 
those women who have caesarean feel only that pain [of the wound]. We 
were not like that. We suffered days and felt life is not worthwhile and it 
was not one or two children we had and we were fed up with life. So today 
it is only two or three per family (Ransi, DoB unknown/elderly, 
Badulla/translated). 

It is better to be born as a male than a female. It depends on merits and 
sins of the previous life. Men do not have troubles like women in anything. 
Men just have to do their job. Women have to carry the entire burden after 
marriage. Having children and women have to manage everything at 
home (Bindu, DoB unknown/older, Hambantota/translaled). 

What both of these women expressed were similar to many older women's 

accounts. It was interesting to note how they compared their lives as young 

women to lives of young women today. They spoke of medical facilities, 

transport facilities and women having the opportunity to do paid work today and 

said at their time it was not so. Not having choices trapped them into the 
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drudgeries of domesticity. Therefore, in my view, the only discourse available for 

them to make sense of their situation was religion, which told them that they were 

born as women because of their previous sins. Older women have internalised 

this idea and comport themselves by saying what they endured was their fault of 

sinning in previous life, which was not expressed by the younger interviewees. 

The older women's comparison of life after their husband's death clearly shows 

how they felt when free from burden. 

Apart from Gaya (Age 73, Colombo), all the women who lost their husbands said 

they felt free after their husbands died. For Karuna (Age 53,Colombo) Loku (Age 

70,Hambantota), Ransi (OoB unknown, Badulla), Bindu (OoB unknown, 

Hambantota) widowhood meant getting rid of a life long burden and abuse. 

Karuna said she is free and lives in joy since her husband died because when 

compared to the sufferings she had with him life is comfortable now. Podi (Age 

54,Badulla) said, 

After husband died my life is better than it was before. I am free now. 
When he was ill I couldn't visit a neighbour without a troubled mind even. 
Because I had to look after him. Now even if I come home very late there 
is no one to ask me where I have been. That is a relief and also I could go 
and stay for weeks meditating if I want (translated). 

Gaya (Age 73, Colombo) talked about how helpless she felt about doing 

marketing because her husband used to do the marketing while she waited in the 

car. She did not know the quantities or prices. Her children trained her to do her 

own marketing. However, none of the other interviewees said they felt helpless 

after their husbands died. It is highly likely the reason for this is women were 
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involved in income generating activities and it was they who took the sole 

responsibility of taking care of the families. Hence, the absence of the husband 

does not make women feel weak and helpless. 

Even though they were not explicit, the accounts of older interviewees clearly 

show that marriage was a matter of convention and obligations and demands of 

the marriage highly constrained them along with other restrictions they 

experienced. 

A study done on older women in slums of Southern India by Haleh Afshar and 

Fatima Alikhan46 indicates that older women had gained status and grown into 

positions of relative power and influence and that age has given them dignity and 

an important place in the family. However, the situation of older women within 

the Sinhala community differs from these southern Indian older women. As it will 

be shown later in this chapter, the older Sinhala women have an authoritative 

role as advisors to younger women and they earn respect as seniors. 

Nevertheless, the interviews for this study show that neither they receive power, 

dignity or authority in their families nor were they regarded as heads of the family. 

Nevertheless, they have internalised life long prejudices and believe in them. 

They think men should be revered and respected because their status is higher 

than that of women. Woman's prime duty is the family and she should be tolerant 

and put up with anything for the sake of the family and the children. As Neetha 

(Age 57, Colombo) said, 
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What I saw was my mother treats father like god. Even today I serve a cup 
of tea to my husband and my daughter asks why I do so. It preserves 
peace at home. When women are obedient there are no fights. I would 
never have been able to bring up my children if I fought about the ways of 
my husband (translated). 

Older women from rural areas believe being a man is a rare chance and it is 

better to be born as a man. According to Krisha (Age 47, Badulla) when he was 

ill her husband said she should never suffer in another life again like in this life 

and wished that when born again she would be born as a man. She said if a 

man made such a wish for a woman he would not be born as a male in his next 

life and therefore even a one in hundred would not give such a privilege to a 

woman. As Ransi (DoB unknown, Badulla) remembered seven days before 

dying her husband said 'because of the care you have given to me, I don't hope 

to have you as my wife in other lives but you should be born as a sister to me' 

(what her husband meant was by being a sister to him she will end serving him 

as wife and he will protect her). He also said he knows how she suffered so he 

requested her to be devoted to religion to end the sufferings in afterlives. 

Apart from being providers, older women playa Significant role as carers. Punchi 

(DoB unknown Badulla) said when her daughters and daughters-in-law go to do 

fieldwork they leave their children with her. She feeds them with whatever is 

available and looks after them until the younger women come back from the 

fields. When one of her daughters went to the Middle East as a housemaid she 

looked after her children for a while. After a dispute her son-in-law took back the 

children to their home but she still goes there to see them. As soon as she 

46 This is an unpublished paper still at the stage of revising 
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retired from the newspaper agency she was working for Gaya Age 73, Colombo) 

went to Australia to look after her twelve-year granddaughter. She said she was 

'not baby sitting but she (granddaughter) couldn't be at home alone.' Bindu (DoB 

unknown, Hambantota) is taking care of her eldest daughter's child because her 

husband is dead. As is the usual custom their family home was given to her 

youngest son and she lives with his family. Her interview suggests that she is 

having problems at home. She cooks for herself and her grandchild. When she 

has no work available she does not stay at home but visits a neighbour to talk. 

She said 'Sometimes I want to leave home but I can't leave my grandchild 

although I can leave my children.' Loku (Age 70, Hambantota) also looks after 

her son's children because their mother is dead. Two of her children have built 

houses in the same plot of land and she said her daughters in law help her with 

washing clothes. 

Five interviewees had taken care of their husbands when they were suffering 

from long-term illnesses before dying. They said they looked after their husbands 

like 'mothers,47. They prepared medicine for husbands, fed them and bathed 

them. Doctors guaranteed Podi's (Age 54, Badulla) husband would live only 

eight years but he lived fifteen years as a result of her care. He drank poison to 

end his suffering and for two years she and the family was upset though it was 

not their fault. She said if it was her fault that he died villagers would have 

47 This is another example of intemalisationofexistingideasinsociety.ltis highly likely 
due to cultural influence of India the Sinhala community also categorised -WifeD in to 
several connotations as a) Wadhaka Bhari-nagging wife, b) SwAmi Bhari-wife being 
the head of the family, c) Matru bhari-being like a mother, d) Bhagini Bhari-being 
respectful to husband like a sister, e) Sankhi bhAri- being like a friend, f) Chora bhAri­
wife who acts like thief and conceal things from the husband, g) DAsi bhAri-being like 
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'played drums' (spread stories). However, one man said her husband committed 

suicide because she became devoted to religion and was not interested in having 

sex. 

Women did not talk about their role as carers in a critical tone, yet the accounts of 

women who undertook such care strongly imply that they feel burdened since 

taking care of the grandchildren or sick husbands can limit their freedom. Though 

they did not voice this explicitly they said 'I cannot go to the temple to observe Sil 

(eight precepts) because of the grandchildren.' 'This is not easy work' or 'I want 

to leave home when this daughter is given in marriage and live in an arame (a 

place established by Buddhist monks or nuns for lay people to stay and meditate 

either for a short or long period).' They also perform other domestic tasks in 

addition to caring for children and the sick people. However, on the other hand it 

seems that doing so helps women not to feel a burden to their children or just a 

dependent. 

Women from villages did not mention participating in any community or charity 

work apart from going to the temple to observe Sil and participation in group 

meetings organised by the non-governmental organisations which are working to 

improve economic development in their areas. The main aim of forming small 

groups is to encourage women to save money and provide small-scale loans for 

their needs such as building or repairing houses, to apply for electricity or water 

supply or to pay their debts. Only the more privileged women, Gaya (Age 73, 

a slave. Such ideas are still prevalent and accepted by both men and women. Out of 
these categories, c,d,e and g are considered as the best role of a wife. 
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Colombo) and Neetha (Age 57,Colombo), engaged in voluntary social work after 

retirement. Gaya works with a women's non-governmental organisation and 

Neetha does charity work for a house for the aged, a village for the blind and the 

displaced Sinhalese villagers in the areas ravaged by war and she buys books 

for poor children. It is likely that only older women from well to do families have 

the financial capacity and spare time for community and volunteer activities 

All the same, class and wealth influence the older women's lifestyle and their 

position in the family and community in Sri Lanka. When talking about how they 

would spend a normal day Neetha (Age 57, Colombo) said, 

I get up at around five thirty in the morning and make tea for all. I have a 
servant and she cooks food. I clean the bathroom and sweep. During the 
day I might go to see the doctor or for marketing. After lunch and dinner I 
meditate (translated). 

Seetha (8adulla) a fifty-year-old interviewee said, 

I get up at four in the morning. Then I prepare food and go to work in the 
rice fields. Sometimes I go to the market. Otherwise it is working in the 
garden, non-stop, from the morning to noon (translated). 

Another role of older women that emerged in the interviews is being advisors 

especially to their granddaughters. Priya (Age 25, Colombo), a young 

interviewee said, 'It was my grandmother who advised me mostly. Even today I 

shape my family life according to the pieces of advice she gave me'. It seems 

the seniority of age gives older women an authoritative place among younger 

women in the community. Gaya's (Age 73, Colombo) interview shows how her 

grandmother influenced the shape of her life as a girl and how she now 

influences her granddaughters' lives. According to all the interviewees, 
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grandmothers are one of the advisors in their lives. In this way older women help 

to preserve and pass on traditions and culture. 

However, further investigation shows that older women have mixed reactions to 

the women's situation of today. Gaya (Age 73, Colombo) felt that values today 

have changed. She thinks that working mothers are more interested in buying 

expensive clothes than providing nutritious meals to children. They buy ready­

made junk food for children and forget that health is important. Young women of 

today have succumbed to the beauty culture promoted by the media and through 

the influence of friends. A" the interviewees talked about how they were not 

allowed to go out alone when they were young and how women can go anywhere 

today. Their conversations show how women find it difficult to accept the fact 

that they are also individuals. The 'traditional' idea presented to them, that 

women should give priority to the family, their husband and children before 

themselves led these women to criticise women who like to take care of 

themselves as individuals. 

Nevertheless, the interviewees were reflective when they compared their earlier 

situation with the situation of today's women. Women from rural areas think there 

is no fear and shame in younger women and they freely associate with men. 

Punchi said unlike in her time women are not afraid to walk around with men 

even if they are not married and women do not hesitate to ride on push bicycles 

or on motor bicycles with men. According to Podi (Age 54, Badu"a) today 

women go out and may engage in sexual activities and do not get pregnant like 
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in her times because there are ways and means to avoid pregnancy. She said 

only a foolish woman would get pregnant today. 

However, they were concerned about changing morals and values because they 

see this as the negative consequences of the progress of women as it generates 

male violence towards women. They understand the risks and sexual 

vulnerability of younger women in a society, who experience a tension between 

tradition and modernity. Society has changed but simultaneously stereotypes of 

women have failed to change along with it. They talked about rising incidents of 

rape, sexual harassment and the problems girls' face after losing their virginity. 

They are aware that the sexual reputation of women is still important though 

restrictions may not be as strictly observed as in their days. Otherwise they said 

women are progressing and it is good. 

According to Bindu (DoB unknown, Hambantota): 

There is a change in everything, the way girls dress, travel and the way 
girls and boys socialise. Those things did not happen in our times. So I 
think it is better than that of our time but sometimes think it is bad also. 
The girls and boys of today are too much but I think it is the way of 
nowadays and girls get raped because of this.(translated) 

My daughters socialise a lot more than I did at that age and they live a 
very different life to me. Their habits and ways are different from mine. 
There is a change and it has good things and bad things. Girls face a 
grave situation because the increase of rape (Seetha, age 
50, Badullaltranslated). 

Women are also aware of the second-class status they have as a result of their 

internalised ideas and experience that make them believe that men are born to 

have better status than women. Podi (age 54,Badulla) discussed how religious 

stories tell women to be chaste and how the stories paint women as creatures 
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who have no ability to control their feelings. When asked whether there are any 

such stories about men she said there are no stories of men. She said the 

women talked about the same question when they observed Sil at temple. She 

thought the stories were there to scare women and said, 'it is men who do wrong 

but their faults were never discussed. If men don't do wrong, will women pull into 

the same faults? Why do people only write about women's faults? Didn't men do 

wrong at all?' Conversations like this indicates those older women are not 

judgmental and feel some solidarity with the progress of women of today. 

Culturally prescribed behaviour 

Nevertheless, it seems many older women follow the culturally accepted 

behaviour of being religious and ageing gracefully and piously. In Gaya's own 

words, 

So now I am trying to break the ties of personal attachments [ ... ] (as 
prescribed in) Buddhist philosophy and get ready to leave (die) at any 
time. No, it is not a pessimistic thing, leaving it (life) happy, without any 
complications for my children. They understand and I helped them, but not 
be afraid of what is around the corner and that (knowing that she helped 
her children) and the Buddhist philosophy helps me (English) 

Neetha also said she understands that a person develops strong emotions 

because of attachments. She was depressed when she was young but she 

turned to religion to be strong enough to bring up the children. Now she has no 

strong emotions because she had cut her personal attachments to others. Her 

husband still abused her but she could wish him peace in his mind. Podi said 

she is devoted to religion because she is fed up with her life. When thinking of 

her hard life, the sufferings and the deaths of her first two sons, her mother and 



Chapter six: Everything has changed but we adapt 311 

father in law (when she just got married), it reminds her life is not worth living. 

She goes to temple to observe Sil. It seems women find solace in religion to 

forget the sad memories and to gather merits so the next life won't be as bad as 

present life. 

Many writers point out that the ageing is seen in a negative light in western 

societies (Arber & Ginn, 1991; Walker & Maltby, 1997; Phillipson, 1998; Ganon, 

1999). As a result there is an attempt to look youthful. The consumer culture 

produces various manufactures ranging from beauty products to plastic surgery 

to 'avoid ageing.' However, in Sri Lanka, both men and women do not face such 

a situation within the Sinhala community. Buddhism advocates that birth, ageing 

and death are inevitable. Hence the majority does not accept 'try to be young' 

and if an older woman or man dresses or behaves in a youthful way, the 

community looks down upon them. This is expressed in the saying that the 

'monkey tries to climb trees even if it is over sixty years old (' Hata pannath 

wandura gas bada ganna hadanawa'). On the other hand, both religion and 

culture advocates respect for age and seniority. Hence, unlike in the western 

societies older women do not yet feel constrained by having to look youthful. 

Cultural Change and negotiations: 

The western countries started to experience modernity around the sixteenth 

century and as a result the peasant population was transformed into an 

urbanised industrialised population by the end of nineteenth century. 

Modernisation of Sri Lanka did not go through the same phases and, as shown in 
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the fourth chapter, it was introduced to Sri Lanka through colonisation. Today, 

Western societies under going another transformation, which is variously identify 

as post modernity, late modernity or reflexive modernity. As a consequence of 

rapid advance in technology and globalisation the late modern economic, cultural 

and political developments do have an impact on Sri Lanka too. Thus slowly but 

inevitably this brings about changes in the values, ideas and life styles of people 

in Sri Lanka. Hence it is important to understand how older women feel about 

the change because it determines their adaptation into the changing environment 

around them. 

There is a change. When we were small never wore dresses above the 
knee length. We never bathed in public. Never walked alone with boys. 
Without parents or a brother never went even as far as two or three miles. 
It is not so now. Girls even go to Colombo alone. We can see it. There is 
no fear and shame as in our times and everything is open. Men and 
women were together only when they went to bed. But now you can see 
them together even under trees (meaning: couples do not mind being 
together in public). The country has developed too. When I was small I 
thought there were people inside the radio. Then I saw the gramophone. 
I saw the train only after I had two children. 
The home, village, the country, the world, people, even the way of talking, 
dressing and other goods and the furniture is also different. Only except 
for us. But we adapted to this change. And will adapt to tomorrow's 
change. I know the way to talk in the village, how to talk in the town and 
how to talk with ladies or gentlemen (urbanised and educated women and 
men)(Podi, age 54, Badulla/translated) 

There was no school in this interviewee's area at that time and she learned the 

alphabet from the monk in the temple. She taught herself to read and said she 

can read well now. 

The important theme emerging from the last part of this conversation is the 

interviewee's desire to identify with modern changes. The interviews in general 
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show that women welcome the changes and older women from rural areas rather 

like to identify themselves with the 'modern ways of life'. 

In an isolated incident one seventy-three year old interviewee from the same 

area tried to paint a picture that women married in their twenties and marriages 

were monogamous, registered, and long-lasting. According to her children she 

married when she was thirteen, even before attaining puberty, and she was the 

third woman their father had taken. The 'denial' clearly shows her desire to 

identify with the 'modern' and 'civilised' way of behaviour. This is also confirms 

the fact that how the community discarded some practices as 'uncivilised' and 

unacceptable as a result of new ideas and ways that were integrated into the 

community as a result of colonisation and Christianisation. 

Conclusion 

According to a report from the Centre for Women's Research -Sri Lanka (De 

Silva and Kotalawela, 1997), Sri Lanka has the fastest increase in life expectancy 

in the South Asian region. The report also indicates that women's large-scale 

participation in the labour force and the migration of female workers to foreign 

countries reduces the capacity of families to look after elderly people adequately. 

However, women still comprise less than half of the labour force and the 

interviews for this study show women give priority to their role as carers. Hence it 

is highly likely that taking care of older people by the family and children is not 

going to change in the immediate future. The community believes it is a shame if 

one's parents have to seek care in institutions. My interviews show that the 
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majority of women live with their children when they get older. The study 

published by the Centre for Women's Research shows many male and female 

elders who never married tend to seek help in care institutions (De Silva and 

Kotalawela, 1997:87). It also confirmed the fact that traditional ways of taking 

care of older people i.e. living under the care of children is the most sought after 

and preferred way of living when getting old. 

In western societies older women have more freedom to make choices because 

many of them have their own income and property when they retire. They have 

more time and money at their disposal for leisure or they may go into higher 

studies. The accounts of older Sinhala women show that many of them still have 

to earn a living. Since the majority of the present generation of older women did 

not have a proper education their chance of pursuing a higher education is very 

small. 

Hence, compared to the situation in developed countries the majority of older 

people in Sri Lanka depend on their children's economic and moral support. The 

women especially face this situation because the majority of them do not have 

economic resources and they have to rely on family support when widowed. The 

situation for women is not going to change quickly though many women of the 

present generation are engaged in paid work. As discussed in the fourth chapter, 

even when women earn money, they choose is to spend it on their children and 

the family because they believe they should earn money to support the family. 

Hence when they get older the majority of them may not have sufficient funds to 
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take care of their own needs. Therefore, older women lose the independence 

and ability to control their own lives. This was implicitly presented in their 

accounts and as shown earlier women do feel burdened by living with and being 

dependent on their children. Yet they do contribute to families as providers and 

carers. According to the findings of the report of Centre for Women Studies (De 

Silva and Kotalawela, 1997) the main activities of elderly females who live with 

families are household work and looking after grandchildren. However, the report 

also reveals that elderly people are irritated with, boredom, inactivity, and 

dependence on others and being ruled by others has a major impact on their 

lives apart from sickness. This indicates that living with children limit the space of 

older people and it constrains them. 

Though State and nongovernmental organisations provide residential care for the 

elderly, it is mainly limited to providing lodging and food. Moreover it seems the 

conditions of many of these homes are not very satisfactory. The state support 

the maintenance of the elders in many of these homes by paying a monthly sum 

of 150 rupees (= £1). There are some homes run by provincial councils too. 

There are a few institutions that have a section for paying residents or are only 

for residents who pay a fee. The two institutions which admitted paying residents 

charge between rupees 2600 to 3600 per month in addition to other payments. 

The report by the Centre for Women's Research (De Silva and Kotalawela, 1997) 

shows that buildings in many of these institutions are not in a good condition as 

many residents requested repairs to the buildings. The most prominent activities 

for the elders it seems are the routine work provided by many care institutions, 
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cooking and gardening and religious activities. Needless to say, it is women who 

do most of the domestic tasks. Other than the routine work, they engage in 

income generating activities such as making wicks for oil lamps, making brooms 

and lace work or packing joss sticks. According to the same report elders living 

with families or care institutions, not having a sufficient income is a problem for 

the majority of older people in Sri Lanka. It also shows that poverty is a major 

problem for many families in providing care for older people. According to the 

report the older people wished to have an allowance of money and some 

expressed their wish to go back to work 

Earlier Western perspectives on ageing painted elderly people as dependent and 

unproductive members of society. The attitudes and theories of social 

gerontology have changed because of the changing roles of the welfare state in 

late modern societies. Instead of looking to the state to provide care for the 

elderly, positive attitudes have been taken by social research to focus on the 

abilities and needs of the older generation as individuals and not as a 

homogenous group. As Gilleard and Higgs point out, 'while the elision of the 

relationship between physical decline and ageing remains, social gerontologists 

stress the 'artificial nature' of modern society's treatment of older people as one 

that can be overcome' (Gilleard and Higgs, 2000:14). Though the conditions are 

different in Sri Lanka, this chapter clearly pOints out that the older generation is 

certainly not a homogeneous group. Class, gender and urbanlrural differences 

determine their position within the community. Older women are in a more 

vulnerable position because their contribution to the family and economy has not 
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been acknowledged by the community. Therefore there is a need in Sri Lanka for 

a more cultural understanding of ageing, which it seems has not yet happened. 
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Patriarchal bargains are not timeless or immutable entities, but are 
susceptible to historical transformation that open up new areas of struggle 
and renegotiation of the relations between women and men (Deniz 
Kandiyoti, 1991:104) 

My attempt to historicise gender and culture strongly indicate that in keeping with 

Kandiyoti's statement, gendered relations in Sri Lanka were fluid and shifted with 

changes that happen with overtime. However, within the Sinhala community the 

ideas that women are sexually vulnerable and born to be wives and mothers are 

strongly rooted in the 'traditions' which work to maintain women's sexuality and 

identity. Nevertheless my study indicates that women attempt to find strategies 

to cope with and resist their subordination and discrimination, which I would like 

to name as bargaining with patriarchy following Kandiyoti. However, it is an uphill 

task within a community that believes women have behaved the same way for 

two thousand five hundred years of history. In my view, if they had a better 

understanding of the situation they are in, women would find better ways to resist 

discrimination and subordination and to express their desires, hopes and needs 

as individuals. Bearing this in mind I will conclude what my study reveals about 

Sinhala women's lives today. 

The restrictions on Sinhala women imply that the attitude of the community is that 

women are sexually vulnerable. The data gathered for this study show that this 

assumption continues through different stages of Sinhala women's lives. For 

girls and young women virginity must be safeguarded until marriage and thus 
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they are protected against sexual experience and the risk of rape lest loss of 

virginity dishonour the family. However, it does not stop there: fear of sexual 

harassment and rape and the associated shame continue to constrain women's 

mobility. Along with this, the stereotypical attitude that women's priority should 

be the taking care of the family dominates the Sinhala community. Therefore 

women are not seen as individuals who strive for their own achievements but are 

expected to live for others. 

These two ideas are the foundation of the so-called 'correct place' of the Sinhala 

women. Hence the women who control their sexuality and give priority to 

nurturing and caring are considered as worthy of the respect of the community. 

Women are not considered to be equal to men because they are seen as 

sexually vulnerable, weak and not capable of being leaders. This has led to an 

emergence of set of informal restrictions, which control and constrain Sinhala 

women in order to maintain unequal power relations and to reinforce to gender 

difference between men and women. These restrictions were legitimised and 

justified by the community by attesting them as centuries old 'traditions' of 

Sinhala Buddhist culture. 

My findings strongly supports the hypothesis that the 'traditions' that constrain 

Sinhala women today are not centuries old as imagined by the community, but 

the product of late nineteenth and early twentieth century of colonial domination 

and emergent of nationalism. The view of the male nationalist leaders regarding 

women's sexuality and identity did not differ from the view of male colonial rulers 
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in Sri Lanka at the same time period. Yuval-Davis points out people's 'culture 

and tradition' is an essential dimension, which in different national projects 

acquires a significance because it helps to identify people as members or non­

members of a specific collectivity. Gender symbols playa particularly significant 

role in this, because the gender symbols generate gendered relations of power 

and construct manhood and womanhood as well as sexuality (Yuval-Davis, 

1998:23). The articles in Hobsbawm and Ranger (1983) show that inventing 

'traditions' occurs as a response to novel situations and when old ways are no 

longer viable or available because they are deliberately not used or adapted. 

Both these arguments can be applied to the Sri Lankan situation at the time of 

the emergence of nationalism. The nationalist leaders rejected European 

symbols to distinguish Sri Lankans as members of a Sinhala Buddhist nation. 

The structural changes brought by the colonial domination rejected the old ways 

and imposed new ways. However, the nationalist leaders did not reject European 

values and ethics regarding women's sexuality and identity because they were 

compatible with their own ideology of the role of women in the post independence 

period. Hence the idea that 'correct place' of women was actually produced by 

fusing European values and Hindu Brahmin ideologies. The evidence of the pre­

colonial period clearly indicates that fear and shame were not part and parcel of 

the culture. Showing body parts of women would not have been regarded as 

sexually provocative when women did not cover their breasts but adorned them 

with jewellery. Socialising with men was not regarded as a danger. 
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The idea that women are sexually vulnerable may also have been absent48 

because virginity was not tested and sexual relations were more liberal. 

Menstruation was not regarded as a shame as today and women did not try to 

conceal it. The evidence also indicates women did not have an equal place 

against men. However, it is clear that women's sexuality and identity largely 

differed from that of women in the post independence period. 

The Sinhala girl child learns her 'correct' position in the family and community 

through the observation and interactions with the others in family and society. 

The two main institutions that have a huge influence on the girl child, family and 

school, prepare her for future life by introducing disciplines and restrictions, which 

are exclusively constructed to control and constrain Sinhala women's sexuality 

and identity. Attaining puberty is a turning point in a Sinhala girl's life because 

this gives a meaning to the restrictions she has already learned. The girl who 

has attained puberty is considered as potentially sexually active and therefore 

ready to begin an adult life. Hence girls police themselves by following cultural 

restrictions and the family and the community police the girls by naming and 

shaming them as women without 'shame and fear if they are not behaving 

'correctly'. On the other hand, girls are oriented towards marriage and 

domestication by insisting domestic work should be their priority. This process 

varies according to class and urbanlrural differences but the aim is universal. 

48 I do not imply here that women in ancient Sri Lanka were not subjected to 
harassment. However, I argue virginity per se was not a reason for harassment or 
women's self-surveillance of behaviour as in contemporary Sri Lanka. 
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In an article entitled I Alternate space - war against lovers; Sasanka Perera 

discusses the harassment and hostility young lovers face by officials and the 

community for showing affection and intimacy in public. Security officers in public 

parks chase away young couples; in some holy places notices are put to prohibit 

'unmarried couples' entering. He says: 

Often when you ask some of the others, fathers and teachers as well as 
police officers why are they taking a moral high ground with regard to the 
youthful activities of love and intimacy of their children, one tends to get a 
series of common predictable answers. One of the most common of these 
answers is that public expression of intimacy as well as the very notion of 
love is not one of our traditions (Perera, 2002). 

Furthermore, he points out that such ideas were introduced to the society during 

the British colonial period and in pre-colonial Sandesa poetry and folk verses 

notions of sensuousness were freely and creatively expressed, as were ideas 

and expectations of love and intimacy. Most importantly, he points out another 

reason for preventing love and intimacy among youth: to 'properly protect them to 

avoid them getting into trouble'. As he says this is mostly articulated with 

reference to young women. The themes of love and intimacy, sex and 

reproduction are considered as cultural taboos. The findings of this study 

support his view. 

Hence it is clear that the ideas, norms and values that emerged during the 

colonial period as 'tradition' constructed the gender relations of today and 

reinforce and strengthen the unequal power relations between men and women. 

This study shows that women are far behind men in participating in economic, 

political and other social activities though there are no formal barriers. Even 

though women of all ethnic groups comprise 51°,1, of the population in Sri Lanka, 
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underemployment and unemployment of women is higher than that of men. 

Research on employment shows that women still tend to seek jobs in service 

oriented sectors and leave their career to look after family needs. Women have 

internalised the idea of male superiority. 

The life stories have shown that women themselves believe that they have to 

follow the ways the community expects them to follow. As I have already 

mentioned my interviewees assert that they were not 'bad' women to be 

controlled by restriction. Although my interviewees, especially young girls, 

expressed the desire to be smart and outgoing they felt they should not be 

because of the familial and societal views do not approve of such women. 

Women have to 'live up to the myth' of being a 'Sinhala woman' and according to 

what the Sinhala community believes as their 'correct place'. The fear of social 

and familial rejection prevents them breaking barriers. This generates 

ambivalence in women because in the post independence period the political, 

economic and social changes that took place paved the way for women's access 

to modernity. In response to the question how do they feel being a woman all the 

young women said they are happy to be a woman but feel constrained by not 

having the freedom to move, to do things like men do and fear of sexual 

harassment. 

Because the role which the Sinhala community approves for women is that of 

nurturer and carer, women have not understood the full meaning of the idea of 

individuality which is associated with modernity nor that they are individuals who 
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have the right to full fill their own desires. Even though women do want to have 

equal access to spaces other than home, they give priority to home and this limit 

their freedom of choice. This has a detrimental impact on women when they are 

ageing. My study indicates that older women have to earn to support themselves 

and very often the money they earn was spent on the family of the children they 

are staying with. Though they prefer staying with children being dependants is a 

burden for them and it also limits their choices. 

Nevertheless, my research also indicates that women were not totally ignorant of 

the situations they were or are in, and in some cases women reject and resist 

their secondary status. The interviewees accounts point out that resistance is 

covertly expressed in their daily lives by having 'love affairs' or premarital sex, 

flouting the dress code, refusing sexual pleasure to husbands etc. However, the 

rejection and resistance seems not to be widespread. The main reason for this, it 

seems, is that women's internalisation of the existing ideas of 'culture and 

tradition' make them believe that they have to behave according to the 'correct 

place', because this 'correct place' has neither been questioned nor has been 

subjected to critical examination. 

The study also showed that the voices that questioned women's subjugation and 

discrimination against them during the early half of the twentieth century had not 

been powerful enough to convey their ideas to the community. This seems to be 

due to two reasons. First, the ideas and norms that took root in the late 

nineteenth and early twentieth century were well established within the 
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community. Secondly, the media including women's newspapers, constantly 

reintroduce and promote the stereotyped images of women. 

However, after 1975 two main institutions took the initiative to eradicate gender 

imbalance in Sri Lanka, namely the state and the non-governmental 

organisations, including women's organisations, which are funded by 

international aid. The state, as mentioned in Chapter One, made constitutional 

amendments and subsequently established women's bureau and women's affairs 

ministry. The various non-governmental organisations provide the economic and 

social development of women. Raising awareness among women is an agenda 

on the programmes of both the state and the non-governmental organisations. 

However, it seems still these programmes have not achieved their aims. 

A newspaper article entitled 'Women's affairs and bi-partnership' points out that 

the newly elected government in year 2001 has a very little reference to women 

in its manifesto and on International Women's Day it has been said women 

should be accorded their 'nisithena' - appropriate ('correct place') place. Under 

the title basic rights, the government has only said that it shares a 'national plan 

of action with all ministries for the purpose of gender mainstreaming' and about 

drafting legislation for a national commission for women. It also pointed out that 

none of the Women's Affairs Ministers ask questions in parliament regarding 

women's issues and women are not included in the Constitutional Councilor in 

the Peace Process which works to end the ongoing war in Sri Lanka despite the 

appeal of women's organisations (Cat's Eye, 2002). 
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Another state intervention is the introduction of Sex Education to schools, already 

launched in several areas as pilot projects. However, it is regarded sceptically by 

parents and also by teachers. The principal of one of the schools I visited said 

the sex education provokes student to 'experiment' what they leam so she 

opposes it. One of the teachers in the same school who was involved in the 

project in the Badulla area said once some of the officers from the education 

department visited the area and asked the secondary school students to write 

down the questions they would like to ask and most of the questions were sex 

related. The officers said this was the highest number of sex related questions 

they have received in a school. 

Gender and reproduction was also introduced to students from year eight 

onwards under 'health and physical education'. Though the aim is to increase 

awareness among students about the adulthood and myths and truths of it and to 

help them to understand and make choices from the information that pump 

through media and available cultural concepts, it seems these curricula are also 

designed according to the ideas and beliefs of the society. For example in the 

teacher's handbook for year nine homosexuality and having multiple sexual 

partners are identified as 'improper sex habits' (National Education Institute 

1999: 12). The curriculum for year eight shows that children are taught not to 

have a sexual relationship until they get married. In the year ten curriculum, 

'imitating improper fashions' has identified as one bad consequence of close 

friendships with selected friends at school and in neighbourhood. Hence I argue 

that the policy makers at national level instead of eradicating inequality reinforce 
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the ideas, norms and values that prevail in society and therefore gender 

mainstreaming at state level become meaningless. 

327 

It also seems that the women's organisations, which tend to address issues of 

women in Sri Lanka also, not have been able to get rid of such ideas. A study 

done by Peiris on women in local groups show that there is an 'inability' or 

reluctance of people in general to break away from the accepted traditional 

norms of a 'women's place is in the home'. Most importantly, she points out that 

the aims and attitude of the state and non-governmental agencies also do not 

differ from the general attitude of the community. For example, one of the 

objectives listed by a Women's non-governmental organisation was 'improving 

standards of women in the traditional framework of good mothers and well 

behaved disciplined young women' (Peiris, 1993: 13). She also pointed out that 

often men were invited as 'knowledgeable' persons to 'lecture' the grass root 

level women's groups. Her findings show the difficulty of getting rid of what 

women internalised as being a woman. I would like to argue that 'silence' on 

'tradition and culture', which generates such stereotypes, prevent many women 

at grass root level activities from understanding how and why they are being 

oppressed. Hence I reiterate that today it is more important to understand the 

major reasons for inequality rather than pointing out gender differences in various 

areas. 

The feminists and their organisations are also accused of being dominated by 

westernised upper middle class women who aim to profit from foreign funds and 
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do not give priority to Sri Lankan women's issues. The general belief is that they 

try to impose a western ideology, which has no relevance to Sri Lanka. 

Some argue that women's issues struggles should be within the context of 
broader political action that seeks to change the social and political 
system. This is also argued as a necessary pre-condition to eliminate 
sexism. Those who advocate this view often interpret women's issues, 
movements outside such broader struggles as fissiparous of the social 
bases that can and should be organized in such struggles. In Sri Lanka, 
and other South Asian countries, the character of the women's issues 
movement is sometimes supportive of such interpretation. The movement 
is dominated, if not wholly confined to, by bourgeois and petty bourgeois 
women who were attracted by women's issues because it gives them a 
break through in their professions; it is often an "in thing" in the 
"developing strategy game". It also confers a kind of radical chic status on 
these women with social identities not perhaps entirely uncomparable with 
learning to play the piano in colonial times. The performance continues to 
be in the main, in the drawing rooms, and the allegros are in the sparkling 
conversations. To some the perks of travel, participation in international 
seminars, research grants, career advancement, etc. remain additional 
rewards (Casinder et ai, 1982:90-91). 

It is true that women's organisations that were established during the late 

seventies reawakened the interest in gender inequality that prevails in Sri Lanka 

and have worked to develop an equal and just society. However, accusations 

such as noted above seem not without foundation. Swarna Jayaweera, one of 

the prominent women activists and researchers in Sri Lanka notes that: 

'Women's groups have not been able to transcend class and other socio-

economic, socio-cultural, and political divisions in macro society and the value 

systems entrenched interests of these groups, in order to support overriding 

national concerns and issues' (Jayaweera, cited in Keating, 1994:6). 
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I would like to argue that it is largely for this reason is that the work of women's 

organisations is directed at a level that has little relevance to ordinary women of 

Sri Lanka. Many of the research publications are published in English and aimed 

at international and academic attention. Most of the research is limited to areas 

such as development, education, health, law, house maids in the west Asia, 

female workers in the Free Trade Zone, women affected by the civil war, areas 

that generate more interest at international and state level. While conducting my 

research I have not found any consciousness-raising programme on how and 

why gender inequality prevails in Sri Lanka. It seems to me that feminist 

organisations are paying less attention to grassroots activities. For example, one 

prominent women's organisation which has a grassroots women's society in the 

Colombo area near to its own location has confined its work with the society to 

occasional training and guidance sessions. Ama (age 29, Colombo) said she 

interacted with women activists but they did not add anything to her knowledge. 

She joined with some number of prominent feminists to start a movement to raise 

consciousness among women in rural villages. According to her she was sent to 

such areas but they avoided participation. She did not know what she should 

discuss with those women in villages at that time. Later she got to know that the 

feminists started the project just to get funding. 

Kumari Jayawardena states that: 'the most notable thing being public and 
official acceptance of "women's rights" and "women's Public role" and the 
decline (but not disappearance) of obscurantist ideologies which relegate 
women to the private sphere. Along with this, there have been many 
positive developments for women who have achieved distinction in many 
fields" due to the activities of women's groups around 1985-95' 
(Jayawardena, 1995a:396). 
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However, this study shows such 'achievements' are still limited to a small number 

of women in Sri Lanka and ideas, norms and values that have a negative impact 

on women strongly prevail in contemporary Sri Lankan society. Two articles 

published in the Sunday Times, an English broadsheet in Sri Lanka discussed 

the views of men and women in upper class circle on women having equal status 

with men and about feminism. The views of the interviewers and the many 

interviewees show their negative attitudes towards feminism and women having 

equal status. One article starts with 'So what is the image that comes to mind 

when you think of feminists - angry protests crying out against the injustice 

toward their sex? In the West, the early feminist movements and even the on -

going gender wars have been aggressive and often irrational, sending out to the 

forefront the bra-burning, man-hating women and political protesters' (Perera, R. 

and Williams, 2002). The other article shows that men believe women use the 

idea equality selectively for their advantage. It also shows that men believe 

women are biologically inferior to men and their notions that men are the 

'superiors' and 'rulers' (Nasry and Perera, 1999). Out of sixty-six interviewees for 

this study only a few women acknowledged that they know women's 

organisations are operating in Sri Lanka. Nevertheless, when they did refer to 

organisations the names they mentioned are of the organisations which provide 

counselling or work for children, which are not feminist organisations. 

Hence the agencies that work to eradicate gender differences in Sri Lanka have 

to consider the progress of their work in consciousness raising among women 

and find new strategies and procedures which are effective. Because as long as 
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negative ideas of women prevail, they will be detrimental for women and impede 

their progress towards economic, political and social rights and winning 

respectability as equal citizens/human beings. This especially is a necessity in 

the situation where 48,000 women in the North and 25,000 women in the South 

are widows due to ongoing war and the insurrection in the South during 1980s. 

As the opening quotation from Kandiyoti (1991) claims, the unequal power 

relations and secondary status of women are open to change and resistance. 

Despite the beliefs of the community in the continuity of 'traditions' this study 

strongly indicates that traditions have changed, have been modified as a 

concomitant of economic, political and social changes. The older women 

compared their lives to women of younger generations and their reflexivity clearly 

points out that the changes do occur. Though the younger interviewees tended 

to narrate their lives the way it is they also have been reflexive when responded 

to the question 'what do you think of being a woman? Many of them thought that 

their lives were better than those of their grandmothers or mothers because they 

were not being confined to home as the women in older generations had been. 

All my interviewees, including older women, desire to be identified with modern 

ways and would like to benefit from modernity and equal social, political and 

economic participation. As Teruni (age 32, Hambantota) stated 'A girl should be 

allowed to mix with others from her childhood and should be allowed to mix with 

everybody. She should be allowed to do any task, what ever she likes to do and 

participate in any organisation. No matter what ways she uses if she can do it. It 
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is not good blocking her way to stop her (translated). There is a need to grasp 

the reality of women's position: that women perform roles other than being 

mothers and wives and that they are engaged in activities other than domestic 

work, which require them to be outgoing, smart and energetic. My study strongly 

indicates that the Sinhala community needs to understand that it is inappropriate 

to evaluate women within the norms associated with their 'correct place' and they 

entitled to be respected as equally as men. 

The accounts of both young and older women's strongly brought out the tensions 

arising from living in modernity and believing in 'tradition'. As the historical part of 

this study indicates inventing tradition constructed the identity of the 'Sinhala 

woman' today. The influence of invented 'tradition' on deciding contemporary 

womens place in the home and spheres outside the home transcend social 

economic and geographical boundaries. However, as my study shows women's 

experience of unequal power relations and subjugation varies, primarily in 

relation to class and urban/rural differences. Hence in such a situation, as is 

already debated by feminists, attempts to form universal movements to solve 

women's issues will not be fruitful. Earlier studies on Sri Lanka mainly focused 

on gender disparities and in recent years focus has become more wider as 

women began to research on historical developments in constructing gendered 

identities in Sri Lanka. My study has taken a step forward for an understanding 

of the lives of contemporary Sinhala women by both investigating the nexus 

between history and gender and examining the impact of cultural construction of 

the 'Sinhala woman' on Sinhala women's lives in the post independence period. 
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In my contention open discussions on factors which constrain women and how 

and why such constraints prevail will be more effective in raising women's 

consciousness of their subordination and of discrimination against them. Having 

a better understanding that these constraints are culturally constructed will 

enhance Sri Lankan women's agency and their opportunities for resistance. 
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Appendix I: Interviewees from Colombo 

Name Year of birth Marital Status Occupation 

1 Meenu 1976 Single Undergraduate 

2 Priya 1975 Married Undergraduate/teacher 

3 Kaushi 1961 Married Retired 

4 Neetha 1943 Married Retired 

5 Karuna 1947 Widow Cleaner 

6 Saman 1961 Married Business 

7 Gaya 1927 Widow Retired 

8 Nelum 1976 Single Undergraduate 

9 Disni 1982 Single Student 

10 Upuli 1977 Single Undergraduate 

1 1 Upsara 1982 Single Student 

12 Dilu 1983 Single Student 

13 Jeeva 1977 Single Undergraduate 

14 Anu 1963 Divorcee Garment factory worker 

15 Seena 1964 Married Lecturer 

16 Netra 1961 Single Officer in an embassy 

17 Ama 1971 Married Editor 

18 Nelka 1977 Single Medical student 

19 Deesha 1984 Single Student 

20 Amara 1963 Married Retired 

21 Shoba 1977 Married Undergraduate 

22 Amali 1975 Single Undergraduate 
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Appendix II: Interviewees from Badulla 

Name Year of birth Marital status Occupation 

1 kalu Not known Married Farmer 

2 Podi 1946 Widow Was a farmer 

3 Ransi Not known Widow Was a farmer 

4 Chitra 1984 Single Student 

5 Namali 1967 Married Farmer 

6 Punchi Not known Married Farmer 

7 Tamara 1961 Widow house maidl 

farmer 

8 Bimal Not known Married Was a farmer 

9 Seetha 1951 Widow Farmer 

10 Ramani 1961 Married Teacher 

1 1 Taru 1958 Married Farmer 

12 Sumi 1959 Married Housewife 

13 Nimmi 1981 Single Unemployed 

14 Oaya 1959 Married Housewife 

15 Rosha 1984 Single Student 

16 Rasi 1985 Single Student 

17 Oeepa 1962 Married Teacher 

18 Krisha 1953 Widow Farmer 

19 Seela 1959 Married Housewife 

20 Badra 1962 Married Unemployed 

21 Niru 1975 Married Housewife 

22 Sudu Not known (50s) Widow Selling firewood 
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Appendix III: Interviewees from Hambantota 

Name Year of birth Marital status Occupation 

1 Anupama 1973 Single Unemployed 

2 Maduri 1983 Single Vocational trainee 

3 Hansi 1959 Single Self employed 

4 Sriya 1961 Married Housewife 

5 Sandun. 1957 Married Was a house maid 

6 Jaya 1973 Single Secretary 

7 Amila 1972 Married Was a housemaid 

8 Kiran 1978 Single Vocational trainee 

9 Dilini 1982 Single Vocational trainee 

10 Bindu Not known Widow Labourer 

11 Chatu 1978 Married Housewife 

12 Rani 1966 Married Teacher 

13 Teruni 1968 Married Unemployed 

14 Sera 1961 Married Officer in a bank 

15 Geetha 1985 Single Student 

16 Neluka 1980 Single Vocational trainee 

17 Ruwini 1974 Single Unemployed 

18 Asha 1981 Single Student 

19 Loku 1930 Widow Labourer! Shaman 

20 Rosi 1961 Single Technical Instructor 

21 Suneetha 1977 Single Vocational trainee 

22 Samanthi 1984 Single Vocational trainee 
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Appendix IV: Chronology of key events in Sri Lankan history. 

1993 Women's Charter (commitment of state of Sri Lanka to 

eliminate gender inequality) 

1982 Ministry of Women's Affairs was established. 

1978 New Constitution guarantees right of gender equality. 

1975 The United Nations declared the Year of Women. 

1959 Sirimavo Bandaranaike was elected as the world's first 

woman Prime Minister. 

1948 The Independence. 

1944 Free Education Act. 

1942 The University of Ceylon was established and opened for 

women. 

1931 Universal franchise was granted. 

1927 Women's Franchise Union was formed. 

1880 Religious revivalism. 

1892 First female medical student entered the Ceylon Medical 

College. 

1870 The Ceylon Medical College was established. 

1840 Five Girls' Schools started. 

1833 Colebrook-Cameron Reforms. 

1815 Whole Island comes under the British colonial rule. 

1796 Arrival of the British (1796 -1948). 

1638 Arrival of the Dutch (1638 -1796). 

1505 Arrival of the Portuguese (1517 -1638). 

3rd Century BC Buddhism was brought to Sri Lanka. 



Glossary 

Aiyya 

Akka 

Amma 

Anda 

Apala 

Ape 

Apita 

8adu 

8aya 

Bo/ata 

Chena 

Dakwa 

Dasan 

Duwa 

Epa 

Gabada 

Elder brother 

Elder sister 

Mother 

Dressed 

Bad fortune 

Our 

Us 

Goods 

Fear 

Ankle 

Slash and burn field. 

show 

Teeth 

Daughter 

Don't 

Store 

Glossary 

Gaha Tree 

Gei (Gedara) House 

Genu 

Gindara 

Hadanawa 

Hata 

Hatte 

Hamine 

Honda 

Iscole 

Jatiya 

Jara 

Karanna 

Katandara 

Women 

Fire 

Try 

Sixty 

Blouse 

Respectful term of address for women. 

Good 

School 

Nation/specie/line 

Unclean 

Do 

Stories 
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Glossary 

Kiri 

Kramaya 

Lajja 

Lamai 

Mahila 

Mudal 

Nabiya 

Nilame 

Pirimi 

Pitata 

Putra 

Redda 

Salu 

Milk 

System 

Shame 

Children 

Women 

Money 

Navel 

Respectful term of address for upper caste upcountry men. 

Sina 

Samajaya 

Samiti 

Tana 

Wadura 

Wikunanna 

Men 

Outside 

Son 

Cloth wears by women. 

An old Sinhala word for cloth 

Smile/laugh 

Society 

Organisations 

Breasts 

Monkey 

To be sold 
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