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INTRODUCTION

This introduction outlines my motivation in undertaking this study and
summarizes the main questions posed in each of its three sections.
My interest in the more theoretical questions related to power and the
transformations in gender-based hierarchies grew slowly out of my direct
and close involvement with a group of Sri Lankan women coir workers,
living on the south coast of the island. After spending lì years with
them, mostly in one village, assessing the effects of macro-economic
change on their industry and livelihood, I became involved in forms of
action and support related to their lives. This entailed assisting village
women to realize their own vision and ideas on the strategies of organization. The final outcome was the forming of a second, larger, Sri Lankanbased organization, altering and expanding on our initial efforts ten
years ago. During this time I have returned to Sri Lanka annually, for
periods of one to four months. In order to provide the basic information
necessary to develop appropriate strategies of resistance Kamala Peiris
and I carried out research on the (inter)national dimensions of the coir
industry and the various small scale local organizations operating in Sri
Lanka.
As well as writing (non)academic articles, I opted for the medium of
film - once more in cooperation with Sri Lankan friends and colleagues in order to reduce the invisibility of self-employed women operating
within the dynamics of on-going "modernization" of their industry on an
(inter)-national level. We did this for several reasons. The impact of
academic, feminist writings proved too meagre, as we wanted the women's
case highlighted in relation to (inter)national planners and policy-makers
in the industry, and film offered a better opportunity to mobilize and
inform a wider audience. It also provided a means for the coir workers to
discuss their situation with similar groups, and a base for meetings with
women employed in different contexts, for instance in the Free Trade Zone.
These action-oriented activities raised further questions once more.
Analyzing international trade dynamics and the political choices of
governments - in this case what the Sri Lankan government was implementing
in relation to the coir industry - resulted in an inventory of the odds
faced by self-employed women workers, although this level of analysis
seemed only part of the story. Promoting an awareness of the gender-linked
power hierarchies, which left the women workers isolated and vulnerable,
led to the question as to how they had been manouvered into this position
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in the first place. What historical, cultural and ideological determinants
operate in relation to women's work? Why have certain economic activities
developed and survived as they have, on the basis of highly exploitative
and specific types of labour processes?
My attention turned to history and the nature of the current deep-seated
forces confronting women workers and the poorer sections of the population
along the south coast of Sri Lanka. Forces which today have brought about
a situation of suffering from which it seems almost impossible to extricate oneself. It seemed necessary to unravel the roots and structure of this
inequality, in order to develop strategies for dismantling it.
This study is divided into three parts:
In Part I (Chapters 1 and 2) the question posed is how power operates
over vast tracts of time, in a process of gender transformation as observed during the British colonial rule in Sri Lanka (1795-1947).
In Part II (Chapter 3) I look at the existing theories on power. and
attempt to assess which theoretical framework appears the most fruitful
for a deeper understanding of the process of gender transformation. This
leads to a second question on a lower level of abstraction: in which
respects does this framework demand further refinement, or even different
theoretical approaches and concepts?
In Part III (Chapters 4 and 5) the focus shifts from the functioning of
power relations through history to those operating within a given timespan in a specific industry, and I return to my initial motivation for
this wider study, the case of the coir workers. In Chapter 4 the earlier
selected theoretical perspectives on power are scrutinized

for their

applicability to a concrete context providing the opportunity for dialogue
and testing one's insights.
Analysing of the workings of power among living people stimulated a
growing awareness of the constant presence of resistance. Therefore the
last chapter (5) is devoted to an analysis of the forms of resistance
operating in the (micro)context of village coir women; how it operates and
finally, how it can be developed, even by such seemingly powerless people
as the women workers themselves.
Although I present this outline concisely, as is expected in academic
circles, this was not how the study was conceived initially. In reality I
lost myself in reading on the past in attempts to find the threads of the
lives of working class women in Sri Lanka. The original research proposal
was more concerned with economic and political questions and lacked a historical perspective. I found myself throwing it overboard in exasperation
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when trying to trace and pinpoint moments in the long history of the island which may have affected the lives of those in whom I was interested.
Sri Lankan history prior to European colonialism already covers nineteen
centuries of written documentation, while the European colonial involvement with the south coast extends over four centuries, one of the longest
periods of European colonial rule the world has known.
As only secondary sources were available to me on the pre-colonial era and on the subsequent Portuguese and Dutch periods of rule - I could
formulate hypotheses, but never answer the question as to how and why the
process of gender transformation was taking shape in the way it seemed to
do in the various historical epochs. Furthermore, by concentrating on this
vast amorphous past, I feared becoming entangled in the old question on
the origins of gender-based hierarchy. Although the material offered by
Sri Lankan history is very tempting in this respect, I opted for an
attempt to detail and concretize how male-female relations in kinship and
marriage were transformed within a given period and how these transformations were linked to apparently unconnected macro-economic and

social

changes occurring in society at that time.
For a detailed analysis I chose one specific case in order to substantiate the claim made in feminist circles, that European colonialism on the
whole was detrimental to the position formerly held by women in the
colonized societies. If detailed studies are not submitted, in the long
run the feminist claim will be laid aside and fail to be integrated into
the general analyses on the colonial era, thereby, once more, causing the
women's position to remain disconnected and no more than an "aspect" of
underdevelopment, to be attended to once the "main" issues have been dealt
with.
Although in this context I will not elaborate further, it is most
probable that the position of women underwent substantial changes during
the pre-colonial era, leading to a dimning of her presence in the magicoreligious, as well as in the political and military world of the feudal
society which emerged at that time.
References to women's share in warfare and science are made up till the
first century AD (Ellawala 1969: 88) and to their participation in the
religious world as late as the 11th century AD (Gunatilleke 1982), to
mention but a few. (For a further elaboration see Risseeuw, 1987b). During
this pre-colonial period Sinhalese society developed pronounced stratified
characteristics, including hereditary kingship, an aristocracy, a central
religion sanctioned by royalty, military powers, introduction of taxes,
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trade and use of currency. However - in contradiction to Engels's theory the position of women in their families and marriages appears to have
remained relatively untouched during this move towards hierarchy, state
formation and forms of privatized property.
The Portuguese and Dutch made incidental attempts, but it was only under
British colonial rule that the traditional forms of kinship and marriage,
were systematically attacked and subjected to growing degrees of state
control, which in itself was a fundamental break with a tradition where
neither worldly nor religious leaders interfered with marriage and family
life.
In the first two chapters, the question as to why this attack took place
when it did, and how it affected women's access to crucial resources of
land and labour is posed. Access to these resources is closely linked to
the control and disposal of property through kinship and inheritance.
From the perspective of current feminist debates, studies on inheritance
and property may well prove extremely valuable in analyzing how changes in
the so-called "private" sphere of domestic groups are in fact an integral
part of forces operating in society at large, both on ideological and
material levels. Due to increasing landlessness, landownership applied
mostly to women of the privileged classes (Chapter 1), while access to
labour slowly gained more importance for peasant women (Chapter 2). The
question of why this mutation occurred under British hegemony is followed
by a second one, how it took place.
In seeking answers and explanations, I was drawn into a second search
through the available theories on power (Part II). Although women lost out
heavily in their access to resources of land and labour, and, with the
men, found themselves being manouvred into totally different patterns of
kinship and marriage, the striking element of this development was its
apparent lack of conflict. The issue was never that of women losing land,
losing the most profitable sectors of labour and trade; on the contrary,
there always was another issue at stake, which, from the documented
sources, seems to have been perceived as more important than what was
happening to women.
In this second section I contrast theories of power based on conflict
with those on consensus (although I prefer the term acquiescence), and
attempt to analyze the usefulness of these theories in relation to the
process described. Having looked at theories of conflict from positivist,
liberal and marxist perspectives, I was left with a feeling of vaccuum.
The crucial issues in relation to the dimming of female presence in
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kinship and marriage seemed completely untouched by these analyses of
power.
Power was either seen within the sphere of economic and political structures, or as a quality attached to the dominant, in control of the weak,
the latter being characterized by the lack of it. Even tentative questions
in relation to the "matter of factness", the obviousness of the decisions
made seemingly devoid of conflict and struggle, were not asked. Power was
not regarded as a two-way process, often occurring unnamed, transforming
the dominant as well as the weak, while the dimensions of the psychological contract operating between the parties were untouched by the existing
concepts. Women's access to resources had changed very slowly; one step
always appearing to be no more than a logical result of the preceding one.
Thus a further curbing of her rights was achieved without any specific
reference to them. I was drawn to the theories of Gramsci, Bourdieu,
Wertheim, Nandy, Sanday and others, as they seemed to centre on unformulated power struggles.
Confronted with the problem of explaining the "unformulated logic" of a
state of affairs, I realized that it was not easy to avoid being "obvious"
in an attempt to approach the unsaid, the obvious, which appeared to be
such a powerful force in shaping (the changes in) the relationships
between people. This was also my reason for choosing the study's title.
Those elements in human relations which seem too obvious to name and are
in fact left unsaid, have a more far-reaching effect than one realizes
initially. The fish do not talk about the water - it is so self-evident
that they cannot exist without it - further mention is unnecessary.
In how far I manage to answer the questions arising from the workings of
this subtle aspect of power relations, whereby women find themselves
"kissed out of their property", rather than by posing open, violent
struggle (although violence is by no means absent), can be judged in Part
II.
Part III projects these findings on the original situation of field
research. In this context women belonging to the (nearly) landless class,
with their men, face the formidable task of supporting themselves and
their families.
This process began in the colonial era, when not only were sweeping
changes in the structure or landownership enforced, but also male labour
was increasingly drawn away from the villages. Therefore more and more
peasant women found themselves relying on their own abilities to expand on
their traditional avenues of work. Apart from agriculture, one of the main

6
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sources of income along the south coast and even the island in general,
was the coir industry.
Chapter A describes how the position of female workers vis-à-vis their
males was slowly transformed during the last century, when British enterprise gained an interest in the product, and local entrepreneurs adapted
the existing trade to meet the new demands. As will be discussed, the
current plans for innovations in the industry flow logically from the
developments initiated in the 19th century under colonial rule.
An analysis is made of the forms of power faced by the village women
vis-à-vis their traders and their men. Developing Wertheim's concept of
counterpoint. I try to distinguish between an emerged counterpoint on
class and one on gender, the latter having a lesser degree of legitimacy
in the minds of the people and the women themselves.
Also, within this concrete context, I focussed on those operations of
power which go unnamed, which are to a large extent misrecognized, although I do not wish to imply that overt coercion and violence are not
part of village life and gender relations in general. In this context I
draw largely on Bourdieu's theory and discuss the possibilities and limits
of several on his concepts. By highlighting the more subtle workings of
power however, one can discern the constant and multiple forms of (c)overt
resistance, which are undertaken to oppose, or minimize, its effects as
far as possible. From this perspective it is possible to see the women
workers not as passive victims, but, to a large extent as "actors" employing multiform "strategies" (to use Bourdieu's term) and constantly making
choices of which they are both aware and unaware.
The outcome of these insights is contained in a final chapter (5); what
constitutes resistance, how it operates when it remains covert, and why
and when it becomes overt? These closing points are raised tentatively and
only indicate areas of research leading to a further understanding of the
resistance practised by women workers in a village context. In a future
study I hope to further elaborate on the theory of resistance in general.
The proposed strategies expand on those already in existence and remain
closely linked to the women's lives and their current options.
This perspective is not chosen out of a neglect of the powerful macroeconomic and political forces at work, but out of a need to understand
more fully how seemingly powerless people are nevertheless enveloped in a
dynamic struggle to shape their lives according to their own insights, and
secondly from the conviction that further understanding of this process
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must form the basis of a fruitful expansion of their strategies of resistance in the future.

PAKT I

CHAPTER ONE

TRANSFORMATION IN WOMEN'S ACCESS TO LAND AND PROPERTY
DURING THE BRITISH COLONIAL PERIOD

Before describing the changes in access to land and property taking place
among the Sinhalese in Sri Lanka during the British colonial era (1795 1947), I will first outline six premises on which the analysis of this
chapter is based.

1.1

The relevance of kinship and property for the understanding of
gender relations

"Inequality only becomes stable and legitimate as a result of the establishment of property"
(Rousseau 1964: 193)

Property is a relationship between people

In the works of Morgan, destined later to influence the writings of Engels
and Marx, the notion was first developed that kinship relations were
intimately connected with property systems and finally with the mode of
production. Throughout their work "Property is represented by ideology as
a relationship between people and things but is in material terms a social
relationship" (Bloch 1975: 204).
Engels elaborated further on this theme in his thesis that women's
subordination developed through private ownership of property, together
with the monogamous marriage

(1884). Other writers such as Gluckman

(1965), Goody (1962), and Bloch (1975) followed up this basic insight with
the notion that property can only be seen as a relationship between
people, because viewing it as a relationship between people and things
implies a basic contradition in terms.
Although this view forms the foundation for much research done on property, little systematic attention has been directed to a specific analysis of the position of women in relation to property. An exception is
found in the reader edited by Renée Hirshon (1984), which also follows the
basic premise that property relations are relations between people.
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Cultural limitations of the concept of property and the notion of the
individual

In Hirshon's reader, Strathern underlines as a category of analysis the
cultural limitations of the concept of property. She stresses how in the
West the ideas about property are intimately tied up with the development
of capitalism and the concept of a commodity. Thus property is seen as a
value commodity which can be transferred between legally structured individuals. This implies the further premise of an individual having defined
rights vls-a-vis others and of conceiving property as consisting of
things, an idea which is far from universal.
Whitehead discusses how Marx dealt with the concept of the person, contrasting feudal and capitalist society, and emphasizes the social character of property. She cites Pashukanis (Whitehead 1984: 179), who stresses
Marx' analysis of every right being conceived as a privilege in the feudal
world, and how the feudal epoch lacked any concept of a formal legal
status accorded to all citizens.
In capitalism, property basically means the freedom to transfer capital
from one form to another. Therefore capitalism requires an assertion of
the individual's rights against all other individuals. The corresponding
lack of this right for other individuals likewise becomes a reality. Thus
to a growing extent

property becomes an object divorced from social

relations.
This transformation of the concept of property was accompanied by a
similar transformation in the legal concept of the person: "At the same
time therefore that the producer of labour becomes a commodity, and the
bearer of value, man acquires his capacity to become a legal subject and a
bearer of rights" (Strathern 1984: 179). Whitehead continues by stating
that the development of the concepts of property

and person can be

characterized by their degree of individuation within social relations,
but that whichever economic system described, women's capacity to act as
fully

independent subjects in relation to property, or as individuals

having rights, is always more curtailed than that of men. She locates
kinship and family systems as one of the major areas where this unequal
position of women vis-a-vis men is constructed.
Although insight into the development of the two concepts of "property"
and "person" within capitalism are important for understanding the process
of change undergone by Sinhalese women during the 19th century, the ge-
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nerallty that women have always had an unequal position in relation to
property might be premature.
The need of historic analysis
This study emphasizes the value of historical analysis, which, in a
specific social context, enables one to understand how changes came about
In relation to women's access to the fundamental production resources of
land, labour and trade. Pinpointing kinship as one of the important areas
at the root of the dimunition of her access to resources relates back to
the idea that property implies a relationship between people, rather than
between people and things.
The false distinction between the private and the public sphere
The fourth premise is that the changes in the economic system, in this
case the introduction of capitalism into Sinhalese society, had farreaching effects on nearly every aspect of people's lives; on family,
marriage; parent child relations and even on the expression of love,
affection, sexuality and friendship. This premise questions the tendency
in feminist literature to conceptualize "public" and "private" domains as
separate entities, which should be studied in isolation.
The theoretical problems which emerge from this analytical separation
have been discussed by Beechy (1978) and Harris (1981), who stress the
interrelationships between production and reproduction and the need to see
them as part of a "single process". Studies on inheritance and property
may prove valuable in analyzing just how changes in the so-called "priva
te" sphere of domestic groups are an integral part of forces operating in
society at large, both on economic and ideological levels.1
Conceptualization of property
A fifth point is that one has to consider the linking of the two features
of the social order conceptually distinguished as the material and the
ideological (Bloch 1975: 211). Bloch also refers to this distinction in
comparing his work with that of Leach (1961). He claims that Leach speaks
about a village-based irrigated rice-cultivation in Ceylon, while the
1) A зіліііаг point is made by Hirshon 1984: 5.
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latter argues that kinship and property are much the same, or in other
words, that kinship is a way of talking about property. Bloch goes a step
further and sees the conceptualization of property as already within the
sphere of ideology. The relevance of this additional step is found in the
realization that property can be misrepresented by the terms in which it
is described, in the sense that the lack of access of some community/family members to it can already be Justified in the terms used to describe
it. In his own words:

While Leach talks of property as though it equalled a
mode of production, I see it here as already part of the
superstructure. For me, property in these systems is already "talking about" production and indeed misrepresenting it. The link between property and kinship is between
two aspects of the superstructure, not between the superstructure and the infrastructure (Bloch 1975: 211).

This view is relevant from the perspective of Sinhalese women as will be
described in the first two chapters. They were literally "talked out of
their property" (and later their need of paid labour), not only by male
interests, but also by the altered content of concepts used to identify
"property" and "person" (and female worker) in the first place.

The concept of gender transformation

The final point to make is that it is too limiting to isolate changes in
the position of women from those undergone by men in the same period. The
dynamics of change in the position of women and men would be better understood by introducing the term "gender transformation". This term Implies
that through macro-economic and social change, women and men find themselves in changed positions vis-a-vis each other, both in society at large
and on the micro level of family and interpersonal relationships. Secondly, their conception of themselves and their sex is similarly subject to
change, which validates the use of the term gender over that of sex.
Untili now research on the history of family, love and sexuality within
Western societies has formed the main theoretical basis for assuming such
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changes have indeed taken place.2 Due to lack of data and also due to the
orientation of the historians themselves, such analyses on gender transformations have not yet been carried out on a large scale in other
societies.

1.2

Transformation in access to land and property during the British
colonial period

Limitations of sources

In order to trace the slow and subtle changes in women's access to
property and land one has to place this information in the perspective of
changes brought about by British colonial legislation in relation to
marriage on the one hand, and policy of land ownership on the other. The
first problem in doing so is the lack of original sources of customary
law, forcing one to rely on descriptions and analyses made by (male)
British colonial writers and representatives. Nevertheless, due to the
changes of outlook in Europe at this time, the quality of these writings
is much higher when compared to those of former colonial periods.3
A second problem is that there was no uniform law in relation to
marriage, succession and property on the island, either before or after
the arrival of the colonial powers. Apart from the so-called "Common Law",
which applied since the Dutch period to areas under their control, one
finds different legal systems among the Muslim community, the Kandyan
Kingdom, the Uva and Sabaragammuwa provinces and food gathering communities of the Veddhas; while, in the Tamil community, marked divergencies
are noted between the laws for the Jaffna and Batticeloa areas.

2) See Watson's "Approaches to the history of the Western family 15001914" (1980), for an overview of the various theoretical approaches to the
phenomenon of change in this field. He describes the three main approaches; the so-called "demographic"; "sentiments" and the "household economics" approach. Although all three approaches differ in their understanding of how this process of change took place, all agree on the reality of
the change.
3) Writers who have been the most successful in giving a lucid picture of
the laws are D'Oyly (1835), Davy (1821), Hayley (1923) and the translation
of the original Kandyan laws named the "Nita Nighanduva" (Le Mesurier,
1880).
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Further; due to the alien nature of the imposed colonial law, differing
interpretations arose between the law as formulated by the colonial power
and followed to a certain extent by the elite associated with this power,
and law as practised by the majority of the people on the island. This
reality remained profoundly infused with "traditional", and later added
Hindu, concepts. The only access to this reality із formed by reports by
colonial administration noting divergencies in the colonial law in their
areas of control; law court proceedings and research literature.
One final factor worth mentioning remains. Nearly all European writers
of this period, and especially the colonial administrators, relied heavily
on Sri Lankan informants for their information. Usually these informants
were male and drawn from the local privileged classes. It remains open to
question how far their analyses tallied with the practices of the local
people. Further, instances are found where these informants gave contra
dictory statements and seemed to have adapted the colonial ideology of the
time to their own interests, thereby facilitating their absorption into
the power structure. This strategy resulted in the deterioration of the
traditional laws, especially in relation to the position of women. Before
analysing in detail how this process took place, I will first give an
overview of how the traditional law systems appear to have operated in
relation to marriage, inheritance and property of land. I will concentrate
on the Sinhalese traditional customs and emphasize the consequences for
women within this system.

1.2.1

The traditional laws on marriage and inheritance

Marriage
This section will look at marriage from the perspective of land and
property. The British investigators were confronted with traditional forms
of marriage which conflicted deeply with their own concept of lifelong
monogamous matrimony, controlled by law and sanctified by the church.
Instances of polygamy were found, not only among Muslims but also among
Sinhalese sections of the population. Secondly, polyandry was common, not
only in areas where colonial control had been weak (Uva, Sabaragammuwa) or
had been recently installed (Kandy), but also in areas like the South West
of Sri Lanka where the Portuguese morality and later the Dutch laws had
operated actively against these forms of marriage (Tambiah 1979: 267/8).
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A further conflict with the British ideology was that several forms of
marriage seemed to occur simultaneously. Thus a man could be a husband in
a polyandrie family unit, while separately he had another wife in a
monogamous relationship. Also group marriages were found where several
brothers and sisters were married jointly. The most confusing element of
these marriages, in the eyes of the British (males), was the fact that in
such systems male parentage remained uncertain. As an explanation for the
source of this practice, Hayley (1923: 164) bases himself on McLennan,
who hypothesizes the origin to have come from the custom of

tracing

descent through females. The tracing of descent through males is then seen
as a later development

Which is not found until the polyandrous marriage is
restricted to brothers, when, although the paternity
remains unknown, the genes of the family are clear, all
the possible fathers being of the same genes (Hayley
1923: 164)

As further evidence on this point he notes similar practices found among
some of the Veddhas and among the Mukkuwas of Batticeloa, while it was not
unusual for children of "modern" Binna marriage to take their mothers
family name (Hayley 1923: 165).
Anticipating the laws of succession, examined in the next section, he
further notes how according to writers like Sawers and Armour

Females are preferred to males in the remoter degrees of
inheritance, a fact which is difficult to explain, except
on the supposition that in earliest times the rule of matrilinea! descent prevailed (Hayley 1923: 165)

Within these marriage systems a further differentiation was made traditionally. The Sinhalese recognized two forms of marriage related

to

residence and access to property of the family of the respective spouses.
The first form was called Diga* marriage, where the husband conducts his
bride to his own house or that of his parents, and she becomes, as long as
the marriage lasts, a member of his family. In the second type of marria-

*) Spelled "Diga" or "Deega" by different writers.
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ge, called Blnnap, the system is reversed and the husband is taken into
the family of the bride and under certain conditions can make use of the
land belonging to his wife's family. This latter

system of marriage

struck the male colonials particularly due to the meagre position of power
allotted to the male, which is comparable to that of the wife in "the
usual type of alliance in a patriarchical system" (Hayley 1923: 19Д).
According to Hayley "he continues throughout the alliance in a subordinate
and somewhat humiliating position" (ibid.), to quote but one of the
subdued negative comments of British writers. Their surprise was augmented
by the husband's insecure position, as he was liable to expulsion at any
time by his wife or her parents, or by her brothers if he was brought in
by the latter after the parents' death. If the marriage was arranged by
the bride's parents, on their decease her consent to the dissolution of
the marriage was necessary. In this case the children belong to the wife's
family and may take on their mother's "Gê-name". Furthermore, the daughter
may have a husband brought to her on her father's property or on her
mother's (Hayley 1923: 194). 6
Another aspect irreconcilable with the ideology of the colonizer was the
lack of registration and "any particular ceremony" (Hayley 1923: 194) of
marriage, which seemed to become a reality, "on the intention of the
parties and their parents only" (Hayley 1923: 194). Traditionally the
state did not interfere in marriage relationships, which fell within the
family sphere. Marriage seemed to be ruled by three conditions only:

-

The parties must be of the same caste (with the exception that a woman can marry

slightly above her

caste).
-

The partners must be within the proscribed degrees of
relationship.

5

) Spelled "Binna" or "Beena" by different writers.

°) According to "Common Law", as first formulated by the Dutch, this form
of marriage did not exist and was not legal (Jayawardene 1952). Governors,
schoolmasters and preachers regularly complained bitterly of people "living in sin", but unfortunately do not specify what this implied. It could
refer only to non-registration of marriage, while all marriages were
assumed to be along "Diga" lines. Therefore the system of Binna marriage
comes to us as a "typical Kandyan form of marriage", which survived
British legislation, although gradually diminishing in frequency. Again it
is noted as the older form of marriage of the two, and said to be used in
the "present day" chiefly to control the devaluation of property of
either parent of a daughter (Hayley 1923: 194).
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-

The partners must have cohabited with the intention of
forming a definite alliance.

Further, the consent of the parents and relations was necessary and in the
case of chiefs of high rank, the consent of the king (Hayley 1923: 175).
This latter requirement is most likely a later form of Hindu influence, in
view of the fact that adultery committed with the queen was viewed as high
treason, resulting in punishment by death.
The lack of state and religious control struck the British, unlike the
earlier Portuguese and to some extent the Dutch, as vague, due to the
development of marriage as a legal system embedded within state control
which had gradually taken place in Europe (see also Goonesekere 1984).
Because of their own conceptions of civilized and primitive peoples,
coupled with a theory of development and progress, they noted what was
termed a "curious anomaly" (Hayley 1923: 174)

Although the status of the wife is one of great importance, conferring on her substantial rights in her husband's property after his decease, and in spite of the
fact that persons of good caste and position display a
keen concern in the prevention of any kind of mesaillance,
whereby the fair name of the family may be degraded, there
was nevertheless, prior to recent legislation on the subject, a remarkable vagueness of ideas with regard to the
inception, maintenance and dissolution of matrimonial alliances (Hayley 1923: 174).

In the eyes of the British, who in Sri Lanka were in the process of adapting the Dutch marriage law to a more "enlightened" form in which a wife
could again hold her own property (unlike the Dutch law on "community of
property") and prosecute another woman for having committed adultery with
her husband

(unlike the Dutch law, which only recognized this law in

relation to the husband being able to claim damages from another man in
this context), the original Sinhalese system carried an exceptionally high
degree of female rights of which "primitive" peoples were

previously

considered to be incapable. In the process of extending the women's rights
of divorce as formulated by the Dutch, the British administrators were
again confronted by the traditional conditions of divorce which were far
more liberal and potentially advantageous to men and women than their own
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new proposals would be. Traditionally a divorce was a private family
affair, arranged by the two spouses and their respective families. It was
not a very shameful affair, as it occurred frequently and was relatively
simply arranged. Knox noted this in 1681 (Knox: 1911), while reports of
Government Agents indicate how regularly they were confronted with people
coming for divorce after the British law required state intervention in
this matter. Although writers as Hayley and R. Peiris, who elaborated on
the traditional marriage system, in which divorce was relatively easily
obtained, both stated that "mutual consent" was at the root of the frequency of divorce, together with laws on separate property of both
spouses.
Acting Judge Berwick (S.P. No. 10: 1864) disagreed strongly with part of
this argument, and stated that divorce was facilitated not by "mutual
consent", but by "consent of either party". It is highly likely when
viewing the overall system that Berwick was right and this sheds new
light on the character of the reforms the British were later to introduce.'
Traditionally, in the case of severe conflicts, the option existed to
involve the local council, named Gamsabháva (N.N. 1880: 21) as a neutral
third party. At the root of the simple divorce procedures lay a sound
economic basis on which the marriage customs were founded. Each spouse
remained in control of his/her property and clear rules existed on the
division of property acquired jointly during the union. Furthermore,
ideally both partners retained strong emotional and economic links with
the respective families, whose members could support
family members in

their

divorcing

obtaining their rights. These rights implied also that

a divorced wife could reclaim her dowry and any additional (im)movables
settled by the wife's parents upon her husband as his absolute property
while the marriage lasted (Hayley

1923: 287). Rules were laid down

concerning children, of whom the daughters usually remained with the
wife's family, while the sons were appointed to the husband's family.
In this system the right of alimony need not be highly developed, as
both parties have legally comparable securities in the form of property
rights and freedom to demand divorce. Unlike the later developed European
law systems, the traditional divorce laws further recognized the condition
of the voluntary decision of either party as an acceptable basis for
divorce, which especially conflicted with the European concept of lifelong

7) See further section: "Period of actual change and debate on effects".

TRANSFORMATION IN LAND AND PROPERTY

21

matrimony, and subsequently came under frequent attack during the imposition of British divorce legislation. Nevertheless traditionally some
claims of alimony were formulated In specific cases. If a marriage was in
Diga, and the wife was pregnant at the time of divorce, "she could claim
alimony, according to the circumstances of the husband" until the child
was old enough to be delivered to him; unless she married again, in which
case her right ceased after six months (Hayley 1923: 288).
Similar agreements of longer duration were made "in cases of infants not
yet weaned or left to the mother's care for longer periods".° This
obligation was attached equally to the joint husbands. A Binna husband
could not be bound to alimony in case of divorce, unless he left his
family of his own accord (N.N. 1880: 26). Hayley assumes this rule was
made to avoid destitution of his spouse and children, because in this case
he forfeited his rights to claim his children at a later stage. If a wife
leaves her husband of her own accord, against her husband's wish, or is
expelled for bad conduct, she has no right to alimony. If, on the other
hand, a husband leaves his wife without her consent, she is entitled to a
"suitable award for clothing". For subsequent support she must depend on
her relatives, unless she becomes entirely destitute in which case she can
claim maintenance from her husband or from his estate (N.N. 1880: 30).
Although these traditional laws bear the stamp of a far greater equality
of rights between the spouses than either the Dutch or the British law
systems allowed, the respective positions are not entirely equal. The "bad
conduct" clause is not mentioned in relation to the husband and, secondly,
the concept that babies and small infants should be cared for by their
natural mother and not by their father or by his female relations seems to
have been prevalent.
Although adulterous relationships were not sanctioned severely and to
some extent it was customary for men to offer their women to a male
visitor, a woman was never allowed to mate with a man from a lower caste.
In this case, safeguarding her family against pollution, through her womb,
was a private family affair in the hands of males, who had the right to
kill her and/or the man. It is probably in this light that term "bad
conduct" in relation to women should be interpreted.
From this discussion a second element emerges: a woman never fundamentally left her family to marry and always maintained emotional and

°J The customary maintenance, according to the Niti Nighanduva was four
amunans (Hayley 1923: 26) and two pelas of paddy and two pieces of cloth
per annum for each child.
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economic ties with it. Basically this gave her a greater independence than
any system which required her to join her in-laws completely. In the next
section I will briefly describe the rules in relation to adoption,
legitimacy and guardianship in order to indicate how the concept "family"
tended to be wider than the later introduced European model. Then I will
continue with the laws of succession, where it becomes evident that the
Europeans not only operated from basically differing concepts, but also
received contradictory information from their Sinhalese male informants.

LegitimacY and adoption

Closely related to the, by British standards, "vague" rules on marriage
and divorce, were the traditional concepts on legitimacy of offspring.
According

to Hayley

(1923: 200) "the boundary between legitimacy and

illegitimacy of birth was not clearly defined". He summarized the situation in traditional law as consisting of three categories, which he terms
as "legitimate", "semi-legitimate" and "illegitimate". Legitimate children
were those born from a "lawful" marriage; in case of Diga, becoming
members of the father's agnatic family, entitled to all rights of maintenance and inheritance; in the case of Binna, they were members of their
mother's family. In either case though, the children acquired rights in
the estates of both parents.
Hayley further notes that it is extremely unlikely that a category of
"adulterine bastards" was distinguished, meaning offspring from a man
other than the legal husband(s). The introduction of the concept "bastard"
into the marriage legislation was an issue which led to great debate among
the British officials. Each child was accepted as legitimate unless the
husband immediately expelled his wife and repudiated her child on the issue of adultery. In cases of polyandrous marriages each husband was considered a co-father, although non-access might be proved (N.N. 1880: 9).
Semi-legitimate children were those born, not "out of wedlock" but of a
man of lower caste than the mother, or those born out of unions without
the parents' consent

(Hayley

1923: 201). Such children were usually

entitled to succeed in degrees varying according to how far they were, or
were not, also fully legitimate children of other relations.
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The offspring of an incestuous union or the issue of a man by a low-caste
woman, contrary to the wishes of his parents were considered illegitimate.
They were not entitled to any part of the paternal estate.9
Thus, from the angle of traditional concepts on legitimacy, the requirement of biological descent from the father is far less pronounced than in
the later introduced British legislation. Conversely,

the concept

of

family - implying that every child born must have some means of existence - is given greater emphasis^. The only exception being for a child
born out of an non-recognized union of a man with a woman far below his
caste, in order to safeguard his estate. The child in this event can only
claim inheritance from his mother's property.
The case of adoption bears witness again to the traditional importance
of the family, in this instance in its connection with the ownership of
land. According to Hayley, there is a continuous tendency of land to
revert to the family from which it originally came. Only in the absence of
direct descendants or any "worthy of bearing it's name", can property pass
out of the last owner's family. For women this can lead to constructions,
in which she is forever part of two families after her marriage. Thus, if
she marries in Diga (according to Hay ley) her claims to the

family

property are settled by her dowry, after which she loses all further
claims. Here we enter the field of controversy, as several reports state
(Hayley also) that in the case of a marriage failure a woman can return to
her family of origin and reclaim her share.
In a sense this custom returns in the form of adoption, or as Hayley
puts it, through typically British eyes, "by artificial means" (1923:
166). For example, if the father remains without further issue and his
daughter's Diga marriage is annulled, he can, when she returns to his
home, marry her in Binna, in order to obtain her offspring to inherit the
estate. A father or a mother may adopt a child of either sex for the same
purpose. These customs point to an older, more flexible system, in which
both sexes have a more balanced degree of power than that introduced.

9) By this time a union between brother and sister was considered incestuous (Hayley 1923: 178), although in pre-Buddhist culture this type of
union was even preferred.
10) Only in 1987 when a thorough study on the Sri Lankan law reviewed this
narrowing of the parent-child relationship, would a plea be made to readjust the current common law to meet the more humane perspective of the
former customary lav (Goonesekere 1987).
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Intestate succession

The equality of division amongst children is one of the
cardinal points of the Sinhalese rules of inheritance

is one of the opening lines of Hayley's analysis of Sinhalese law of
succession (1923: 330). According to him the only suggestion that the
eldest should be in any way preferred is found in the Niti Nighanduva and
refers merely to the common practice of assigning the family mansion to
the eldest son out of respect for his seniority (N.N. 1880: 66).
Also the lack of the concept of a male head of family is stressed:

there is however

in Ceylon at the present day little

trace of any patria potestas as it existed amongst the
Romans. Although great respect is paid to the father, the
sons are in no way legally subject to his power. Both sons
and daughters can acquire property for themselves, and
are entirely free from their parents' control in matters
of property and contract (Hayley 1923: 169).

Such statements emphasizing the equality of sexes in degrees of access to
land and property are repeatedly uncovered by the British analysis of
traditional law. Hayley also states that primogeniture has no place in the
system (Hayley 1923: 368), and D'Oyly points out that there is no concept
of community of property between spouses in either a Diga or a Binna
marriage (1835: 128). The so-called "associated marriages" (polyandroua),
coupled with polygamous or successive unions on the part of one or more of
the associated husbands, led to a considerable intricacy of division, but
could nevertheless "be reduced to a few simple rules" (Hayley 1923: 444).
This was ascribed mainly to the "exceptional unanimity among the authorities and on the abundance of clear illustrations".4 What emerges from
the above is that several British scholars more or less grasped a system
of inheritance which fundamentally differed from their own on issues of
equal rights between sexes, spouses, and the intricacy of such laws in
relation to polyandrous unions and/or several subsequent marriages.

11) Examples can be found in Hayley and D'Oyly, but will not be discussed
further in this context.
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All their information was obtained from local chiefs, who proved to be
lucid and unanimous on these issues. Nevertheless, when reading the
British sources, certain biases are apparent. Hayley, Sawers, D'Oyly in
general tend to refer to marriage thereby giving the impression of one
system, which was at least dominant if not the only, form. But they are
usually referring to Diga marriage, while tacitly assuming that it
concerns a monogamous union lasting a lifetime. Again, it is often assumed
that men held sole power in arranging the marriages of their children,
brothers and sisters. When discussing marriage transactions the terms
"parents" or "father" are used indiscriminately, while it is only seldom
mentioned that it was a joint decision of the mother and father. D'Oyly,
citing Sawers (1835: 122) clearly contradicts the view of pure male
decision making:

The only daughter of a deceased Brother or Sister, having
had a Binna husband is entitled to her Parents' share of
the family estate, nor does she lose her right to such a
share by being married in Deega, unless she shall have
been given away in Deega marriage by her Grandfather or
Grandmother - in which case she would lose her right of
Inheritance - but her being so given away by her Uncles
would not deprive her of her right of Inheritance in the
Grandfather's or Grandmother's Estate, provided she shall
duly perform the Public Service of Rajakarlya.^2

All scholars were aware of other forms of marriage, but they tended to
describe them briefly, almost as an aberration of the main system, rather
than several forms of an integrated system (for example D'Oyly 1835: 104).
Statements on "Binna marriage" are repeatedly presented as remnants of an
"older" or even "ancient" system, occurring less frequently during their
time, the implication being that it will disappear in future. The actual
proportions between Binna or Diga marriages will for ever remain unknown,

12) This citation also sheds light on the women's rights to hold land on
the basis of Rajakariya, usually described as a traditional male duty by
the European colonizers. The Portuguese, like the Dutch, reverted such
service lands back to the Crown, in case of no male issue. From D'Oyly's
study, carried out two centuries later however, it is clear that while
women could not actually perform Rajakariya, they could discharge this
obligation by payment or delivery of labour by others. D'Oyly returns to
this point more coherently (1935: 45).
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but it is evident that this approach gradually and subtly "talks this form
of marriage out of the system", on paper at least. In this context it is
interesting to take another look at the rights of a widow.

The rights of a widow

When describing the position of a widow the British writers tended to
assume she is a widow from a Diga marriage. Here one sees the conflict
between the two principles of the Sinhalese traditional law systems:

-

The right to maintenance for all in the family.

-

The desire to keep property within the family.

As women held substantial rights to dispose of their own property, both of
paraveni land (ancestral land) and acquired lands or property, in principle this could lead to a situation where a widow could alienate her
husband's lands from his family by giving them to her children, e.g.
daughters who would marry into another family. How often this occurred in
reality we will never know, but it is relevant that the English writers
repeatedly pointed out that the Sinhalese informants remained vague or
contradicted each other on this point." Apparently either this form of
female inheritance was more difficult to explain to British authorities,
or there was a greater reluctance to do so.
It could well be that much of the confusion arose from the British civil
servant's inability to think in terms of Binna and Diga marriage when
posing his questions, thereby confusing the issue. But this was not always
the case, so the question remains why the informants were so contradictory
in the widows' case, while they managed to put across the - for the British - complex system of inheritance from polyandrie unions.
According to Sawers, when a man dies intestate, his widow and children
are his immediate heirs. Although she has the chief control and management
of the landed estate of her husband it is only a form of life interest, as
after her death it is divided amongst sons and Binna married daughters
(Hayley 1923: 348).
According to Niti Nighanduva, on the dissolution of Binna or Diga
marriage, a wife can - if she remains living on her husband's estate -

13
) See D'Oyly (1835: 110, 112, 113, 115). Hayley (1923: 347) who cites
such unclarities also in Sawers, Nita Nighanduva and Armour.
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assume control over his landed and other property, up to the extent of
being able to claim any portion of it, provided the husband has no
relation worthy of preserving his name (N.N. 1880: 27). If there are
descendants worthy of his name, she will receive movable property, but not
the ancestral lands, although she still has possession of them during her
lifetime (N.N. 1880: 91).
Armour's view differs in that he asserts that a widow was entitled to
receive a portion of the produce of her husband's paraveni (ancestral
lands), or if acquired property, has a life interest on the whole of it
but was never allowed to dispose of it. Later he says she may only have
temporary use of the deceased's landed property - not for life, but till
the heirs (children) are authorized to possess it (Hayley 1923: 352).
Tumour (D'Oyly 1835: 107) obtaining his information not from Kandy but
Sabaragammuwe, (which had relatively little colonial influence) states
that,

the legal wife of a landed proprietor succeeded to the
whole of the husband's estate, if he died intestate or
without issue, although he might have left brothers and
other kin.

He also states (1835: 108) that in the case of a portion of land being
assigned to the widow (one half or one quarter)

she had the power to dispose of it by sale or otherwise
in perpetuity, as long as she had not formed a subsequent
Deega marriage.

A Diga marriage did however, not discredit her as such, as she had the
right also to dispose of such land before and because she was going to
contract a Diga marriage. Tumour's statements go farthest in favouring
women's land rights, although they also suffer from the lack of distinction between Diga and Binna.
The "confusion" makes the British move to unify the law seen logical.
According to Hayley the first instance was in a court case in 1861 - in
which the Supreme Court said:

The general rule is that it is time that a widow has only
a life interest in the estate of the deceased husband, but
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then she is supposed to have chief superintendence and
control of the whole estate for life (1923: 352)

Before this the widow had been accorded a definite share of the estate in
previous proceedings (1923: 352). By 1907 the emphasis had shifted again:
"It may now be regarded as settled law:
a. That the widow has a life interest in the acquired property,
b. That she has no life interest in the paraveni" (Hayley 1923: 354)
Hayley adds in a footnote that apparently no distinction is made between a
Binna and a Diga marriage in this respect. The only exception to this new
rule was formed by her right to manage and control the whole estate as
administratix or as guardian of her minor children (1923: 356). From this
point on the discussion shifts to determining her rights of maintenance/
support from her husbands' ancestral lands and property. This right
remains even if she has (substantial) property of her own (Hayley 1923:
357. Armour 1860: 26), or if she remained barren.
According to the Niti Nighanduva this right was only accorded on the
basis of her remaining on her husband's premises (N.N. 1880: 29). Later
Hayley mentions more conditions such as being "guilty of glaring profligacy or squandering of property" (Hayley 1923: 359). Nevertheless, exceptions to the new rule keep appearing. According to the Niti Nighanduva "if
there is no nearer relation than a sister's grandson, the wife will be
allowed a life estate on the paraveni also" (N.N. 1880: 92. Hayley 1923:
362), which is contradictory to earlier statements (no relations worthy of
preserving his name and lands).
In Sawers and Armour further exceptions are mentioned of cases where the
widow is entitled to her late husband's entire estate. It would take too
much space in this context to examine each of these cases: for the
argument however, it is important to note Hayley's conclusion, based on a
description of these exceptions;

It is submitted that in cases of doubt like this, the
soundest course is to adopt that view which restricts
rather than which enlarges the widow's interest.
"It is clearly most in accordance with the spirit of the
law to keep property in the family as far as possible,
and, so long as the widow is well provided for during her
life, there can be no equity which calls for an enlargement of her interest so as to enable her to transfer the
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land to her own or a second husband's family" (Hayley
1923: 368)

He nevertheless ends this paragraph with an example of a court case In
1916 where a cousin's widow was still preferred to her deceased husband's
niece, his brother's child.

1.2.2

Conclusion

The previous pages have given an outline not only of the framework of the
"traditional" Sinhalese marriage and divorce system in Sri Lanka, but have
illustrated how changes were effectuated in the legal position of women as
a result of the colonial legislation.
The fact emerges that, due to the elaborate law systems already existing
at the time of the arrival of - in this case - the British in Kandy, plus
the protection such systems received from a powerful local elite which the
foreign power could not totally circumvent, actual changes only took place
slowly during a long period of confusion and contradiction.
In areas where the local elite did not uniformly oppose these changes
they encountered less resistance and possibly were in accord with the
adjusted interests of the elite concerned. The overall land policy of the
British entailed alienation of land on a large scale from its original
(multiple) owners in order to facilitate the economic exploitation of land
in the form of plantations (Waste Land Act, Ordinance no. 12: 1840. See
also 1.4).
This policy necessitated the simplification of the Sinhalese laws of
Inheritance. In the traditional system no secret will was recognized and
it was customary for a parent to speak his/her will on the death bed,
based to a large extent on the amount of care received from the children.
This system obviously kept matters pending over far too long a period when
viewed in an economic perspective. The new economic
unambiguous

system

required

(individual) owners of land, capable of swift decisions

concerning its exploitation. In this light the British also modified the
notions of communal property, although this process could not be described
fully in this context.
In such a development "diffuse" marriage patterns and forms of bilateral
inheritance form an obstacle, which was most successfully approached by
modifying the position of the weakest link in the system. This was, as in
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the traditional system, the position of the women. This is also shown by
the absence of traditional rules on the position of unmarried females,
who were hardly considered as a permanent category (Hayley 1923: 368).
From the point of view of her brothers it was in their interest to marry a
girl off in Diga, as this ended her rights to family land. Therefore the
British writers were not far from reality in stating that Blnna marriages
were preferred by wealthy families without male issue. It is however
apparent that such considerations will only be taken into account and gain
momentum in a situation of general land scarcity, which as we shall see
(2.1), did develop on a serious scale during the British rule.
In the next section I will look in greater detail at the mutations effectuated by the British in the relationship between the sexes and in the
field of marriage. The predisposition to refer to the varied marriage
systems as one, which was patriarchal and monogamous and state-controlled,
was not enough. Legislation had to be formulated and enforced to make it a
reality.

1.3

Changes brought about in marriage

In 1819, when the Judicial Commissioner suggested that Chiefs who entered
into an associated marriage should not be employed by the Government, this
was only a first indication of the manner in which the gender ideology of
the new British colonizers was going to affect the Sinhalese. His suggestion was vetoed on grounds that such a regulation would be "impolite and
an interference with the universal custom of Kandyans, contrary to the
agreement" (Hayley 1923: 171). As such it was nothing new.
The Dutch also introduced monogamy (in community

of property), with

limited possibilities for divorce (Jayawardene 1952). Like the Portuguese
however, to some extent the Dutch officials were faced with the predicament that even their own personnel was reluctant to marry, and much
preferred concubinage with local women (Daalman 1887: 161. Saar 1889: 311.
Arasaratnam 1971. Memoir van Goens 1663-1675: 32. See also Goonesekere
1984)). Through the Tombo register of land, initiated by the Portuguese,
the Dutch managed, towards the second half of their rule, to re-check the
registration of land ownership in all areas under their control. It is
striking how rapidly they succeeded in doing so. Two centuries before land
ownership was registered in Indonesia they had already developed the
system in Sri Lanka. So far, no systematic research has been done on
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women's access to land as recorded In the newly Introduced Tombo register.
It could be that, within this process, women had already started to lose
their traditional rights in relation to land. This development

also

explains the lack of prominence of "traditional marriage systems" in the
South, where the Portuguese and Dutch ruled. Research has nevertheless
clearly indicated that similar practices were at one time equally prevalent here (see Tambiah 1979: 267/8 citing Tennent; Ribeiro, Baldeus,
Denham and Lewis).
This background, which had already influenced part of the country before
the British arrival, formed a base on which the British administration
could build. Two fundamental differences between them and the former two
European powers, were:
a) that the British administration sprang from a society where monogamous
marriage was thoroughly institutionalized and accepted and
b) in the range of bureaucratic control they managed to establish via the
formation of the colonial state.
This control not only extended over the entire island, but was characterized by a far greater precision than the administrative efforts of their
predecessors. This had far-reaching effects; not only on the level of
minute registration of aspects of the lives of the Sri Lankan people
(marriage, divorce, legitimate and illegitimate offspring) but gradually
led to deep-seated changes in the outlook of the people themselves, to
which the elite (and those aspiring to this status) made a greater
adjustment than the majority of people.
In order to bring out the subtlety of the process of change, one must
realize to what extent the British - in their own eyes - appeared to
operate from their notions of superiority and their duty to uplift their
subjects. On the surface they appeared totally disconnected

from the

macro-economic policies and changes in landownershlp. As I will try to
argue however (2.4), these policies do substantially account

for the

"civilizing" measures described in this section. It started "harmlessly"
enough with an attempt to curb shocking customs of infanticide and bigamy,
after which a further civilizing crusade in relation to marriage appeared
the next logical step. In this process, sections of the male privileged
classes were unexpectedly to come to their aid.
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Early changes in laws with relation to marriage and position of women
In 1823 (Ordinance no. 9), a first attempt was made by the British to halt
the practice of infanticide, customarily decided on by the parents under
certain conditions. By 18Д2 (Ordinance no. 2), the penalty for this crime
became two years prison with or without hard labour, to which, interest
ingly enough, only mothers could be condemned. The crime had been formu
lated to contain "the concealment of birth of an infant", whether it was
stillborn or died after birth. Thus not only a - for the British - shock
ing crime was curbed, but also an enforcement of new administrative
requirements was introduced.
1846 (Ordinance no. 7) brought an initial, more direct, attack on tradi
tional marriage customs, by declaring "bigamy" unlawful. Several similar
ordinances were made during this period in an attempt "to remove uncer
tainties attached to the law of marriage throughout the island" (Hayley
1923: 188), but matters started speeding up, when in 1855, Governor Ward
received a petition from the Chiefs of Kandy, "praying for the abolition
by legislation of polygamy and polyandry" (Ward 1864: 451). The opening
lines of this Memorial run as follows:
When the Kandyan Provinces were handed over to the British
it was stipulated that our laws should remain inviolate.
New laws have at times been introduced, up to an altered
constitution, extension of education, spread of commerce
and change in people's manners, customs and mode of
thinking.
This was followed by a description of the same process as I have outlined
above, summarizing the changes in law - but continued with the statement
that marriage law had not kept pace with these changes. The one currently
(still) in existence is termed as:
A grieveously wrong custom, and one exceedingly unsuited
to the present state of the Memorialists (writers of the
petition).
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They further describe the traditional form of marriage as:

That custom which has the force of lav, sanctions not
only a plurality of Wives, but of Husbands, and although
the contract of marriage is by most nations esteemed a
highly important and solemn engagement, the prevalence of
the former custom among the Kandyans shows that by them it
is held as a "thing of no consequence".

They continue by stressing that Buddhism has no rules regarding marriage,
and that lav courts experience great difficulties in adequately judging
the cases laid before them. These problems in courts centre around:

the great barrier which now exists for a deceased person's
rightful heirs succeeding to his Estate (and which) can be
traced to the lax state of the law of Marriage; and all
Judges and Magistrates conversant with the business of
Kandyan courts will bear ample testimony to the truth of
this statement.

As they continue it becomes clear in more detail where they locate the
problem of the traditional marriage system.

That in numerous instances parents are reduced to poverty
solely in consequence of their married daughter, and her
issue, being thrown upon them for support and maintenance,
and this the Memorialists submit, is a clear result of the
existing law regulating the marriage contract among them;
and there is nothing whatever to prevent the husbands of
married daughters discarding their wives at any moment
they choose and betaking themselves to other women in
their stead.

This document ends with a plea to the Governor, "To adapt some measures",
so that "the present grievous state of things may be averted".
This document

is relevant in several respects. In the first place

because it comes from the Sinhalese themselves, although the writers
constitute a small section of the population, namely the Kandyan male
privileged classes.
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Secondly, because of the way in which it is formulated. The writers have
opted for phrasing their petition in terms the British would understand.
They do not confuse them with a differentiation of Diga and Binna, and In
the title plead for the abolition of polygamy and polyandry, customs which
the British would abhor.
Strangly enough, when reading through the petition, the writers do not
seem very opposed to these forms of marriage in themselves, but mention
these traditions as symptoms of a lax marriage system which would need improvement. The maintain that they wish marriage to become "a highly important and solemn" affair, thereby indicating that they had rlghtfuly assessed the atmosphere surrounding most European marriage ceremonies. But
when one reads on the writers' real objection becomes clear. They object
to the right of daughters, once married, to return to their parent's house
if the marriage fails. Furthermore, although they do not state this in detail, divorced women could, as we have seen, regain the right to land in
their ancestral home. It is this right, more probably, than the "cost of
support and maintenance" as the writers claim, which really taxed their
own economic resources.
Lastly, the remark that it is husbands who can discard their wives at
any moment is difficult to assess. Were the writers here again presenting
the problem in terms understandable to the readers, or was the condition
of consent by either spouse in a divorce really a dead letter in their
eyes? As we have seen, the crux of the Sinhalese marriage systems from the
point of view of a woman is that she has equal right to divorce, based on
the condition of the intention of either spouse, and this was a real
choice as her rights could be taken up again in her own family, apart from
being able during marriage to keep property separate from either family,
Without further information it is difficult to decide.
As this petition had no effect, it was followed by a second one in 1858
and later that year by a memorial, signed by 8000 "Kandyan Chiefs, Headmen
and People" from the districts of Kandy, Mátale, Badulla, Nur Eliya,
Kurunegela and Nuwarakalawiya (Roberts 1975: 29). Due to initial British
reluctance to use this "golden opportunity" (CO. 54/338 13.12.1858/Roberts 1975: 30 on citation) further questioning was required and made
clear that the Kandyan petition although claiming to speak for the whole
population, had in fact spoken for the elite only,
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there had not been "any widespread desire amongst the mass
of the population for the changes and that the proposal
was not even generally understood" (Roberts 1975: 31).

Nevertheless, the British, although mystified as to the reasoning behind
the petition, did make use of the chance to implement

the previously

described Marriage Ordinance of 1859 (no. 13). An Ordinance which the
Governor at the time described as:

A novel, and curious experiment in Eastern legislation
and the outcome of a spontaneous attempt on the part of
the Kandyans to elevate and purify their institution of
marriage (Roberts 1975: 31).

Roberts, when describing these events, comes to the conclusion that the
petition reflects the extent to which the Kandyan chiefs and headmen were
investing in new land and probably in "native coffee cultivation" (Roberts
1965: 72).
Unfortunately the list of names of those signing the petition are forever lost (Roberts 1975: 32), so it remains unknown

in how far the

petitioners were also involved in the land market at the time, let alone
how their wives and families reacted to their strategies.
In the eyes of Roberts, who analysed this period, there is no doubt that
this petition was based on problems of property and not religion:

However much modern sociologists may doubt the connection
between laws of inheritance and fragmentation of land, the
Kandyan Chiefs and the British Administrators were convinced that Kandyan marriage practices increased land dispute (Roberts 1965: 72)

Period of actual change and debate upon effects: 1859 - 1871

Matrimonial inconsistency forms a marked feature of the
national idiosyncrasy (S.P. no. 14 1869. Rüssel)

By 1859 a more elaborate Ordinance (no. 13) on marriage was issued, representing the first cohesive attempt to arrange a British interpretation
of marriage in Sri Lanka.
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This Ordinance prohibited and made penal both polygamy and polyandry
throughout the entire island. For the first time the concept of monogamous
marriage as the only legal form of marital relationship is introduced.
Although the Dutch "Common Law" had already taken this measure in the
areas under their control, its effect was far less than what the British
were going to achieve in the coming decennia.1* Furthermore it decreed
formal registration of marriage was a requirement for a legal marriage.
From this date, "Long cohabitation and acquiescence by the family", were
no longer sufficient, although all existing marriages "if contracted
according

to the laws, institutions and customs in office among the

Kandyans at the time of the contract" are termed valid.15
Another very drastic change was enacted in the field of divorce:

-

No marriage could be declared void or dissolved in the
Kandyan Province except through court proceedings.

-

The ordinance abolished

divorce by consent, thus

negating the former condition of consent of either
party.
-

After 1859 further divorce was only allowed on the
following grounds:
. Adultery of the wife after marriage.
. Adultery

of the husband after marriage, comnitted

with any person within the degrees of consanguinity
laid down in the 5th clause.
. Adultery of the husband accompanied with gross cruelty.
. Complete and continued desertion by either spouse for
the duration of five years.
Another problem which had to be tackled was determining the legitimacy of
a child, for which a date of marriage was required. According to the
British law an illegitimate child had no rights to inheritance. However,
as the date of marriage remained obscure, even after questioning, in

14) The extent of the effect of the Dutch law on family relationships in
the Maritime Provinces has not yet been established. Current research
indicates that Dutch law regulated (if at all) the family relationships of
a small segment of the Christian population.
15) By 1865 (Hayley 1923: 178) even non-registration of a marriage could
entail a fine of £50.
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practice one still tended to declare all children "legitimate" for the
time being. For children born after 1859 the situation altered, as parents
were bound to register their marriage, and children born to parents unable
to prove registration were considered illegitimate. Lastly the new law
did not refer to the traditionally necessary requirement of equal caste
background.
The implementation of this ordinance would result in a total dismanteling of the traditional marriage customs, and the changes in divorce proceedings, for example, were quite impossible to enforce without destroying
the existing freedom. When reading the writings of government administrators on these matters one gets the impression they seldom realized the
implications of their legislation. In view of the necessity

of land

marketability, land ownership had to be simplified, but apart from that a
fairly hazy conception of progress and civilisation seem to have sufficed.
I have not come across any protests against this particular legislation
from the people themselves, but they could be found if one had enough time
to search through the available documents. On the whole, the majority of
the people seem to have simply ignored this legislation, a fact which
struck the British about ten years later.
At that time around 1869, registration of marriage was still very
uncommon, or prone to sudden fluctuation for specific reasons.1"
By 1869/70 low registration figures led to further

scrutiny

by the

authorities as in the Governor's words:

"it is probably within the mark to assume that 2/3 of the
existing unions are illegal and that 4/5 of the rising
generation born within the last 8 or 9 years are illegitimate" (Minutes of the Governor on Kandyan marriages;
S.P. XIV, 1870)

The Governor stresses that this lack of registration will have severe
repercussions:

1») For example in 1870 the number of registered marriages suddenly shot
up to 13.807, while by 1872 it had dropped again to its average of around
9.500 (A.R. 1872: 421). To a large extent this increase was due to a
rumour that via the Census, young unmarried men would be selected and sent
to Europe to replace war-casualties. In the 1880's the figure continued to
approximate the low level of 1872, while in 1893 an even lower figure of
5.518 was recorded (A.R. 1893).

38

TRANSFORMATION IN LAND AND PROPERTY

A state of antagonism must arise between the natural and
legal claimants to property, which is impossible to contemplate without dismay.

In the discussion following the Government Agents of the various districts
state their views on the correct course to take in relation to the
"basterdizing of the great majority of the rising population". Several of
them prefer to ignore the problem and claim that polyandrous and polygamous unions and the custom to participate in several (subsequent) marriage
unions will die out by itself. The Government Agent of N.W. Province (like
those of Sabaragammuwe and Mátale) sees a slow adapation to:

the moral and social issues which are intimately blended
with the advance and growth of civilization among that
class of the community.

Likewise, the G.A. of Badulla speaks of:

the introduction of a purer morality (which) must be the
work of time.

Others note how "high people" and headmen are more amenable, after ample
explanation, to register, while the mass of people is far slower. Nevertheless, most agree that "immorality must be discouraged, domestic events
be fixed with certainty and this will abolish litigation on the point of
succession" (S.P. XIV 1870: no. 22).
Others were not so optimistic and their arguments give us an insight
into the problems faced by the people after the legislation of 1859 had
become law. At times they ask for a certain understanding for the position
of the people themselves. Thus the G.A. of Kegalle points out that both
men and women opposed the new Ordinance, preferring to regulate their
marriages as they were used to and circumvent the new requirement of
legality

of offspring

in order to secure inheritance by donating or

bequeathing their lands by deed. The reason for the people's aversion to
registration can be found, according to the G.A., in their reluctance:

to bind themselves to a lifelong union, which is sometimes found unsupportable in Christian and civilized
societies, (and) must far more often prove intolerable and
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hateful in semi-barbarous and heathen communities, totally
unaccustomed to social restraint or to moral influence.

Others point out that frequent divorce and the condition of mutual consent
are necessary prerequisites to a marriage system, where partners marry
without any previous knowledge of each other, "or the women at any rate
having any voice in the matter" (G.A. Central Province, no. 15, S.P. XIV
1870). Here also, as in Hayley's analysis, consideration is asked for
"mutual consent", a condition already alien to the British concept of
divorce. Whilst in reality this condition, only accorded to those unions
before 1359, was in itself a severe limitation of the original traditional
law, namely the freedom of either spouse to end the marriage contract on
her/his own accord.
Thus "rising bastardization" was not the only problem. When one was
required to register one monogamous marriage only, one was automatically
confronted by the necessity of registering a divorce in order to meet the
requirements of the new rulers. This must have led to chaos in a society
where

Six or seven successive unions, besides several joint marriages are not infrequent (G.A. Central province, no. 26)

To a certain point this difficulty was sometimes realized. Thus the G.A.
of Mátale: (no. 17)

Nearly all the squabbles and crime among the villagers
have their origin in the present difficult and expensive
way of getting separated. Their old customs admitted
divorce by mutual consent in cases of

inconquerable

aversion or utter incompatibility of temper, and this
generation cannot eradicate this from their minds.

However clear all were on morality as a requirement of a civilized people,
the matter could not be decided upon lightly due to the enormity of the
passive resistance and lack of agreement on the best strategies of
enforcement. Thus in 1869 and 1870 one finds several elaborate documents
on this issue among the Sessional Papers (nos. 3, 10, 1Д, 21, 27).
Before dealing with the strategies adopted, I'll mention one exception,
the Acting District Judge of Colombo, Berwick. He wrote several letters
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requesting, on the basis of his experience as a judge, a total repeal of
the new laws in favour of the traditional law. His reports were only
partly accepted, but are important as he is the only writer featuring in
this set of documents who plainly points out the specific difficulties
women will have to face if this law is not modified. This point had not
surfaced previously in the whole discussion, and it is likely that such
repercussions were not only thought unimportant, but were unrealized.
Berwick's comments were only partly given consideration, despite his posi
tion of authority and extensive knowledge of the matter. In his own words:
I am conscious that what I am now advocating will by many
be considered either too retrogressive, or too far advanc
ed, according to the various views of different persons
(S.P. no. 10, 1869).
Firstly Berwick pointed out (S.P. nos. 14 and 26 1869) that Kandyan Law
prior to the Ordinance of 1859 in case of divorce:
permitted either party, under either Deega or Binna
alliances, to terminate their connection at pleasure with
or without the consent of the other and without any form
of process.
The new ordinance as we have seen requires court proceedings, allows for
mutual consent аз a condition of divorce for alliances prior to 1859, and
after 1859 demands adultery of the wife, or adultery coupled with gross
cruelty and/or incest by the man, or unbroken desertion of five years by
either.
In the Central Province where he presided, as well as in Kandy, Kegalle,
Kurunegela and Ratnapura, he found scarcely a single divorce case was
brought forward after 1859, although according to his experience "there is
hardly a Kandyan of mature years living who has not repeatedly changed his
or her alliances". Thus Berwick is one of the few who seriously shifted
the discussion from the difficulties in achieving registration, coupled
with the phenomenon of "rising basterdization" to the effects of these
legal innovation on the lives of the people.
In an earlier letter (S.P. 10, point 3, 4, 5, 1869) he terms these
innovations what in fact they were, the "most sweeping changes in (its)
ancient law of inheritance", while he questions the need "to improve our
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special (and disputable) dogmas of morality on a people of a different
hemisphere and constitution".
The interesting point is further that, while he agrees to the objective
of settling civil rights of property (in accordance with the general
colonial policy), he claims it is "needless" to interfere to this degree
with marriage and succession. He finds a further argument against such
interferences in the radically changed position of women:

I'm quite sure, from the higher relative position that
women hold to men here in the Kandyan provinces than in
many other countries of the like, and even greater advancement, (every woman here being in law, sui juris, and
in fact, manager of her own land), that they would, quite
as much as their husbands, deem it an injustice to be
deprived of this right.

He found it all the more amazing (point 7) that although all the criticism
centres on characteristics of polyandrie unions ("where there is such a
clubbing together and confusion of families ... and

... an inveterate

habit of reciprocity in the use of husband and wives"), divorce rights are
simultaneously and so fundamentally altered because:

no social inconveniences or uncertainty of paternity and
civil rights have been suggested to have arisen from the
facility of dissolution of Kandyan unions.

Calling polyandrous unions forms of "double adultery" will have grave
consequences for the position of women, as in the case of a divorce in a
Diga marriage. In such a marriage only a divorced woman can claim a right
to support from, and inheritance to, her parents' property. If she is not
divorced, she has no such right.
If a husband wishes to divorce his (Diga married) wife, and he finds he
cannot legally divorce her without her consent, he:

will either turn her (and her children if she has any)
out of the house, or otherwise make her life miserable
(point 9).
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She can well be vehemently opposed to the divorce, if her own family is
unwilling to take her back or has no means to give her and her children an
adequate share of Inheritance. In that case she will aim at preserving her
children's rights to their father's property by the Kandyan way of preserving it, which means continuing residence on her husband's property.
Thus Berwick foresaw the result of the new divorce laws to lead to:

Deega wives (being) pauperized, their children's inheritance jeopardized, and I fear, the violent and deadly
crime of the country increased (point 9 ) .

A different case is again presented in the case of a woman married in
Binna (point 10):

This institution and all it's resulting legal rights of
inheritance etc., cannot co-exist with any other condition
of marriage than an unlimited power on the part of the
woman and her family to divorce the Beena husband with or
without his consent, and if he could force himself on his
wife and her family, the "disturbance of the peace of
families" would be a feeble euphemism for the violence
and crime that would follow.

He therefore concluded that any argument to change the laws of marriage
disguised as "a desire for elevating the position of wives and mothers" is
false all through, as the proposed law In fact results in depriving her of
the basis for the relatively high position she already has, namely her
right to separate property from her husband and the power of voluntary
divorce (point 14). He names the forced registration "a bitter gift of
bastardy" to a people:

who under the present system are infinitely a more moral
people than ourselves, as is evidenced by the absence of
certain classes of disease among them (point 13).

He ends with a series of detailed suggestions which amount basically to
nullifying the law of 1859, and proposed law of 1870.
What was finally the content of Ordinance no. 3 of 1870 and what amendments were later made? In regulating marriage the administration was
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forced to leniency in view of the vast number of unregistered unions, and
it was decided that all marriages not previously registered under Ordinance no. 13 of 1859 would still be considered valid, provided some proof,
however slight, of the traditional requirements of "long cohabitation and
repute" is provided.
It was redecided that from this new date onward all marriages among
Kandyans should be registered, while special provisions continued to exist
for Muslims, Europeans and Burghers."
Thus while the new law partly gave way on the question of registration,
in relation to past unregistered marriages, it retained the requirement of
registration for future marriages and it remained firm in it's rebuttal of
polyaudrous and polygamous unions "Neither party may have a lawful spouse
then living".18
In relation to divorce, changes were also made, and legality depended on
an entry in the Register. Divorce grounds were widened to include mutual
consent, although consent by either party remained illegal. Further
separation of 1 year and desertion for 2 years were also considered
grounds for divorce. Thirdly divorce could be handled by administrative
procedure instead of court procedure. No provision was made in relation to
a deserted wife's claim for maintenance. Hayley noted however, that courts
were known to take ad hoc decisions in these cases; at times making a
provision, at times not (1923: 288).
Only in an Amending

Ordinance of 1919 (no. 1) was the Provincial

Register to receive the right to order payment of alimony and maintenance
of the children (Ordinance no. 19 in 1889 had already given the Police
magistrate the power to do so). In relation to legitimacy, traditional
forms of (illegitimacy were declared nullified, as registration was now a
prerequisite of marriage, and any children thus "born out of wedlock" were
illegitimate. Over the years these lines continued. In 1895 (Ordinance no.

1') In the Maritime Provinces at this date these unregistered unions were
already termed illegal due to the enforcement of the Common Law (Hayley
1923: 192), although in 1863 the requirement of compulsory registration
was also repealed for similar reasons of lacking measures to enforce it.
Residents of these Provinces were regulated by another set of Ordinances
than those of the Kandyan Law, namely no. 6 of 1847; no. 13 of 1895; no.
10 of 1863; no. 8 of 1865; no. 10 of 1896; no. 19 of 1900; no. 19 of 1907;
no. 23 of 1917 cited in Hayley 1923: 190.
18) The marriageable age was set at 16 years for a boy and 12 years for a
girl. The prohibitions on "incest" were maintained as they had been
formulated in 1859.
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14) legitimacy was further refined to a birth up to 280 days after
dissolution of marriage "unless non-access or impotency are proved,
"adulterine bastards" are excluded from inheritance.
Thus while Berwick's plea and the inability to enforce the 1859 Ordinan
ce, led to a reduced rigidity in 1870, it did not basically alter the
trend of the changes the British were in the course of implementing.
Nevertheless, marriage registrations remained low all through the 1880's
and 90'в, with a sudden upheaval in 1895 (of 30% compared to previous
year), due to a temporarily imposed vigilance by the Government Agents.
How this legislation was implemented in practice would be an important
field of study. Undoubtedly an analysis of court cases on property and
divorce would give valuable insights, also into the ways women resisted
losing their rights and property in their respective families. In the
present study I had no opportunity to pursue this further.
After describing these changes one has to ask the question as to why
they took place at that time, and why the male Kandyan elite even went to
the extent of promoting them. In this context it is crucial to realize
that the changes in marriage laws occurred during the same period, at
times separated by only one or two years from the mutations made in the
laws of the ownership of land. Therefore I will now take a closer look at
how these changes in landownership took place. Land was not only extracted
from Sinhalese ownership on behalf of the European colonists, it was also
to a certain extent redistributed and coupled with new avenues of trade.
As the British furthermore curbed the control of the traditional Mudaliyars, the implications of their policies were such that a substantial
degree of mobility was created among the privileged classes and all those
who could manage to join their ranks.
Land was to become a marketable entity, which would be put to different
usages, often leading to substantial profits. On the side of the Sinhalese
privileged males classes therefore the struggle for these resources gained
momentum during this period, and led to their concern to reduce the access
of their women to land. This was most likely not undertaken out of a
conscious effort to reduce women's rights, but more as the letter's
interests shifted

to the background, in relation to the substantial

struggle among the men themselves, as heads of their individual families.
In the next section I will describe the changes in landownership and
distribution in connection with the elite formation which took place in
the same period.
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Changes in land ownership and emergence of new elites

In relation to inheritance and property the two most far-reaching features
of legislation were the Waste Land Act of 1940 and the Crown Land Sales.
Both followed the liberal policy outlined by the Colebrook Сашегоп Papers
of 1833 (Mendis 1956).
Waste Land Act of 1840
The most drastic measure for landowners was the so-called "Waste Land Act"
of 1840 (Ordinance, no. 12). Under this law all forest, waste, unoccupied
or uncultivated lands were presumed to be the property of the Crown "until
the contrary thereof be proved". This also applied to all chena and other
lands cultivated after fallow intervals of several years.*'
The Ordinance was followed up by several additional Ordinances, between
1841 and 1907, all of which consolidated the initial policy outline. 20
These new laws were implemented by alienating vast tracts of Crown Lands
to European capitalists.
So that villages in the Kandyan area were gradually
hemmed in by large tea estates, and in many parts of the
Western, Southern and Sabaragamuwe provinces by rubber
plantations (Obeyesekere 1967: 100).
Prior to the tea and rubber plantations, Ceylon witnessed a so-called
"Coffee Boom", in the 1840's. At that time vast tracts of land were sold,
mainly to Europeans.21
19) But smaller adjustments were also made in the field of property. Since
1834 (Hayley 1923: 318). Ordinance no. 7, 1834; repeated by Ordinance no.
7, 1840 stipulated that transfer of property through inheritance required
a will drawn up in the presence of a notary. By 1852, reinforced by Ordi
nance no. 22 of 1866, it was decreed that British law applied to "actions
concerned with bills of exchange, partnerships, joint stock companies,
banking, principal and agent, carriers and insurances (Hayley 1923: 511).
In 1896 (Ordinance no. 11) the sale of goods was regulated.
20) The Ordinance was amended in 1841. Related laws were in 1899 Ordinance
no. 1; in 1900 Ordinance no. 5; in 1903 Ordinance no. 6. In 1907 Ordinance
no. 16.
21
) In 1840, 78.686 acres were sold; by 1843 this amounted to 230.000
acres, of which two thirds went to European buyers (Snodgrass 1966:22/23).
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In non-plantation areas village limits were prescribed by a system of
installing a Sinhalese revenue officer, the Mudaliyar, who combined
revenue and police duties and was assisted by village headmen. This
officer had far-reaching powers to re-allocate land and draw up a "final
village plan", in which land was divided into that belonging to the Crown;
to private villagers and that sold to villages. As a whole this system
allowed these officers to adopt the role of a traditional feudal aristocracy; the peasants could only gain access to their chenas, or found new
hamlets, by paying homage to these officials in the traditional manner
(Obeyesekere 1967: 102/3).
Under this tax system part of the revenue was collected directly by the
Government officers, but

the rest is fanned out to renters, who give, each of
them, good securities for due payment of the amount of the
purchase of the farm, and the performance of the conditions attached to it (Obeyesekere: 109, citing Bertolacci
1817: 304).

Harvest commissioners estimated the grain yield for each field, then each
farm was put up for sale and sold to the highest bidder. From 1878 two
further measures were introduced: "Annual Commutation" entailed an annual
monetary payment, whether the field yielded a crop or not. "Crop commutation" was payment to be made only if the crop was produced. Peasants could
opt for either system, but the latter involved a larger tax (Obeyesekere
1967: 114).
The Grain Tax Ordinances were heavily criticized from their inception
both in England and Ceylon (Bertolacci: 1817, Tennent: 1860) but were
nevertheless maintained until 1892.
If the villager could not pay his/her tax (a judgement in which the
village headmen, as informer of the Government had a crucial say), he/she
was forced to sell the lands. This highly intricate process is analyzed by
Obeyesekere (1967: 108-129) to whom I refer for further reading. In this
context it suffices to note the outcome of this policy, and give an
indication of the vast extent of land sold in this way.
Between 1880-88, in six of the nine provinces where the 1878 ordinance
was implemented, 29.899 sales of paddy land in default of payment of tax
were carried out by the Crown (Obeyesekere 1967: 120). Unfortunately,
sales figures for the entire island during this period are not available.
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But between 1878-88 in five provinces (Western, Central, Southern, Eastern
Sabaragamuwe) one in every 26 acres was sold.^2 These figures are on the
conservative side as they do not include transactions among the peasant
cultivators themselves, but only those in which the government was in some
way involved.
In the Southern and Western, and at least part of Sabaragamnmwe Provinces, these were sales of undivided shares. This meant that if one share
owner did not pay the tax, the whole field was sold (Obeyesekere 1967:
125). In this context, Obeyesekere

speaks of "dramatic and serious

consequences for the Sinhalese social structure" (Obeyesekere 1967: 127),
giving not only European capitalists, but also local village headmen,
Mudaliyars and those with capital opportunities to greatly expand their
landed property. While Obeyesekere analyzes this process in detail in one
specific area, other studies like that of Peebles (1973) emphasize this
process of shifting landownership in the 19th century on an island-wide
scale and relate it to elite formation.23
Peebles stresses what he called one of the most neglected aspects of the
economic and social history of this period, namely the "system of Crown
Land sales by means of which Ceylonese village entrepreneurs and officials
had access to new land".

Crown Land sales

After 1840 the British Crown owned all land for which there was no proven
ownership. It further prescribed

individual ownership of land, and

negatively judged the traditional system of rotating shares among shareholders commonly holding their ancestral or Paraveni land.
In 1863 with an ordinance to provide for the partition or sale of lands
held in common (Ordinance 10), a powerful instrument

of change was

created. From this date it was possible for a shareholder to gain control
of the entire property by forcing partition, if the other owners were
unable to afford the cost of partition proceedings and had shares too
small for cultivation. These laws created a land market and brought a
22

) More specifically in the South: Galle district (between 1883 - 91)
three out of every twenty lots changed hands, while in Matara the figures
were two out of every 28 lots.
23) The same process also led to rising landlessness among the poorer
classes, described in the next chapter.
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great deal of land to Ceylonese landowners as well as to European capitalists. Obeyesekere and Peebles analyze how the distribution of land
sold under the Crown Land Policy led towards a greater inequality of
landownership. Peebles adds a dynamic element to this process, namely that
(increased) landownership became one of the channels for upward mobility
for newly emerging Ceylonese elites, as opposed to the traditional elites.
A conceptual framework laying down that land must be either private or
government property invested landowners with a right they had not claimed
before and this created a new form of land tenure (Peebles 1973: 225). In
the past the few undisputed members of the elite were the only important
property owners and their estates seldom exceeded a few hundred acres
(Peebles 1973: 216/217). Peebles argues that, beside the traditional
elite of Mudaliyars and their families (the upper layer of the Govigamme
caste), new elites could now be formed by other sections of the Govigamme
caste elite and those of the Karava caste, which finally led to the former
elite losing economic importance.
During the so-called "Coffee Mania" (1840-45), all investors were still
Europeans and a total of 250.000 acres of land was alienated. From 18461890 land sales were in full swing; between 1870 - 1880 over 50.000 acres
were sold yearly and developed for coconut and coffee (Peebles 1973: 148).
Between 1860 - 1889 Peebles estimates the total amount of "waste land"
sold at approximately 620.000 acres. The larger tracts went to Europeans
but the greatest number of lots were small grants. Nevertheless, acquisition of land by tens of thousands of Ceylonese small-holders is scarcely
mentioned in the literature of this period. According to Peebles in the
period of 1879-1902, 9.1% of the paddy holdings and 5.3% of rice land
subjected to compulsory commutation changed hands (Peebles 1973: 150).
Although the extent of economic dislocation due to these sales is still
open to question, much of the lands having been marginal and abandoned at
the time, the dynamic concentration of landownership, not only in fewer
hands but in those of rising elites, has been clearly documented by
Peebles' research.
By 1880 the predominance of non-Govigame landholders was striking in
the so-called Ferguson's Directory, in which estates were listed at the
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initiative of the owners (Peebles 1973: 26A). Also mobility within caste
had become a reality.24
Peebles stressed that land grants and later land purchase were not the
only means of acquiring land In this period.

Inheritance and dowries would have taken on an additional
significance as the accumulation

of land

progressed

(Peebles 1973: 122)

Within this process, the altered marriage legislation gained momentum and
reduced women's access to landed property. Also the British at times
hindered the social mobility of individuals, whose pedigrees could not be
traced to the old Mudaliyar families (Peebles

1973: 122). Thus the

colonials not only created mobility, but under certain conditions also
stagnated this process, which led to an even fiercer struggle between the
leaders of the newly-emerging elites. Since the Colebrooke Cameron Papers
of 1833 (Mendis 1956) the traditional elite of Mudaliyars was confronted
with a fundamental modification of their position. Although they were not
directly displaced and were to be accorded symbolic status by the British
for a long time yet, their economic superiority was being slowly undermined. Peebles gives a fascinating analysis in this context of the rise of
entrepreneurial Karava caste families in the South of Sri Lanka (Moratuwa). The avenue to wealth was formed by the system of taxed farming, which
gave local entrepreneurs the right to collect taxes. These Moratuwe elites
owned coconut lands and became the "arrack renters" (alcohol made of
coconut), who could make vast profits, due to the high demand and government ignorance of the cost factors (Peebles 1973: 12).
It was no easy accumulation of wealth; every financial mistake was
heavily paid for. A wrong marriage alliance could inhibit absorption into
the sought-after elite; endless struggles in the form of petitions had to
be waged to enter public service, especially the higher posts, in competition with the British as well as the traditional elite.
Peebles is vehement in defining education as an attribute, rather than a
cause, of the changes in elites which began to take shape towards the end

24) Peebles located the 164 prominent Sinhalese landowners who purchased
about half of the 1910 large deeds issued to all Sinhalese landownersseveral were women: proving that among the elite, women could under certain circumstances still participate in social mobility as it occurred.
The 13 top landowners were all men.
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of the 19th century, after the century-long struggle for land was completed. Before

1890 the Western educated elite was still extremely small

(Peebles 1973: 159). He argues convincingly

that English

education

functioned as a mechanism of differentiation between elite and others, as
the traditional elite (Govigame, Mudallyar) was initially the only group
who had access to and could afford such an education. The Govigame
Mudallyar elite also maintained a highly anglicized life-style, "typified
by erudition in English and a career in law or government service",
leading to the second structural change, namely of education becoming an
attribute of elite status (Peebles 1973: 295). The emerging elites of the
last half of the 19th century also opted

for English education and

lifestyle to a large extent, being symbols of the new status they were in
the process of claiming.
However, access to land remained fundamental and later, after a severe
struggle, so did access to careers in government service and law, for
which an English education was a prerequisite. This does not mean that
education had no effect on the values and norms of the society but that
the phenomenon of education must be understood in the context of developments already taking place. By the end of the 19th century both the
traditional and the emerging elites had indeed a marked and highly
anglicized appearance and life-style alien to the majority of the rural
population, although certain changes of a more superficial nature were
also taking place on this level.

Elite-formation

The above analysis sheds new light on the process of "angllcization", and
helps to explain the relative ease and swiftness with which it seems to
have taken place. In the Census of 1910 one finds many instances of
"progress", which were optimistically recorded by the British officials.
The "habits of the natives" are noted to have changed considerably
(Denham's Census 1912: 11,15); the number of Christians is increasing as
opposed

to Buddhists (Denham's Census 1912: 249); use of tiled roofs

increased; as did demand for processed foods.
The rush into education was noted with the highest percentage of literacy found among Low Country males, while women's literacy has nearly
doubled in ten years. Food habits were changing; there is a higher demand
for meat and spirits, also coffee, tea, milk were supplementing

the

traditional rice cangee (cold rice water) and buttermilk (Denham 1912:
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167). Men are opting for European-style of dress, requiring boots, shoes,
watches, different hairstyles etc., while women are to a large extent
returned to traditional dress (Denham's Census 1912: 169/170). Changes in
amusements: cricket, football are becoming popular, traditional decorations were disappearing and the practice of sending Christmas cards was
growing. No doubt many of these mutations were overestimated by the
officials concerned, and seen as far more drastic than they really were:
for example, "Buddhist priests" were placed in the category of swiftly
disappearing professions, which might require some Government protection
(Denham 1912: chapter 16).
Nevertheless, changes were indeed taking place. Denham notes that the
ideas of marriage were changing greatly (1912: 323). The registration of
marriage is on the increase, although Kandyan figures remain low.

Solomnization of marriages in the Low Country is greatly
improved through the influence of the church, and illegitimate unions are becoming rare (Census 1912: 353).

Furthermore he is happy to note that the distinction between a wife and a
mistress is widely realized (Census 1912: 323). Due to education it is
estimated that polyandry will soon belong to the past, although in 1911 it
is still common:

Cases are not infrequent in most courts in Sinhalese
districts where women admit without hesitation in court
that their husband's brothers are associated husbands
(Census 1912: 330)

On the whole the village headmen, their wives and children, show a great
difference in manners and customs, and it is felt that the tendency of the
poor to copy the wealthy will help spread European values and way of life
further in the island (Census 1912: 323/4). Due to his impatience Denham
does not always clearly distinguish between the different classes and the
ways in which they were adjusting.
For this, Wright's "20th century impression of Ceylon" (1907) with it's
many photographs of the new elite families, their beautiful mansions and
strongly European influenced style of interior decorating and dress, is
revealing. Their wealth and style of life contrasts sharply with photos,
usually on the same page, of their estates/factories showing grim labour
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conditions for the workers. The manner in which these elite families chose
to be portrayed, very often already as nuclear (monogamous) families
instead of the customary extended family, shows to what extent British
behaviour was matched.
Mothers arrayed in beautiful clothes, exhibiting the same aura of
passive "feminine" serenity as women of their class in Britain at the
time, while elegantly holding a demurely quiet baby, give a strong
Victorian image where one feels that the nanny only stepped out for five
minutes to have the picture taken. The short time required for these outer
(and possibly inner) changes has surprised several scholars

(Roberts

1975). However, Peebles provided the material basis for understanding
these changes, and viewing them as other than just an external dominance
on a static, traditional society.

The very Anglicized lifestyles of the Sinhalese elites
are symbols of British influence, but it does not necessarily follow that values and ideologies change along with
menus and dress. Just as they wore matching sarongs over
their wool suits, Sinhalese elites adapted British ideas
and values to local ones (Peebles 1973: 8).

Through his analysis one gains insight into the dynamic forces operating
at various levels In the society, the power struggles which were taking
place partly in response to the colonial legislation and economic policy,
partly due to pre-existing internal frictions. The powerful channels of
mobility proved to be access to (increased tracts of) land, to expanding
government service (initiated 1802), to professions and to trade.

1.5

Dynamics underlying the changed gender relations and the connection with the new land policy

After outlining the marriage and inheritance laws at the time of the
British arrival (as far as the British sources permit), the changes implemented during their rule and the land-policy, the question arises as to
how these three topics are linked. In attempting to do so, I will describe
the viewpoints of the colonizers, as well as the colonized, separately.
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The colonizer's view

From the British perspective the exploitation of the country's resources
was closely linked with the formation of plantations, run by European
planters, and by the creation of individual landownership to facilitate
land becoming a marketable entity. Simultaneously new avenues of trade
were created, also to a certain extent open to the leading sections of the
local population. Thus, on a conceptual level, economic

policy

and

individual landownership were the logical components of one line, and a
necessary prerequisite for capital accumulation.
Therefore in relation to the local population, the British policies were
consciously directed at curbing and disrupting the traditional systems of
communal landownership (a process further discussed in chapter 2), in
relation to its effects on the poorer sections of the population. These
policies clashed

deeply with the basis of the traditional system of

landownership, namely its deep commitment to all family and associated
members. The old system created a degree of economic security and individual independence for all, but it did not promote economic mobility.
From the written sources it appears as if the British never fully
grasped this protective side of the commitments to a vast set of relations , or at least had no place for it within their own notions of
progress and development. They did realize that independent, individualized landownership was a prerequisite for their economic policy, which
required a system to channel the marketable land to the economically most
powerful, and subsequently to put it to use for the highest financial
returns. This awareness was the basis of their assault on the traditional
system of landownership. The effect it was going to have on kinship and
marriage relations was only later surmised by the more sensitive of the
British observers.
From our perspective the relevant moment in this development is that
the British remained totally unaware of the implications for the position
of women in their families. They needed one, continuous owner of land per
"family", but in theory the sex of the future owners would make no
difference. That this owner would be of the mele sex was too obvious, and
could therefore remain unsaid. The vehement contradictions of one of their
respected exponents. Judge Berwick, could not shake this assumption, which
indicates its degree of internalization in the minds of the male legislators. This sprang from several factors: The system of marriage they were
introducing was already operating in their own society and, coupled with
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their notions of superiority, its introduction seemed obvious; secondly
the colonial staff itself was exclusively male.
This unsaid, unformulated logic (or "widest set of limits" in Bourdieu's
terms, to be analyzed in Chapter 3) was also at the root of the view that
polyandrie arrangements, Binna marriage and, to a certain extent, bilateral inheritance rules (see Chapter 2) were totally disconnected phenomena, which could be seen solely from the perspective of "uplifting" a
backward population. At best the more "enlightened" regarded them with
fascination.25 But above all those arrangements giving women a far greater
share in decision-making in their families could remain ignored. They were
contrary to the notion of family, and even if not fully grasped, had to be
opposed.
It is most likely that the British were not fully aware of the reasons
underlying the success of their policies. The Dutch and the Portuguese had
also attempted to transform the marriage arrangements and had largely
failed because their policies had not been linked to the economic mobility
introduced by the British. Unwittingly the British, more than the former
colonial powers, were creating incentives for the (privileged) colonized
(males) nor only to participate in the new economic policy, but to alter
their kinship and marriage arrangements.
In conclusion, one can argue that an economic basis underlies the
changes in kinship and inheritance, amd that capitalist penetration is not
gender-blind. A deep, unformulated logic of gender relations exists, which
is actively interwoven with the prerequisites of capitalist expansion.
Similar conclusions recur in Chapter 4, where the 20th century policy
decisions in relation to the coir industry are analyzed.

The viewpoint of the colonized

Increased

male dominance was not an absolute break with traditional

society. Sinhalese kingdoms of the past were also characterized by men
holding public power in the vast majority of cases. New was that the
traditional male power in the sphere of state affairs was extended into

25) This latter element persisted in the later studies on kinship, where
especially polyandry has been repeatedly analyzed by male scholars (Tambiah 1979, and Leach 1955) seeking an explanation for men agreeing to
share one women. In other words the relation between the polyandrous
husbands was extensively scrutinized, while the perspective of the wife
and the children remained neglected.
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family relationships which traditionally had remained outside worldly or
religious influence and control.
At the time of the British arrival the Sinhalese marriage system was
characterized by a relatively high degree of equality between spouses.
The inheritance rules which followed from these marriage patterns and
concept of family, reflected this equality to a certain degree. But the
inheritance rules themselves were also characterized by two conflicting
principles. In Obeyesekere's analysis:

Axiom A: The rights of the individual diminish the rights
of the line and that of the family
Axiom B: The rights of the family diminish the rights of
the individual and

that of the line

(1967:

37/38).

These two principles can be more or less kept in balance by a relatively
loose organization of marriage: Binna and Diga systems, allowance for
monogamous, polyandrie, polygamous forms, several forms next to each other
contracted by one individual simultaneously, and relatively simple divorce
procedures.
Nevertheless, to assume that throughout pre-colonial history the basic
tension between the two principles had remained

unchanged

would be

inadequate. During certain periods of history, in certain geographical
areas or social classes, or even within certain families, one principle
can become more dominant than the other (Risseeuw 1987a). In relation to
the position of men and women within marriage this was in fact the case.
If a man contracted a Binna marriage he was for the duration of this
arrangement economically and socially inferior to the males of the wife's
family, while the wife's position was relatively secure. On the other
hand, in a Diga marriage the positions of husband and wife were reversed.
The relative equality between the sexes lay herein, that both could
comparatively easily extract themselves from the contract, opt for the
opposite marriage system or enter several marriage arrangements of a
different nature simultaneously. The economic mobility created

by the

British cast a new light on this balance in gender relations. The new
avenues of mobility were almost exclusively open to males. Peebles notes
how next to the land sales, matters such as inheritance and dowry gained
renewed importance, although he unfortunately does not further go into
this.
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Thus, in the first place males of the Sinhalese elite and the emerging
classes found themselves confronted with a great potential for economic
mobility, forcing them into

nothing less than a social and economic

battle in which there would be few winners and many losers. All researchers agree that landownership

(and enterprise) was concentrated

in the

hands of a few. Women had far less access to these newly created channels
of advancement and found any increase of their economic status was linked
to progress made in this field by their men, whether fathers, husbands,
brothers or sons. In this struggle for upward mobility, priorities had to
be set and adjustments to tradition had to be made in order to participate
successfully in the new era.
Outward forms of Anglicization and imitation of the life styles of the
traditional elite were the instruments to consolidate the newly aquired
position.2« in the active pursuit of upward mobility within the context of
British colonial rule, changes in the position of women were also sought
after which would potentially increase opportunities of success for the
elite males.

This was illustrated by the two petitions made by the

Memoralists of the 1850s, taking place soon after the Coffee Boom of
1840-50, the Waste Land Act of 1840 and the start of the Crown Land sales.
These petitions were a thinly disguised assault on the independent
position traditionally held by women within marriage and rules of inheritance, and although claiming to speak for the whole population, in fact
represented the view of the elite only.
Secondly male Sinhalese elite informants held widely different opinions
on the rights of the widow, leading to a reduction of these rights in the
laws laid down by the British. It is difficult to explain this ambiguity
other than by interpreting the informant's (male) standpoint as an active
réponse to the changes аз they occurred.
In the process of narrowing Sinhalese marriage customs, polyandry and
polygamy were forbidden and the legislation was slowly being enforced
through the control mechanisms described. Thus in the midst of the
revolution in land tenure and ownership, people were confronted with new
greatly restricted opinions of Diga or Binna marriages. A monogamous,
life-long

union in either form was fundamentally different from the

traditional patterns and ease of divorce.

2°) Аз will be discussed in section 3.5.2 these are excellent examples of
Bourdieu's concept of "strategies".
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To men, especially those successfully adapting to the new circumstances,
Binna marriage must have become less attractive than ever before, which
can help to explain the persistence of British officials and writers at
the time in claiming that Binna marriage was on the decline, or even an
anomaly in the system. In the 20th century when statistics became available, we see that Binna marriages, compared to Diga marriages, did indeed
decline, till the former were even no longer recorded in the 1960s. In the
struggle to extend the family's land, coupled with a move towards monogamy
and Diga marriage the rights of widows can be seen as hindrances by the
other family members, both men and women, who were bent on maximizing the
property shares of their own children.
In the two-sided process of change, the two axioma of inheritance change
position in relation to each other. The axiom of land reverting to the
family and line, the widow's rights to (Im)movable property whether
including part of the husband's paraven! or not, coupled with her right to
marry again, is the realization of the second axiom of the rights of the
individual, in contrast to that of line and family, especially if she has
extensive inheritance rights as a widow. In a marriage system where Diga
is no longer realistically balanced to Binna, the implementation of a
general mutation in widow's dues becomes feasible as a step towards a
limitation of her rights.
In this context the findings of Obeyesekere are extremely relevant. When
tracing cases of inheritance over several generations he came across the
phenomenon of "females being consistently excluded" (1967: 134/5). Other
writers who corroborate his assessment are Sarkar and Tambiah 1955: 53/54,
Leach 1958, Schrijvers 1985: par.6, Rajapakse 1988: 65, 90 and Selvudarai
1976, Tambiah 1958: 30. Several points emerge:
-

While the all-powerful British could remain partly ignorant of the
implications of their policies, the colonized, as the oppressed, could
not maintain a similar unawareness.

-

They were forced

to counteract, leading to a struggle within the

colonized population, as well as within their families.
-

The strategies of resistance selected were seldom those of open revolt,
but rather of an individualized nature: the men in families entering
the struggle, due to their access to the new avenues of mobility, found
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their interests fused with those of the other family members to a far
larger extent than before.27
Thus the slow shift to monogamy and Diga marriage was not due to a
process of Anglicization, by which colonized elites passively accepted
alien cultural traditions. The changing marriage pattern was hastened
by the forms of response selected by the colonized (male) elite itself.
This is one of the main reasons why such mutations could be carried out
in a relatively short space of time. Scarcity and struggle arose in the
field of landed property, while communal bonds with land were severely
disrupted. In this process not only the poorer sections of the population suffered (see Chapter 2), but also the weaker family members.
The question of how women responded to their decrease in decision-making powers and property rights has to remain unanswered. I was not in
the position to trace sources such as divorce cases, land litigation
and possibly still-existent diaries.
Although one can classify the response of the male elite as one of
resistance or strategy rather than internalization of British values
(as Peebles argues), it remains open to question in how far a strategic
response also becomes internalized in the course of time and over
generations.
For example in Tambiah's analysis in the 1960s of polyandrie unions,
he found elder male respondents matter of factly explaining how the
system worked, while younger males stressed the unacceptabllity of the
system in the first place (Tambiah 1976: 296). Similarly most (middle
class) Sinhalese currently view these customs as "embarrassing" customs
of the past, while marriage is monogamous and for life, divorce being
relatively rare.
As will be argued in the chapter on power (3), the content of gender
relations remains to a large extent unsaid: it is conceived as "natural" and with no need for further discussion. But inspite of remaining unsaid, the content does appear to alter. At the end of Chapter 2
and in Chapter 3, I will return to this issue and attempt to find
concepts to explain how these transformations in emotions take place.

27) The males of the privileged classes only acted jointly in the case of
the two petitions, in which they mlsrecognized the issue, banking on the
ruler's ignorance and indifference. Up to a point a similar reaction
occurred in relation to the widow.
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Thus, while an altered economic base is at the root of (in this case)
resistance, on another level the tacit gender relations intervene in
the process. The justification to use the concept of resistance for the
response of the Sinhalese male elite, will be further argued in 3.5.
In the following section I will highlight some examples of decision

making by the Sinhalese male elite, from which one can surmise the depth
of beliefs on gender relations. They are never expressed, but sometimes
operate in favour of women as long as they also benefit the interests of
the powerful, in this case the leading males.

1.6

The rights of elite married women

In 1907 (S.P. No. 50) when the Marriage Registration Bill was passed, a
provision was made for Kandyans to marry under General Law, which applied
to the majority of the Sinhalese population.28 In this law the rights of
the wife were even further curtailed than under Kandyan law itself, which
was based on the Dutch Roman law, brought to Sri Lanka during the Dutch
colonial period. General Law does not recognize a Binna marriage, nor the
clause, recognized under Kandyan law, of "mutual consent" as a basis for
divorce, which was - as was discussed - already a shift from the divorce
at either's wish.
The proposal to allow Kandyans to marry under General Law саше from "the
educated section of the Kandyans" themselves as "the desire ... to make
the marriage tie more binding than it is under their own law". Neverthe
less they also wished, within the Kandyan law, to maintain the distinction
of a Binna and Diga marriage. This option had to be kept open as, in the
case of no male offspring, a daughter's Binna marriage was the only means
by which a man could keep property within the family.
This conflict between the interests of the father and his son-in-law was
to crop up again, but this could also lead to the women's inheritance

2°) As was described in 1.2 several different law systems existed applying
to the different communities on the island. The so-called Kandyan Law was
the customary law as it prevailed in the Up-country Kandyan Kingdom, which
had remained independent of the Portuguese as well as the Dutch powers.
When brought under British Rule, the Kandyans had a sufficient advantage
over the Maritime Provinces to maintain their own laws, which from then on
became known as the Kandyan Law.
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rights to be amended In her favour, as was the case in the Married Women's
Property Ordinance, no. 18 of 1923.

The Married Women's Property Ordinance, no. 18. 1923

In this Ordinance a married woman regained many of the rights she had lost
under the Dutch Roman Law:

-

She had right to hold property and of contracting as if
she were unmarried (point 5).

-

She was considered capable of bringing or being the
recipient of court actions - "in all respects as if she
were a femme-sole", and her husband need not be cited
with her as plaintiff or defendant (point 5 - 2).

-

The right

to dispose of all movable and immovable

property held by her before marriage, and that which
she acquired after marriage (point 7 ) .
-

The Ordinance specifically notes that the new property
rights of a married woman also extend to "deposits in
any post office or savings bank; annuities; sums forming part of public stocks or funds, shares, stocks,
debentures, debenture stock, or other interests of, or
in, any corporation, company, public body or society"
(point 14).

-

She was put under the obligation to maintain her husband, in cases where she had sufficient separate property to do so, and he had not (point 26).

Thus from the point of view of a married woman, this law was the first
major improvement after the serious deterioration her position had
undergone in the 19th century.
Reading the discussion of the Legislative Council while preparing these
changes in the law, one realizes why they were implemented

at this

particular stage, with the father's rights prevailing in the clash of
Interests between him and his son-in-law.
The Bill was proposed in 1920 by the first Tamil Member of the Legislative Council, Mr. Balasingham (H.P. June 26 1920/1: 203). His argument was
based on the fact that the dowry, given traditionally by a father to his
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daughter for her protection and property at marriage, was by law, since
1870, entirely the property of her husband.

If the father gives a bond to the daughter on the occasion
of the marriage that he will within a certain time pay a
certain sum of money by way of a dowry, the husband can,
even on the event of separating from his wife, enforce
that bond against his father-in-law, irrespective of the
wishes of the wife.

He adds that this state of affairs is highly unsatisfactory especially as
in England the law on this subject was substantially changed in 1882. A
European member seconds his proposals, as

I think it must be evident to all of us that In these
days, when the equality of the sexes is so prominently
before us, the laws which hands over absolutely to the
husband

the whole of the wife's personal property is

hopelessly archaic.

In 1921 the debate continued and proposals were made to cancel the "law of
restraint", still contained in the British law, which requires it to be
established that the wife is free from an overriding influence in disposing of her property. In such cases the Supreme Court, with her consent,
may bind her interest in a certain property if the judge thinks it is in
her interest to do so (H.P. 1921: 437).
The Committee appointed by the Council strongly advised the retention of
this clause of restraint when giving a married woman the right to dispose
of her own property, whatever her nationality,

otherwise there is always the danger that a woman, particularly when she is young, may be influenced to her own
serious and permanent detriment (H.P. 1921: 437)

In other words "she may be kissed out of her property" (H.P. 1921: 432).
At this point the objections to the proposed degree of liberation of
women within a protective male framework, meaning the exchange of the
control of the husband for that of the Supreme Court, emerged e.g. Mr.
Tambimuttu (Eastern Province) (H.P. 1921: 434):
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I do not believe that Mr. Balangsingham in his wildest
dreams thought that the status of women in his country was
going to be altered to the extent proposed. The committee
has no right whatsoever to go beyond their terms of reference and to consider the whole status of womankind in
this country. It is proposed to give women of this country
the status of their sisters in England, while the men of
this country do not, I believe, enjoy the same status as
men in England.

Other objections raised were:

Our girls have not reached a stage of civilization where
they can benefit by the extended rights which the Bill
seeks to give them (H.P. 1921: 542)
My principal objection to this Bill is that it will open
the door to misconduct on the part of our wives. In every
family there are occasions where there is unpleasantness
between a husband and a wife, and at such times an unscrupulous neighbour on near relation might induce the wife to
leave the protection of her husband, and all her property
will be at the mercy of the person who takes her away. I
am not overdrawing the picture when I say that owing to
the prohibition against alienation by a married woman, many a married woman has been saved. (H.P. 1921: 542)

The member goes on to say that although the dowry system is a curse, the
system cannot be altered as a girl is always married in her teens, without
her wishes being consulted. Everything depends on the dowry her father can
give his intended son-in-law. Further a woman cannot be sued in court and
cannot conduct any business without her husband's consent under Common
Law.

This Bill with one stroke of the pen takes away all the
safeguards that we have been accustomed to.
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He also foresees many problems of litigation:

After nearly 40 years of litigation, the law relating to
matrimonial rights has been settled, and we do not want a
new law which will again entail a great deal of litigation. (H.P. 1921: 542)

Mr. Duraiswamy (Northern Province) supports his view:

We are dealing here with people who are not so advanced
as those in European countries, and where the women have
greater confidence in their husbands.

He consulted the views of leading men on the subject, and therefore he
protests against the proposed new law. Mr. Tambimuttu adds rather blandly
that "Eastern people never look on marriage as a contract in the first
place". Mr. Corea (N.W. Province) (H.P. 1921: 544) puts forth a similar
argument in a more subtle way. He argues that it is true that women in the
past had a greater amount of liberty and a dignified status in society:

But society

in those days had its foundations in the

village community system, under which there were manifold
restraints, not only on women, but on men as well, against
the alienation of family inheritance

... most of these

ancient sanctions which regulated society have now lost
their force ... it is impossible without undermining the
social fabric to a very dangerous extent, to attempt to
insert bricks of foreign manufacture into the foundations.

Members who were in favour of the Bill counter these arguments by pointing
out that the new law is not new at all, but is coherent with the traditional laws as they prevailed in the country.

Much harm was done to a section of the community

as

regards their matrimonial rights when they were dragged
back to the barbaric principals of the Dutch Roman Law. In
our marriage laws we have always been ahead of Europe.
(H.P. 1921: 544)
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This last point is confirmed by the traditional family laws which were
still operating on the island, separate from the General Law, like the
Kandyan and Thesawalamai (Tamil), where women to a certain degree could
hold their own property. Therefore:

Our low country sisters, who have been disfranchised by a
stupid blunder (meaning the British enforcement of the
Dutch Roman law as the General law in 1801), are going to
be enfranchised again.

The argument of the dowry is discredited also as it can be easily combined
with female ownership.
Finally the argument that women would need protection, due to supposedly
inferior qualities, is contradicted:

99% of the Sinhalese women are level-headed, and will
always be guided by their husbands rather than be led
astray by the first adventurer who comes along (Perera,
W. Province).

The Attorney General adds another proposal, by pointing to a large lacuna:

The member of Northern Province said with a certain
amount of virtuous indignation that his countrymen are
content with the existing law. I cannot help asking the
corrollary : Are his countrywomen content with the existing
law?
Because although women should rightly take many of their
views from the superior sex, still I think they have got a
very strong sense of justice and I should very much like
to know what their opinion was as to the trammels which
are put upon the exercise of their rights of property by
the existing law.

Others add that women on the whole are very conservative and that Kandyan
women never sell their property without their husband's consent, although
they still have the right to do so:
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As low country ladles are adapting the Kandyan dress, I
do not think there la any harm In them being treated the
same way as the Kandyan ladles (H.P. 1921: 550).

Finally the liberal values of the colonizers were also thrown on the
scale:

"after all, surely a woman can do what she likes with her
property, what right has anybody to talk of sex

disabi-

lity in the 20th century?" (H.P. 1921: 549).

Due to the extent and intensity of the differences of opinion the Governor
handed the preparation of the Bill over for the second time to a select
committee of five members. In 1922 an amended version was read in the
Council and towards the end of 1923 it is finally presented once more.
This time far fewer fundamental objections are raised. During this year
the Bill had become the topic of public debate, as can be seen from the
newspapers of the day. In the Ceylon Observer (12-8-1923: 23) reference is
made to the "smoke and blaze of trumpets of the feminist battlefield" and
the threat posed to the husband by the new law.

No wonder men always answer their country's call to arms.
It is far easier to face quick death on the battlefield
than slow death beside the domestic hearth.

A fear of an increase in divorce rates, as a symptom of the deterioration
of the marriage bond is also noted (Ceylon Observer 7-8-1823: 2). Indeed
since 1901 the numbers of divorce cases under General Law had

been

increasing. In 1901 the average number was 22 per 1000; in 1915 it was 59
and from 1920 to 1930 the average was 98 per year, while the divorce rates
among the Kandyans remained stable, although far higher than those under
General Law. Between 1920-30 the average divorce figure was 618 per year
under Kandyan law (A.D. 1931).
Nevertheless in the Council itself, the Bill was hardly opposed. Only
Mr. C E . Corea makes a minor attempt:

Yet I think the Honorable Members will agree with me that
when any woman in this Eastern land, desiring to retain
the refinements of ancient civilisation, cares not to
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appear in court, she ought to be given the liberty of
being represented by her husband under her authority.

This evokes an immediate retort by another member:

I think the provision as it stands will safeguard the
refinement of the Eastern lady, which Mr. Corea has so
much at heart, because as a f emme-sole, she can give a
proxy to her own agent or proctor, and there would be no
neccessity for her to attend court (Perera, W. Province).

And thus the "Married Women's Property Ordinance" is finally passed and
became law on the 1st of July, 1924.

Discussion on the Married Women's Property Ordinance

The discussion held in the Legislative Council is revealing as to how
changes in the matrimonial law came about. Firstly the members of the
Legislative Council realized clearly the strong links between control over
property

and power within marriage, and many voiced the threat they

foresaw at the thought of a wife's growing control over property within
marriage. This in contrast to the diffuseness and relative unimportance
which surrounded the earlier proposals for change in marriage laws in the
second half of the 19th century, which only eroded the wife's position.
Secondly, the members of the Council shared with other powerful groups a
degree of singular vision concerning their own rights. The argument of Mr.
Corea is most clever and subtle in this respect. He agrees with the
unequal position of men and wonen within marriage and the fact that this
unequality has increased over time, but precisely as the society

has

changed, one cannot go back into to past, and one cannot "insert bricks of
foreign manufacture into the foundations".
This argument seems plausible enough but he omits to mention that while
the wife's position in marriage should not be altered, the male's position
in marriage continues to shift in his favour and in such manner that he
has acquired an untraditionally high degree of control over the marriage
contract and property. As this position is more advantageous than in the
past it is completely kept out of the discussion on the rights of married
women.
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Thirdly, the economic and ideological influence of British society is
clear. Those advocating a change in the law could never have gained enough
momentum if they had had to rely solely on the more advantageous position
held by women in traditional society and still partly maintained in the
Kandyan law. They definitely needed the argument of "progress" and "equal
rights for all", then in the process of being formulated in England
itself.
Both those for and against the Bill manage to devise favourable arguments based on the traditional situation in Sri Lanka. Further, all shared
deeply-held views on the inferiority of women, but differ as to whether
the new law, by giving rights to married women, posed a threat to the
social system. Even the opposition seem to have decided finally that the
issue did not pose a sufficiently serious threat. In practice, like the
Kandyan women, even married women who have the right to dispose of
property, do not, or cannot, make use of this opportunity very often.
Therefore it can be safely assumed that they will be "sensible" enough,
even if they are acceded extended rights on paper. Undoubtedly this was
one of the main reasons that the Bill was passed, in spite of opposition.
However the fact that the Ordinance was proposed

cannot

be solely

explained by British ideological influence and the lack of a concrete
threat to the social fabric. The restricted rights of married women under
General Law had, since its effectuation in 1801, created a source of
conflict among the men themselves. One had less opportunity to consolidate
one's property and protect one's daughter when she married than in the
past. The dowry bestowed on the daughter in marriage became in fact the
sole property of her husband, at a time when divorce rates were rising,
especially in marriages conducted under General Law, and secondly property
had become a marketable entity.
This created a potential area of conflict between fathers and sons-inlaw, in which fathers wished their daughter's property secured and under
their influence, and sons-in-law wished to retain the colonial aspects
which enlarged their traditional rights over the property. I don't want to
pose this in a concrete form as most men are both fathers and husbands
during their lifetime, but the fact that male economic interests were at
stake does explain why the ordinance was suggested, and why it was
opposed. The discussions leading up to the new ordinance reveal that it
would never have been proposed if the dowry issue was not involved.
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This is an important point, as references are made repeatedly to the
"smoke and blare of trumpets on the feminist battlefield", and one might
otherwise attribute these changes solely to the success of the latter.
The feminist argument was only a side issue, used arbitrarily, rather
similar to the pro's and con's based on the traditional rights of the
spouses. In fact the benevolence of advocating rights for married women
was based on their lack of opportunity to use their rights independently
in the first place.
It also emerges that the exponents of change were men of property. It is
definitely a piece of legislation for the privileged, evident also in
point 4 of the above outline of the ordinance. There are references in
detail to all forms of property, to which the poorer sections of the
population would have no access. This beneficial Ordinance for married
women can have had hardly any effect on women of poor families, already
confronted with degrees of landlessness and multiple ownership of minute
and uneconomical portions of land (Chapter 2).
Before proceeding with the changes in the lives of the poor (women)
attributal to British domination, I will touch briefly on other discussions in the Legislative Council to emphasize the role of male elite
legislation, which was known to ignore the labour struggle in progress. In
1928, A.E. Goonesinha, labour leader and occupied with the formation of a
Labour Party, described the Ceylon National Congress and the Legislative
Council as:

Haughty, patronising and tyrannising Upper Ten in society,
who had nothing for the "voiceless masses" (Jayawardena
1972: 276).

As we shall see, it also opposed the feminist struggle at the time and did
not promote women's interests, if they were not backed up by their own.

Examples of class and gender interests operating in the Legislative
Council

- Franchise for women

In the same year as the Married Women's Property Ordinance, 1923, a motion
was presented to the Legislative Council (by Mr. Tambimuttu,

Eastern

Province) concerning the franchise of women. This referred to the limited
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franchise for sections of the elite population which had been granted by
the British. Again one finds the familiar arguments pro and contra. Those
favouring the participation of women emphasize that

ladies take their rightful place in the Mother of Parliaments as well as in the representative assemblies in
other parts of the world, and when, even in places like
Burma and Japan, women franchise is granted, there is no
reason why the example should not be followed in Ceylon
(H.P. 23-3-1923).

The speaker continued to say that the movement (regarding women) was
gaining strength which could be deduced from the attendance of the ladies
in the Council Chamber during the debates on the Married Women's Property
Ordinance, and that he hoped in the near future ladies would not only
elect their own male representatives, but will also become Members of the
Council themselves.
He stated further that this motion was supported by an appeal which he
had received from a "noble woman from Northern Province", who was not
satisfied with the reforms undertaken to date. This motion however failed
to find a seconder and has to be withdrawn. One of the reasons being,
according to mr. Tambimuttu "that it can't be seen as an old right, which
has to be restored", and a similar Bill had only recently been passed in
England. Indeed the Attorney General added that the Council had only just
passed the Marriage Ordinance, which was passed in England in 1882.

franchise has passed only yesterday here... "So that if
we were to delay a little before we extend the franchise
to ladies in Ceylon, I do not think we shall be treating
them badly (H.P. 20-3-1923, Attorney General).

The Colonial Secretary also pointed out that until a larger percentage of
males qualify for the electorate, an appeal to the fair sex for assistance
in political matters would be premature.
Thus changes with no motive of economic interest for the Members of the
Council or their class have little chance of success. The argument of
English law has insufficient impact, while apprehension of an inadequate
male majority finally closes the case. Franchise for men and women was
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finally to be introduced in 1931, at a time when universal franchise for
men and women was passed.

Motion proposed to make adultery a criminal offence

This motion was brought forward in August 1925, as adultery was a crime in
England as well as in India and for years there had been public demand for
a similar law in Ceylon. Here again the motion did not result in an
ordinance, due to arguments displaying a sudden concern for the poor in
Kandy especially, where polyandrie unions were still common. It would only
benefit the wealthier classes and "there lies the danger", laying open to
blackmail the "innocent and clean-living sons of wealthy parents (who) are
entrapped into a place" (Acting Colonial Secretary).
Furthermore there was no need for the legislation as Ceylon did not
suffer from the vice of adultery. Only if "Bolshevik views of communism"
or concepts of "free love" would be rampant, would the time have come to
make adultery a criminal offence... (Ceylon Observer 7-8-1923, letter to
the editor). Such a law could also lead to an increase in divorce, and
therefore the motion was lost with 4 in favour and 32 members against.
Thus again the parallel with British Criminal Law is not sufficient to
carry

the motion, while the link with the traditional system in this

instance was weak. The concept of marriage fidelity was different in a
society where polyandry was accepted; bastards were not recognized in the
"British" sense of the word, while bad conduct in a wife or daughter (such
as mating beneath her caste) was traditionally punished by the male
members of her family themselves. Finally there were no parties in the
Council who had any economic interest in passing the law.

Children in Domestic Service. 1930

The ordinance for children in domestic service requiring the registration
of a child servant met with a great deal of opposition, and was finally
passed only by the great personal pressure and eloquent speeches of the
Controller of Revenue, in which the counter arguments were cleverly used
in his own argumentation

(H.P. 18-8-1930). His vehemence sprang from

personal concern and awareness of the extreme cruelty which was at times
befell children of poor parents given to richer families, who fed and
clothed them while bringing them up as their servants.
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In the arguments against this ordinance one sees the great extent to
which the Members of the Council were led by their class interests. One of
the arguments made repeatedly against the proposed Ordinance was that
there was no "child slavery in Ceylon, as was believed by some people in
England, and, such a Bill if passed, would be a blot on the fair name of
the island" (H.P. 31-10-1930).
Mr. Macau Markar, the Muslim Member, notes the specific problems faced
within his community if such a Bill became law. It would be especially
dangerous for Muslim ladies who employed servant children in their home.

Now in the event of some neighbour or other person wishing to pass off a grudge against the employer of these
children, it is just possible that false statements may be
made to bring out and expose the women who are in "purdah". That will be a greater disgrace than anything else
to Muslim women (H.P. 31-10-1930).

1.7

Conclusion

1. The changes the position of Sinhalese women underwent during the period
of British rule in the 19th century can be summarized as follows:
a. Legislation worked towards a monogamous, life-long union, sanctified
by state and/or church, which preferred virilocal residence and
patrilineal inheritance. Secondly, legislation reduced the number of
persons for whom the older family members could be legally held
responsible, by creating a category of "bastards", and by altering
"adoption" from a family decision to a legal procedure. This
legislation

not only operated against the traditional bilateral

inheritance laws, but also attempted to introduce "primogeniture" in
order to limit the number of legal heirs to the first born only (see
Chapter 2). The new system therefore created a greater inequality of
access to family land and property among family members, coupled
with a reduced responsibility of the newly privileged for the less
privileged - the former being found only among

selected male

members.
b. The women's relatively independent position in marriage, provided by
her life-long access to land and property and the right to divorce,
was to shift to that of a legal and economic dependent, with limited
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divorce rights, to be protected by her husband, and on his default,
by the state. Her position became one which was at best secure but
which lacked economic potential, because even as a widow her right
to land and property were curtailed.

Thus we see how a woman's position in regard to her access to land was
deeply influenced by her males (father, husband, sons, brothers), and
their strategies to safeguard and augment their property - in a period
of intensified struggle for upward mobility.
How ever "logical" the steps undertaken by the Sinhalese elite decision-makers appear, they hardly ever had to directly voice their
interest in order to curb the position of their women (wives, mothers,
daughters and sisters). This sheds a special light on the process of
gender transformation which took place in the 19th and the beginning of
the 20th century.
2. By relating the colonial land policy to the changes in kinship and thus
not studying them separately (as is often done), it becomes feasible to
understand the dynamic link between the two.
The - in feminist analysis - often separated areas of the "public"
and the "private" become related and highlight to what extent kinship,
marriage and inheritance form the level on which the - largely unformulated - struggle between the sexes for resources and decision-making
takes place. It further allows seemingly disconnected phenomena to be
connected

as the penetration of capitalism to gender relations on

property, and also to the field of intimate relations involving notions
of responsibility, friendship, love and sexuality. This point will be
further argued at the end of the following chapter.
3. The process of gender transformation took place in the wake of the
formation of the colonial state, which due to its nature could provide
an adequate apparatus to transform economic/social as well as gender
relations.
In contrast to former colonizers, the British colonial state ruled the
whole island and provided an effective mix of rule and

opportunity,

conducive, as we have seen, to achieving its aims.
Before going into the implications of this process for the transformation of power between the sexes, I will first trace a similar process of
mlsrecognitlon taking place in relation to women's access to labour and
trade. The access to paid labour grew in importance as the capitalist
penetration took shape at the end of the 19th century and the first half
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of the 20th century. In this context attention will also be given to the
economically poorer classes, and the transformation In the position of
rural women to land, paid labour and trade.

CHAPTER TWO

TRANSFORMATION IN PEASANT WOMEN'S ACCESS TO PAID LATOUR AND TRADE
(with special reference to the south)

While

the previous chapter concentrated mostly on the effects of the

British legislation on the lives of women of the privileged classes, I
will now attempt to trace the consequences of macro-economic changes and
mutations in marriage laws for women of the working and peasant classes.
As we have seen women lost their rights to land and were confronted
slowly with a different marriage system, eroding their traditional
position in their families which had held a far greater potential for
power and control over resources than the new system. Women of the
privileged classes were in a position to regain some of their rights in
the field of inheritance and property in the 1920 's and also won access to
several sections of the newly emerging society, thanks to the liberal
values of the colonizers which emphasized the need of education not only
for men but also for women.
For the working class and peasant women the case was different. Initially their position seemed to remain unaffected, due to the successful
strategies of passive resistance, whereby the majority of the poorer
classes ignored the demand of registration of marriage. They were also
more reluctant to do so as they lacked the incentives offered to the
privileged classes. The British attempts to register every individual birth, marriage, death - persevered, both as prerequisite of taxing and
controlling the population, as well as from the notions of a state and its
subjects, which based on capitalism, required a different perception of "a
person" (with rights vis-à-vis others) than the former feudal system had
maintained (see 1.1).
Only several decennia after the British land legislation had become a
reality was the peasantry gradually affected by the process of progressive land-scarcity more acute in some areas than others. For the poorer
classes, it was in this context that the new legislation on marriage (and
subsequently on inheritance) became a factor to be reckoned with. Family
members clashed over the inheritance of the scarce land-shares, not only
due to this scarcity, but also because the traditional laws and those of
the colonizer allotted different rights to different members of the
family. This process was aggravated as the inadequate government policies
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to to curb the worst effects of their neglect of the peasant sector were
geared to alleviating the negative aspects for the male peasants only.
Before describing the specific consequences for women I will outline the
general land policy and its effects on the rural poor. As landlessness
expanded, aggravated by the rise in population which began in the 1920's,
land-rights became theoretical for the poor, from the point of economic
survival. However, in relation to status and access to influence within
the community and family, land-rights formed a base from which one could
participate in family and village affairs.
For their livelihood the rural poor became increasingly dependent on
their degree of access to paid labour, and were confronted with severe unand under-employinent. The women faced the additional problem of being
denied the right to work. As the knowledge of the growing landlessness and
subsequent unemployment became impossible to ignore, the colonial government policy aimed at absorbing labour into the emerging industrial sector
and services in the towns. The concept of the male breadwinner was not
actually stated, but all reports, plans and policies developed by the
colonial government spoke only of employment for males. As their policies
were unsuccessful, the pressure to employ men could only become stronger.
In spite of the fact that from the start no plans were made for women's
employment, the women of landless families were forced, like their men, to
seek employment in local industries and in the towns. From the available
statistics, however riddled with confusion as to how to interpret the
"female worker", it emerges that they did so in vast numbers. In the
process women gained a lower access than men to the so-called "formal
sector" of the economy and remained predominant in the least profitable
sectors of what is called the "informal sector" for lack of a better terra.
In this chapter I concentrate on southern Sri Lanka because this is the
area where effects of the changing economic policy were most felt, partly
due to the increasing density of the population and partly to its already
long experience of colonial rule. Furthermore it is in this area that the
coir industry, one of the main industries with female employment in the
"informal sector" and the focus of Part III of this study is situated.

76

TRANSFORMATION IN LATOUR AND TRADE

2.1

Rural women and their lack of access to land

2.1.1

Progressive Land scarcity

Landlessness was not a new phenomenon in Ceylon. It had been noted already
in the records of the Dutch colonial period and even before (Kotelawela
1967, 1968). But the scale increased substantially during the second half
of the 19th century, leading to the seemingly irreversible torrent of
problems facing the rural sector in the 20th century.
The debate on how much the peasantry suffered as a result of the
colonial policy

of expanding the plantations has not yet been fully

finalized (Snodgrass 1966; Abeysekera 1985; Bandarage 1983). Although the
plantations seldom encroached directly on land owned by villagers, the
indirect effect, especially on the following generations was severe.
As the development of the colony was considered synonymous with the
expansion of the plantation sector, this sector received the exclusive and
energetic attention of the colonial government bent on creating an infrastructure of roads, railways and ports to support the growth of the plantations. This growth of the plantation economy was spectacular (table 1).

Table 1: Area under estates from 1857 - 1946 (Sarkar 1957: 210)

Year

Acres ('000)

1857

81

1871

196

1881

321

1891

334

1901

460

1911

975

1921

1,093

1946

1,500

In common with the development of the colonial export policies of the time
the traditional subsistence economy - of which rice production was the
most important and formed the major subsistence crop of the population was totally neglected. This led to a deterioration in productivity and
irrigation. The area under rice cultivation remained more or less station-
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ary during the period of plantation expansion, at a level of around
600,000 acres (Sarkar 1957: 211). The serious effects of this policy
became clear when the population began to increase. During the first 60
years of estate development there was no significant change: up to the
1900's the peasant population grew at a rate of 1% per annum (Snodgrass
1966: 47). This was mainly due to a high incidence of infant mortality and
outbreaks of malaria. Furthermore there were gradual rural population
losses to the cities and the estates. After 1900, this pattern was to
change, as is seen in table 2.
Table 2Population growth of Ceylon from 1789 to 1947 (Sarkar 1957: 22)
(corrected growth and population figures)
Year

Growth rate per year

Population (ΌΟΟ)
1,788

1814

- 0,717
- 4,408

1827

+ 1,609

1,445

1837

+ 1,999

1,734

1847

+ 2,389

2,148

1857

+ 1,105

2,385

1871

+ 1,303

2,820

1881

+ 0,794

3,044

1891

+ 0,940

3,330

1901

+ 2,105

4,031

1911

+ 1,664

4,702

1921

+ 1,280

5,304

1931

+ 1,412

6,053

1946

+ 1,173

7,122

17β9
1809

1,533
1,195

While the population in general was increasing, its density differed
substantially

from area to area. The coastal districts of the South

figured high in this respect.1 The growing pressure on land resulted not
only in the plots becoming smaller, but also in the deterioration of
cultivation techniques (whereby the plough gave way to the mamraotty),

1) In 1931 f.i. the population in the coastal district of Galle was al
ready estimated at 503 per sq. mile (Census 1931: 49).
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causing the tenure system to "become more and more complicated, hindering
effective production" (Sarkar 1957: 214).
Also the population was increasingly

confronted

with a new money

economy, which gave room to the money-lender, trader and boutique keeper
"Who combined

the triple function of banker, buyer and seller to the

peasants in one, (and) thrived on the misfortune of the peasant by buying
cheap, selling dear and lending at a high rate of interest" (Sarkar 1957:
214).
In addition the rising crime rates are revealing, and can be used as an
indication of poverty. From figures on crime in 1845 and 1867 a trend
becomes apparent whereby the traditionally high Jaffna crime rates were
overtaken by those of the densely populated West and South of the island
(S.P. 1867: no. 22). A trend which was interpreted by the authorities of
the day to be due to "advancing civilisation" and "a thrust for gain,
which is so characteristic of the low country" (Stark 1845). Between
1891 - 95 the crime rate rose by 9%, compared to a population rise of 5%
(S.P. 1897, Special Report on Crime in Ceylon).2 Serious crime was highest
in the South, and in 1905, the newly arrived Government Agent of Southern
Province was introduced to his area by his predecessor referring to it as
the "most criminal province" in the whole of the British Empire (G.A.
diaries 1911: April no. 22). The growth of the population pressure on the
peasant sector was phenomenal. According to Sarkar's analysis the population pressure on land doubled in the period 1871 - 1946 (1957: 216). In
1937 landlessness on a large scale was first studied by the authorities
and statistics were collected in the districts, based on a survey of 1% of
the total number of villages in every district, which resulted in the
following figures in table 3.
As less than one acre of land is generally insufficient for agricultural
purposes, most of it being utilized for the house and garden, Sarkar summarizes in 1937 a percentage of 65% of the people as landless (Sarkar
1957: 218).

^) The instances of manslaughter, grievous harm and murder were proportionally several times higher than those in England at the same time.
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Table 3: Scope of landownershlp per district: 1937

District

no. af fami-

no. of fami- no. of fami- no. of families owning

lies surveyed lies owning
no land

1 to 5

5 acres or

under 1 acre

acres

more

52

18

89

Oülaw

340

Puttalam

173

89

28

43

13

Mátale

692

262

142

228

59

Kuzunegela

2.040

755

397

648

240

Salie

1.249

706

300

181

62

645

355

141

108

41

Matara
Haubantota
Total
Per cent

181

lies owning

311

110

46

127

28

5.450

2.458

1.143

1.3Θ7

461

100

45.09

20.99

25.45

8.47

Sarkar 1957: 217, oonpoeed figurée Ітяяаі on study of В. Das Gupta, Report on the
aoononic survey Bulletins, no. 5-14, Ministry of labour. Industry and Ссшп гс ,
Colombo 1937.
The figures give an indication of the uneven distribution of landlessness
over the various districts of the country. Kurunegela, East of Colombo,
and Galle, South of Colombo, score highest, and show a relatively high
population density. In his analysis Sarkar continues to calculate the
increase of surplus population in the peasant sector in the period between
1871 - 1946, on the basis of the assumption that 10% of the population is
dependent on non-agricultural occupations. His figures show no less than a
fourfold increase in the number of surplus families on the land during
1871 - 1946, numbering a total of 650,000 families or 2,766,000 people
(Sarkar 1957: 221)).
In growing numbers this peasant population became dependent on labour in
and around plantations and towns. In periods of recession, which occurred
several times as the export economy became strongly linked to the world
economy, vast numbers of unemployed had no alternative sources of income.
This situation worsened when, after 1941, the plantation sector showed
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only a marginal increase.3 Sarkar's figures were assessed in the 1950's,
long after the process of growing land scarcity had taken place, leading
to the nearly insoluble problem of about 40% of the population having no
obvious occupation (Sarkar 1957: 222).
Before continuing with the ability of the newly-founded economy to
absorb the surplus population into a paid labour force, I will look at:
-

how the process was conceptualized by government officials at the time;

-

which policies were proposed;

-

the reaction of the rural population, and

-

the changing position of women within this process.

2.1.2

Conceptualization of land scarcity by colonial authorities and the
protest of the rural population

From the beginning of the British rule and the liberalization of the
monopolistic economy inherited from the Dutch, occasional references to
land scarcity were made. As early as 1833, in the Colebrooke Cameron
Papers (Mendis: 1956), the high instance of litigation among the rural
population was noted, although this was at

the time explained as a

peculiarity of the "nature" of the inhabitants themselves. In 1867 the
Government Agent of Southern Province noted landlessness in the form of
minute landshares owned by individuals (S.P. 1867). For instance it was
found that one share consisted of as little as 1/540 part of an acre.
Such notes in the Government agent's diary were written as a result of a
form of curiosity rather than of growing concern. They appeated to be
isolated occurrences. Nevertheless these references continued to occur.
Also in the 1891 Census several instances of growing land-scarcity were
noted, especially in the southern coastal belt of the island.
Only after 1900 however, does one encounter the first discussions among
the lower authorities on possible remedies for this situation. For
instance in 1910 the Governor, Sir Henry MacCallum,

summarizing

the

problems laid before him by the Low Country Chiefs, states that the
initial "partial remedy" of the Partition Ordinance, no. 10, of 1863 (and
amended

in 1867) had proved inadequate (S.P. 1910: no. 11). By this

3) For example, the prices for the exported articles (mostly plantation
products), increased by 343.5% during the period between 1938 - 50. In
spite of this great stimulus, the volume of export rose only by 37.9% (see
Snodgrass 1966: 49/55).
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ordinance the largest shareholder of a property acquired the right to buy
up the remaining share(s), which had become too small to be economically
viable. One realized that this ordinance led to endless quarrels and crime
among the peasantry, while, even if land was sold, the same problem would
only crop up again one generation later.
A different approach was therefore suggested by the A.G.A. of Matara,
Klndersley. He proposed to change the law of multiple inheritance to one
of primogeniture, as practised in England.^ This proposal was contested by
the Government Agents of other Provinces, who pointed out that the local
people (not the planter himself) feared interference in this sphere as the
intangible share had more than economic value in their eyes. It gave them
the right to vote in the appointment of Headmen, and a place to build
their houses (T.A. Wicramaratne, Southern Province). Objections were also
raised on a judicial level that the sudden introduction of such a measure
would deprive 3/4 of the population of their property, leading to an
overload of court cases. The Governor himself adds several objections, of
which those he termed "minor" included the position of women,

The rights of residence and maintenance which is proposed
in favour of unmarried females and males under 18 strikes
me as singularly vague ... What is to become of them if
the heir in possession sells the property? ... Are unmarried sisters and the minor brothers under any obligation to work in return for their board and lodging? It is
difficult to believe that peace and good order will be
secured by a system under which the heir in possession is
obliged not only to maintain, but to keep living in the
house with him and his wife a number of maiden sisters ...
Mr. Klndersley ' s proposals are out of the question ...
After all the rule under which brothers and sisters inherit equal shares is one which prevails ... over the
greater part of the civilized world (S.P. 1910: no. 11).

Nevertheless in spite of these lofty ideals the pressing problem remained,
leading to proposals for a limited form of primogeniture. These entailed

4) Primogeniture decrees that the eldest son inherits the land, while the
movables are divided among the brothers and sisters. The heir to the landed property would be bound to maintain his unmarried sisters and maintain
and educate his minor brothers.
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either a) a decision within the family on the heirs to respectively land
and movable property, or b) this decision to be taken by the newly
installed Village Councils.
Proposals were also made to resettle peasants in other areas where there
was still room for expansion, in the so-called "Peasant

Resettlement

Schemes". But all these proposals would still cause a tremendous upsurge
of crime if primogeniture were to become a rule: "Sons might as well buy a
knife and stab each other, that has happened in so many cases (S.P. 1910:
no. 11; 8/9).
No solution was reached in 1910, to avoid introducing anything "to
disturb the minds of the people" (S.P. 1910: no. 11:12/12). The British
officials viewed the problem as being of limited importance, or one
outside their jurisdiction. Under the circumstances they deemed it wiser
to leave the solution to the next generation of administrators. The
suggested options gradually became focussed on the problems of the male
heirs, rather than the female. The Governor's minor objections are nowhere
followed up in a discussion centring exclusively on father, brothers and
sons and a "peasant" who is constantly referred to as a male.
The objections to "primogeniture pure and simple", while not incorporating the subsequent deterioration of the women's position, are made by the
more concerned at the meeting, while the die-hards of the colonial policy
persistently maintained that villagers had not been expropriated in the
first place. In their eyes, the villagers had repeatedly sold the same
plot of land (and sold it under market value) due to "their own improvidence", while they only had a "most shadowy title to the land in the first
place (Clifford 1927: 299).
That the official discussion tended to seek solutions exclusively for
male heirs is all the more relevant as the concrete entries in the G.A.
diaries, describing the minute shares of each party and the subsequent
conflicts of each separate case, repeatedly include women's claims to land
among those of the male claimants. To give but one example from the wellknown diary of L. Woolf, A.G.A. of Matara (1910: nov. 10th) of an entry
where he describes his enquiries into an undivided land case:

One of them made me regret that one cannot enquire into
every petition personally. In this particular case the
petitioner appeared prima facie to have no case at all and
I had already told her so. She petitioned again and I put
it down for circuit. It was only after minute enquiries on
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the spot that I found that she was really losing her land
in a most unjust and unfortunate manner.

Several other women's petitions on acquiring rights to land are included
in the list of petitions in this period, while the G.A. diaries also
contain references.5
During the 1920's though, the problems with regard to landlessness and
undivided shares continued to increase. From the entries in the

G.A.

diaries one can glimpse the ways whereby the villagers confronted the
British authorities with resistance to a government policy which systematically supported the interests of the planters and industrialists. The
protests of the local population were met repeatedly by either a complete
lack of response, or by forms of piecemeal legislation which only temporarily softened the effects of the changes taking place. The people's only
option was encroachment of Crown Land, especially in the form of chenacultivation (slash and burn). This encroachment was periodically, and in
an ad hoc manner, halted by the authorities, while at times a few of the
wealthier locals managed to secure shares of land for their own enterprises. The government representatives justified their actions on the one
hand by the argument of the "irreversible process of development" and on
the other hand by dismissing the peasant's protests as conservative,
exaggerated and misguided:

the villagers complain that this will leave them no means
for expansion, as there is no more Crown Land in the
neighbourhood (G.A. Southern Province 1924: March 2nd).
the villagers raised the usual objection that they were
losing their village reserve

(G.A. Southern Province

1924: March, no. 35).
I find in these cases that the villager is rarely able to
say clearly for what purposes he wants the reserve. He has
a vague idea that something that he has got into the habit

5) Examples of references to family quarrels, in which women were involved
over property and land-shares in the G.A. Diaries, 1911 June, entry 23;
1920 March, entry 23; 1928 May, entry 28; 1928 July entry 39; 1929 February 21st and 1929 May 10th.
Among petitions: Lot 43/9825 (National Archives, Colombo): petitions of
14-3-1894 and 1899, August of S. Mittoham. As I only could scan through
the long lists of petitions, more will probably be found if one searches
more systematically.
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of considering his own is being taken away from him and he
resents it. I am inclined to think that he gets more bene
fit by the land being opened up by the outside capitalist
(G.A. Southern Province 192Д: March 21st).

Another argument to combat such claims was by pointing out that those
putting them forward were not the most needy:
the petitioners were not the poverty-stricken villagers
they made themselves out to be, but men of substance in
the village. This sort of thing makes it very difficult to
find out what villagers really want (G.A. Southern Pro
vince 1924: March no. 38).
While the Government Agent thus renounces the local protests, in line with
the overall policy of his government, finally - due to the almost daily
confrontation - he is one of the first of the established authorities to
begin doubting the policy's feasibility. Thus the G.A. of Southern
Province notes in 1925, after commenting on the "usual objections of the
villagers" :
I made careful enquiry into this complaint, a very common
one in a thickly populated district, but I'm afraid I got
no nearer the solution than before. I do not at present
see any way of reconciling the demand of the capitalists
for land for agricultural expansion with the claims of the
villagers to be allowed unlimited jungle in the neighbour
hood of their fields and gardens. It is no good suggesting
to them that the opening of estates brings employment to
them. They do not want employment on the estates. They
want their "own land".
the ideal of an independent and self-respecting peasantry
living on its own land seems just as difficult to attain
in Ceylon as it is in other countries (1925: February no.
20).
In December of 1925 he voices his doubts even stronger and notes "the
landless man is everywhere".
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It would be alright if there were sufficient land for
both, but it is stated, and perhaps truly, that alienation
of land to the capitalist has gone too far and that it is
now time to call a halt and reserve what land is left for
more legitimate village purposes.

In 1927 one finds the same opinion emerging among higher placed authorities. For example such a strong defender of estate capitalism as Sir Hugh
Clifford, who had repeatedly lashed out against the "doctrine that tea and
rubber estates are a parasite growth, which is fathering upon the colony's
life blood", had to admit that in certain areas (Southern and Central
Province) congestion had occurred due to the "teeming population". He
concludes that in the Wet Zone all remaining Crown Land is to be public
and not private property (Clifford 1927: 303).
The change in mood is finally concretized in the report of the Land
Commission in 1929, which had been installed several years earlier.
The Report commences by stating that the principal objective of the
Government will be "the preservation of the peasantry". The peasant (who
is forever a "he") is called:

naturally

conservative

and

often

improvident,

(and

therefore) slow to adapt himself to the new economic
environment which has come into existence around him and
unless special steps are taken for his protection, there
is a serious danger of this class going to the wall. The
mischief has indeed already begun (S.P. 1929: 18).

As a first measure colonization schemes are proposed to map out at least
5000 acres of large blocks of land, if possible in the Western, Southern
and Central Provinces. A list of the requirement necessary to become a
colonist is appended and being of the male sex is not

specifically

mentioned, as it is too self-evident. The proposal is clearly drawn up to
provide land which would be sufficient for "one peasant and his family"
(S.P. 1928: no. 18, chapter 3). Measures had to be taken in order to
prevent the peasant selling his land to the capitalist; to mortgage or
sell his land to pay off debts, or to abandon the land altogether.
The traditional multiple ownership presented a more serious
Several options were proposed:

problem.
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a. The compulsory nomination of successors, by which the
owners of the plot has to nominate in "his" life a
single person to succeed "his" holding on "his" death.
Failing this the land officer takes over the responsibility.
b. The right - but not compulsory - of nominating a single
successor, which could be encouraged by allowing registration of the successor without a fee.
c. Compulsory sale if there are more than three heirs. If
the heirs cannot pay, the land should be sold to outsiders (this measure was considered too drastic, due
the negative experience with the Partition

Act of

1863/7).
d. The Commission finally recommended that power be given
to the Land Officer or court to order a sale. If there
is more than one heir, the land officer acquires the
right to nominate one of them.

In the Land Development Ordinance of 1935, the conditions qualifying a
colonist for a grant of land were finally laid down as follows:
- he may not lease, mortgage or sell his land;
- the holding must pass to one successor only.
A second area of change was proposed with relation to legalizing chena
cultivation, which had been forbidden up till now. Chena was to be given
back if not declared under waste (S.P. 1929: no. 18; chapter 6).
A third proposal was concerned with the provision for an increasingly
large educated class, who could no longer be absorbed in Industry, trade
and various forms of clerical work, and which resulted in the so-called
"Middle Class Land Schemes". This led to a proposal that in areas of land
shortage the remainder should be offered first to the Ceylonese, while
persons who had been in full-time government service should receive
preference if they wished to buy land on retirement. The proposal of
restricted competition was recommended in land sales under 50 acres. Here
again the concern for multiple ownership crops up and two solutions were
proposed :
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a. The lessee must nominate his successor, and failing to
do so, the land should be transferred "by a certain
fixed succession, e.g. to the next-of-kin, the eldest
being preferred, and males being preferred to females"
(S.P. 1929: no. 18; 37)
b. The other alternative would be compulsory registration
of the lease under an ordinance preventing multiple
ownership, but such an ordinance was not created at the
time.

These proposed schemes were basically an extension of the small ad hoc
resettlement schemes, which were already in the process of execution on a
very small scale before 1929 (See G.A. diaries of preceding years)." By
1939, 5 years after the Land Ordinance was passed suitable land for village expansion was said to be exhausted; after which another 110,000
acres were acquired from private funds, usually estates (Jennings 1948:
66).
Thus it was apparent fairly soon that the problem was in no way solved
by an expansion of the earlier small land-schemes, the scope of these
larger settlement schemes being a totally inadequate answer to the vast
numbers of people who had no other means of subsistence. Apart from the
inadequate scope of land settlement schemes of the 30's and 40*3, the
plans also suffered from many other setbacks. The criteria of selection
were said often to depend heavily on the degree of influence that one
could muster through village headmen; the allottees lacked

sufficient

financial means to develop uncleared lands, while indebtedness and the
powerful intermediary of the village trader (mudalali) continued to have
free play.
In later years even larger schemes were implemented.^ A further analysis
6

) Between 1939 - 47 3,056 Land Kacheries (land sales) were held and
80,203 acres of Crown Lands were allocated in 55,761 allotments to peasants. In addition 202 Land Kacheries were held by which 35,185 acres were
allocated to 2,395 middle class colonists (Jennings 1948: 66. Based on
A.R. of the Landcommissioner 1939-47: 17/18).
7) Such as the Gal Oya Scheme in Eastern Province, starting in 1950 and
establishing 11,936 families by 1965. In the 60's the Walawe Ganga Project
and Youth Settlement Schemes were initiated; in the 70's the Co-operative
Settlements and finally, in 1977 the largest development project ever
undertaken in Sri Lanka, the Mahaweli Ganga Project was commenced and is
currently still in progress.
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of these schemes and the shortcomings of those preceding the current major
undertaking fall outside the scope of this thesis, as my main purpose is
to indicate the result of these policies in relation to women's access to
land, which will be discussed in the following section.

2.1.3

The colonizer's conceptualization

of land

scarcity and its

consequences for women

The colonial government at the beginning of the 20th century made only
half-hearted attempts to alleviate landlessness among the peasantry. The
problem had been allowed to grow far beyond the scope of any form of
piecemeal legislation. The vast web of undivided landownership in which
large numbers of people had connected and separate interests could hardly
be unravelled by re-appointing limited acreage of Crown Land as individual
properties within the Land Settlement Schemes.
In fact the colonizer's conceptualization of the issue misrecognized the
problems for the economically weaker sections of the population from the
start, which again, as described in the last chapter, facilitated an
ignorance of the policies' effects on women, even by the more "enlightened" administrators. The solutions brought forward by those exponents of
colonial government who at least paid some attention to landlessness - in
contrast to those who ignored the problem - centred around policies of
limiting landownership and inheritance of land to one family member,
preferably male, within the schemes and among small property owners in
general. The resultant

problems faced

by the local population were

highlighted mainly in relation to the disinheritance of other males in the
family who would find themselves without land. That women would also be
disinherited only surfaced as a side-line in the argumentation of a
Governor looking for as many reasons as possible not to intervene.

Within the Settlement Schemes

Within the Land Settlement Schemes, over which the colonial government
exerted a certain degree of control, the limitation of landownership was
most likely achieved, although there are no specific figures available
the individual schemes carried out at the time.

of
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In the general Re-settlement Scheines the sex of the allottee was not
even mentioned, although the term of the "cultivator and his family" is
used repeatedly in connection with the distribution of land.
In the Middle Class Settlement Schemes the situation is slightly different, as here one finds occasional direct references preferring male to
female landowner ship. One example of this vas given in the previous
section. Sometimes this trend is formulated more precisely. For instance
in 1941, in relation to a scheme for "educated young men on the land
through the medium of schools". Initially a scheme of outright grants was
planned. Finally this was transformed into a lease of 99 years, with the
following argumentation:

We vere, however, faced with the difficulties that if an
allottee died after he had developed only a part of his
land, his holding would automatically pass to his nominee
who might be a minor, a woman or some other person not
capable of developing the land or who vould fit in the
cooperative life of the settlement (S.P. 1941: no. 5).

Women of the wealthier families (and their supporting male relatives)
eligible under such schemes had probably maintained a stronger position
from which they could lay claims to land, thereby necessitating a clearer
limitation to male ownership. The changed inheritance laws of 1924, by
which women regained many of their lost rights to inherited land and
property within marriage, would have influenced this.
According to Census information some women had, in spite of the changing
laws of inheritance, retained ownership of land.^ The Land Settlement
Schemes ignored these realities however, and it is striking that, in the
many severe criticisms of these schemes the point of women losing access
to land was not brought forward. According to Tambiah, the restriction of
appointing one successor differed radically from the "inheritance customs
of all Ceylonese groups", as

") F.i. in the census of 1884 1,525 women landed proprietors are mentioned, and only 425 men. Hovever the majority of owners of modern plantations
vere men. Likewise in the Census of 1901 33.90% female landed proprietors
are recorded, and among the paddy land cultivators a percentage of 27.32%
are female. However unreliable, these figures give an indication of the
situation. Further statistics unfortunately give no further information in
this field, so it is not feasible to analyze any development of change in
this respect.
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traditionally Inheritance is generally weighted in favour
of sons among whom there is usually an equal division of
land (1958: 240).

This formulation is a severe simplification of the traditional laws of
inheritance (Chapter 1), as It negates the traditional position of women
in the marriage and inheritance systems of both "Diga" and "Binna"
marriage. It serves as an example of how imperceptibly the position of
women in relation to land had been eroded over the years, as negligence of
their rights is not even used as an argument by a writer bent on advancing
arguments to denounce the colonization schemes under discussion.
In the later schemes, carried out in the 50's like the Gal Oya Scheme,
and those implemented in the 60's and 70's one sees a continuation of a
trend which basically ignores female participation in land distribution.
The criteria for selection often do not mention the sex of the applicant
or only include questions on the "wife of the applicant". On the application sheet for the Mahaveli Scheme one category includes the sex of the
applicant, but from research currently being carried out low figures for
land being allocated to women are estimated (Kumarihamy 1985; Rajapakse
1988).

Outside the Settlement Schemes

Outside the land schemes the situation was even more complex, as redistribution of undivided shares could not be implemented in spite of demands to
do so on paper. The rural population remained slow and reluctant to
register their marriages, and despite all attempts to legislate individual
landownership, the people persisted in collective ownership of minute
shares. This, and also the vast numbers of people involved, precluded the
enforcement of "primogeniture pure and simple".
The resistance of the population, passive in ignoring requirements of
registration, and active in the form of seeking redress in court, could
not be contained by the colonial administrative and judicial system. The
pressure on land therefore continued to lead to endless quarrels and
fights about ownership, referred to repeatedly by most writers on this
subject. Entries in the G.A. diaries also bear ample testimony to the
complications of "hotbeds of undivided shares", whereby women were at
times openly accused of "being at the bottom of all quarrels" (G.A.
diaries 1910: July no. 58). When meeting the Government Agent the people
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constantly protested against the limitation of land (through Crown Land
legislation) and brought forward the problems of undivided shares with
anger and sarcasm."

Although these diaries show that women participated

In these land claim tussles, there Is no material available to generalize
on their outcome. Most likely women often lost this struggle In favour of
male claimants, a process facilitated by the Intervening colonial officials' usual lack of awareness and concern for women's traditional rights
to land. Several writers refer directly to the emerging

pattern of

excluding women from the inheritance of land in their historical studies
of the period (Obeyesekere 1967: pp.l44-188, Sarkar and Tambiah

1955:

53/54, 57, 62, 77).

Conclusion

The British administration's misrecognition of growing land scarcity arose
because there was no economic incentive to give priority to the problem.
The British economic policy centred around the plantations and the export
economy. The effects of their macro-economic policies only slowly dawned
on them when their lower officials initiated a dialogue, on the basis of
their repeated confrontation with the resistance to these policies by the
peasantry itself. That the British subsequently only applied piecemeal
legislation and made no serious attempt to address the issue followed
logically from their outlook on capitalist enterprise.
But the fact that they endeavoured to introduce primogeniture and
promoted male ownership in the settlement schemes sprang from their own
unsaid gender ideology, and is not logically correlated to their economic
policies. Although the response of the Sinhalese population - and women in
particular - could hardly be documented, the struggles and conflicts which
emerged on the level of the family was noted in the administrator's
reports. Representatives of the population made it clear to the more
"enlightened" elements among the British that primogeniture was unacceptable, due to the level of family conflict it would entail. Thus male
interests among the colonized were strong enough to resist the irapleraenta-

9) One village proctor, with only a thinly veiled reference to the situation, asked the G.A. what the government would do in the case of people
with broken arms and legs who cannot work for their livelihood. The G.A.'s
answer that the government would build hospitals must have amused his
hearing, although he does not record it in his diary! (G.A. diaries 1910:
July 73).
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tion of primogeniture, and the British gender ideology understood their
objections.
In contrast, the fact that women faced decreased land-rights (and thus
decision-making powers) was not brought forward by the British administrators or by the colonized. The gender ideologies prevailing among both
communities, combined with intensified conflicts within Sinhalese families, resulted in a tacit acceptance of the womens deteriorating position
outside these families, and on policy level to remain unconnected to
drastic changes taking place. Not even severe critics of the Settlement
Schemes at a later stage mentioned this point. Thus, again one witnesses a
process in which economic incentives based on capitalism become fused with
notions on gender, which require no articulation, but which nevertheless
operate in the decision-making process. In practice this process compelled
large sections of the population to look for other sources of Income, in
the form of paid (skilled) labour in the vicinity or beyond, or to take up
petty trading.
The following sections examine what this process entailed during the
latter 19th and the first half of the 20th century. In them I will analyze
how the women's weakened position affected their participation in this
process and which branches of paid labour or petty trading they adopted in
their strategy. Firstly however, I will re-analyze the conceptualization
of the "female worker" herself. As emphasized in the introduction to
Chapter

1, the conceptualization of property operates already in the

sphere of ideology, as property can be misrepresented by the terms used to
describe it. This insight applies also in relation to work and deeply
affected the position of women in the statistics on labour, as developed
by the colonial authorities.

2.2

The misrecognition of the concept of the "female worker"

When looking at the conceptualization of a "female worker", and the
problems it presented for the statisticians, it is a simplification to say
that the framework of the census excluded women altogether as a result of
their concepts of a "head of household" and "his dependents". Even before
1900, the censuses were often carried out in great detail and are valuable, not so much for the exactitude of their figures but for the precise
descriptions of occupations, one obtains an idea of the sectors in which
women and men operated.

93

TRANSFORMATION IN PAID LABOUR AND TRADE

Secondly the great detail led the census officials to record

large

numbers of female workers and petty traders. In spite of their initial
conceptualization tending to bypass this labour. Therefore almost every
census attempted to give a new definition of a female worker, as facts
came to light on the inadequacies of the former categorization. Nevertheless the problem remained insoluble, which emphasizes the power of the
initial conceptualization over the actual figures, which were collected
sincerely enough.

Definitions of the female worker used in the statistics from 1871 - 1946

For the first census in 1827 no figures on labour were collected. This
census depended on information given by village headmen, who mostly gave
an estimate rather than question each household separately.
In 1871 this method was changed into asking heads of household directly. 10 The tendency to omit mentioning female family members can possibly
be explained by the already long tradition of foreign rulers to tax men,
or demand their labour, while women were usually ignored.^ The fear of
such practices, which always began with registration, was obviously still
great. The printed

announcement of the Census of 1871 was met with

protests by the villagers at the Kacheris.

It was with the greatest difficulty that the poorer classes were prevented from running away into the jungles.
Many I believe did conceal themselves, and were not in
consequence registered (Census 1871: XIII).

In 1871 for the first time in theory women workers could be recorded, as a
column was allocated to them. In the example given, the column was left
empty. In their instructions the census enumerators were advised to deal
only with the "head of the house", who is assumed to be a male. He is

10) "we must be careful to show that women and children are to be counted,
as the people take no account of them at all in many places; a man will
tell you his family consists of three, when he has a wife and four daughters besides himself and two sons" (Census 1871: XI).
11) The Dutch as well as the Portuguese had demanded "Rajakariya" or free
labour from men, for the cinnamon harvest, road-building, construction
work, etc. The British had abolished Rajakariya, but still required regular labour on the roads.
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asked to enter other members "in order of relationship": wife, children,
visitors, servants. Marital status had to be noted whether married,
unmarried, widower, widow, at a time when a large majority of the popula
tion was still living in their traditional unregistered and often polyandric/polygamous unions. Thus the census had many limitations, although It
was in itself a great improvement on questioning only the headmen.
Table 4: Working population per class and sex in 1871
Class

Total no.

Panale

Hale

% of class » of «men

% of man

of total la- of class

of class

boiff faros
Prafesslanal

29.413

2.422

26.991

1.2 «

8.23 %

91.77 %

1.589.00Θ

1.032.814

556.194

66.2 *

65.00 *

35.00 *

Ccmnercial

127.617

21.366

106.251

5.3 %

16.74 »

83.26 %

Agricultural

568.596

37.025

531.573

23.7 %

6.51 «

93.49 %

67.046

21.466

45.580

2.8 %

32.02 %

67.95 t

19.384

4.449

14.935

0.8 %

22.95 »

77.05 %

DcmesUc

Industrial

*) pezoentages derived from figures of 1871 census
Ten years later, in the census of 1881, the extent of paid female labour
was again under-represented as "practically all women without special
employment were contained in the domestic class" (Census 1891: chapter
XII). Children under 14 were placed in the "unproductive class".
In 1891 yet another system was adopted and "wives and children not
having any special occupation contributing to their maintenance were taken
to be of the occupation of the persons on whose labour they subsisted"
(Census 1891: chapter XII). Such a categorization results in a vast
misrepresentation of female income earners, as their activities as
vegetable sellers, food processers, weaving and coir rope-making would
tend to be neglected, because of the applied norm of one job per family,
preferably carried out by the head of the household, usually a male. With
this change in categorization, no less than 67.4% of the entire labour
force, including

"wives and others engaged in household duties" and

"children under 14 years", underwent a re-distribution in respect to the
census of 1881, where they were grouped in the "domestic" and "unproduc
tive class" (Census 1881: 51). Although the defects in the system of
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tabulation were noted, these were not sought in the field of women's
labour. On the contrary; one of the main drawbacks mentioned is that in
this manner certain "absurdities" arise, such as including men under the
heading of "midwife".
Nevertheless the numbers of women profiled in certain sectors of labour
is quite impressive:

Industrial class, gave employment

to 1/6 of the labour

force, 77% were females of which 3/4 came from Galle and
Matara districts (Southern Province). In food processing
women outnumbered men by two to one and in mat and basketmaking industry five out of six persons were female.
Domestic Class (2.4% of the total labour) included servants and those giving board and lodging. 72% came from
Western, Central and Southern Provinces, of which 69% were
Sinhalese women.

The fact that females exceeded men in the "industrial class" is due to
large numbers of women employed in coir manufacture in the South. On the
whole the population of Southern Province provided the highest figures in
the Industrial class.
Thus, in spite of a categorization system which ignored the many activities undertaken for survival in a landless peasant home, the figures
indicate that "industrial occupations" (including all forms of artisan
production at village level) are highest in the area where landlessness
was also relatively high, and secondly the large proportion of women in
these activities. 1891 was also the first year in which, due to migration
of males, a preponderance

of women was recorded in Galle district,

indicating the strong pressure on the district population to obtain paid
labour.12
These census figures can be augmented with information on labour to be
found in the so-called Ferguson's Directories of 1884 and 1901. The
categorization system of 1884 is not given, while in 1901 the directory
seems to have used a categorization system which was unusually appropriate, as it differentiated between male and female earners and male and

12) The only other district where more men than women are found is Jaffna
in 1891 and later statistics.
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female dependents. The figures emerging

from these directories are

discussed in the next section.
Returning to the census data of 1911 - a very elaborate one in many res
pects - women were again often categorized as "non-earners", in pursuance
of the theory of one main (male) breadwinner for the family (Census 1912:
445). The tendency to enter all women as being supported by their hus
bands, leading to a distortion of reality, was however noted for the
first time (Census 1912: 458). Nevertheless the census of 1911 once more
indicated a high degree of female participation in the paid labour force:
it was found that one in four women depended on her own labour for a
livelihood, making a total of 29% female breadwinners.
In the census of 1921 further progress was made; for the first time, the
concept of one earner per family was challenged. In this census the
definition of the term "earner" was considered too vague, as it ignored
the subsidiary

occupations. A new term of "gainful occupation" was

adopted. This was defined as "an occupation, by which a person who pursued
it, earned money or a money equivalent".^ Nevertheless the effect of
redefining the term "earner" to that of "gainful occupation" was to
increase the negative effect from the point of view of assessing women's
paid labour. This was due to the combination of the new term with the rule
of noting only the "principal occupation" of a family, i.e. the one to
bring in the highest and most regular income (Census 1946: 255).
The following census in 1946 (over 20 years later) made clear that a
comparison of the census material from 1901, 1911, 1921 and 1946 revealed
the unexpected result of an overal decline of employment.
Table 5: Percentage of labour force, "gainfully employed" and эре
cified

per

sex
year

total

1901

45.9 «

60.4 %

29.4 %

1911

43.0 %

59.2 %

24.8 %

1921

49.6 «

62.4 %

35.2 »

1946

38.9 «

57.2 «

18.1 %

moi

wanen

(Census 1946: chapter on labour)

13) This further refinement was needed as "the ideals of Western democracy
have combined with the economic needs of an interdependent world to deal a
death blow to occupational immobility" which is quite a lofty interpreta
tion of the struggle for survival then taking place.
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In 1946 these figures were found to be of too low quality to justify
further analysis. Criticisms were only voiced In relation to male labour,
as a reduction of labour opportunities was an impopular finding, illfitting the concepts of "progress and development". In relation to women
workers no comments were made, although their participation in the labour
force was halved according to the 1946 census material. One of the main
causes on paper, of this sudden reduction is found in the further redefining of categories which took place that year. In this census a
distinction was drawn between the earlier introduced term of "gainful
occupation" and that of "useful occupation". Any activity not practised
regularly and which did not bring in a steady income was excluded from the
category of "gainful occupation". One can imagine the results:

Thus, a housewife who did odd jobs and earned some money
and contributed it to the support of the family was not
included within the category of "the gainfully employed"
(Census 1946: 225).

Even if wives and daughters were "usefully employed", when they might "be
said to take the place of domestic servants", they were not gainfully
occupied as there was "no stipulated contract of service" so, whether they
helped or not, they were regarded as the responsibility of the head of the
family.
Thus the further refinement of employment categories - described as a
great step forward at the time - actually drastically

curtailed

the

occurrence of female paid labour in the statistics; this in contrast to
the former censuses where the "general confusion" nevertheless produced
much higher and more plausible figures. In principle the distinction
between "gainfully" and "usefully employed" need not have led to this
default if the figures on the "usefully occupied" had been returned in the
census summaries; but they were omitted, resulting

in the ultimate

disappearance of the majority of women from the labour records.
This unrealistic situation was maintained

in the 1953, 1963, 1971

statistics (to be finally reviewed in 1974: The population of Sri Lanka),
and still hampers the current statistics as well as the conceptualization
of the "female worker" (see introduction chapter 4).
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Consequences in later years of the change in labour categorization in 1946

In 1946 unpaid family workers were excluded from those termed "gainfully
employed". Secondly a distinction was made between those employed or
temporarily unemployed, as opposed to those unemployed who had not been
previously employed, the latter being excluded from the census."
In 1953 the same system of categorizing the employed and the unemployed
was followed, but included the "unpaid family workers" among the employed
persons (in total 5.6% of those "gainfully employed").
Initially

in 1963 all those without employment, whether previously

employed or not, were considered unemployed, which could have led to high
figures for female unemployment. However, this was finally not the case as
only the particulars of those who were considered to be "actively" looking
for employment were collected. Surprisingly enough not even a majority of
males were categorized as unemployed. In 1963 7.86% of male workers and
8.93% female workers were unemployed. (The population of Sri Lanka 1974:
86).
In 1971 yet another system of categorization was used, in which all
people of working age without employment were considered "unemployed",
whether they were actively seeking employment or not. The new criterion
was the question if they would be "willing" to work. This mutation, as
compared to the census of 1963, led to enlargement of the total labour
force, while the number of women seeking employment trebled. 15
The 1974 census noted this vast increase of women willing to work, but
it was again disregarded.

This willingness, however, would probably be subject to
rigorous restriction as to the nature of the work that was
acceptable. Non-existence of such work may have been the
very reason for their not seeking work (Census 1974: 87).

" / One can imagine the confusion which arose in the attempt to distinguish between those "temporarily unemployed" and "those who had not
previously been employed", for even had the census specified a time limit
(not mentioned in the census itself), it is unlikely that the respondents
would have been able to answer it correctly.
15) By 1971 the rate of unemployment for both sexes had risen to 18.02%.
The number of men seeking employment had almost doubled from 7.1 to 14.0%.
However, due to the altered classification, the figure for female unemployment over this period from 8.60% to 29.8% (Population of Sri Lanka
1974: 88).
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2.2.1

Conclusion

This overview Indicates how, insplte of a growing concern with an accurate
assessment of employment figures, certain preconceptions which were in
contradition to the reality faced by the population basically remained
unaltered. These basic preconceptions are:

The central concept of the formal sector

In the first place employment was considered to take place mainly in what
could be termed "the formal sector", as a result of the assumption that an
expansion of labour opportunities in this sector would absorb the redundant labour from the vast agrarian population.*« This conceptualization
arose from a need to calculate the monetary value of labour, and its contribution to the national income. All labour outside this formal circuit
of "contract labour" is termed "unproductive" and of a too minor importance to warrant further analysis. These unproductive activities came to be
considered "backward", "linked with poverty" or even just "dying out".

Femnle participation in the formal sector is irrelevant

The second preconception is linked to the former but emphasizes

the

constantly repeated notion that the participation of women in the labour
process is of no importance to their families nor to the overall economy,
which was the exclusive prerogative of the formal sector. For instance:
-

from figures collected in 1953 and 1971 it was optimistically noted
that the category of "paid employees" had increased, which was explained as

Due to changes in organization with small establishments and establishments operated by own account
workers closing down and yielding place to bigger
establishments using mechanized methods in place of
the traditional methods of craftsmen. This is the
expected direction of change in the economic devello) Employment should derive in government service, factories, plantations, business ventures (employing over 50 people) etc. and, to a certain
degree, in the services sector in urban areas.
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opment and industrialization taking place, but the
magnitudes are remarkable (Census 1974: 80).

-

Paid employees formed 55% of those employed in 1953, and in 1971 this
figure had shot up to 84%. At the same time "own account workers" and
"unpaid family workers" had decreased from 45% to 13%. It was considered "not surprising" that this change in labour occupations mostly
affected women. They were most active as "own account workers", often
engaged in traditional handicrafts, usually as a "spare time activity"
in addition to their home duties and they "are therefore most easily
displaced" by the better organized establishments using

mechanized

methods. This development, considered to be the result of progress, is
used as one of the principle explanations for the large drop in
employment of women recorded in the census of 1963.
-

The fact that in the next census of 1974 the numbers of unemployed
women increased fourfold, due to the change of classification, is not
considered to be contradictory; because the new criterion of "willingness" to work cannot be considered realistic in the case of women
workers, due to their primary responsibility of attending the home.
Thus the phenomenon of labour losses from "dying traditional crafts"
and women's low degree of access to the modem sector caused no concern
due to the prevailing view of the unimportance of female employment.

The concept of the male breadwinner

The third preconception is that of one job per family, most likely held by
"the male" as he is conceived to be "responsible" for "his" family. This
concept has become known as that of the "male breadwinner". Initially this
concept was implicit, but since 1946 it was applied more consciously in
splitting the term "earner" to one who is "gainfully" or "usefully"
employed. Although the earlier census figures, with their high participation rate for women, repeatedly showed up the patent untruth of the sole
male breadwinner, this preconception remained strong enough to dominate
and transform the collected material to fit the assumption.
In a way one wishes one could have observed the absurd spectacle of the
enumerators who managed every time to superimpose the concept of one
(male) breadwinner per family on a reality of often polyandrie households - related economically through kinship to several other households while all males and females within one unit would probably combine in
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acquiring the income for the household members to survive. Unlike 1871
when the "poorer classes" still ran away into the "jungles" when confronted with the census enumerators, in later years they must have answered the
stilted questions about their activities more passively, if they were
consulted in detail at all. Literature on the subject refers to women's
large share in the labour in what is termed the "informal sector", a
category blandly created to incorporate everything concerning labour and
income which did not fit into the superimposed category of the formal
economy (see also Chapter 4).
But it is relevant to realize how greatly the concept of "one" male
breadwinner per family has contributed to the dichotomy between the two
sectors and the high occurrence of women in the "informal sector". If men
are considered the main breadwinners and censuses are collected on the
basis of one job per family, the labour of the remaining family members
automatically disappears or at best lands up in some form of categorization leading to the term of "informal sector". As we have seen at certain
censuses women disappeared from the labour force altogether as they were
categorized as belonging to the domestic sector alone. In fact the need to
create a second term besides the "formal sector" only emerged when it
became clear what large numbers of males were not absorbed into this
sector in the first place.

The notion of one job per person

The fourth preconception which was to add to the confusion and unreliability of the final census data is connected to the one male breadwinner per
family

concept - the one job per person. Even in censuses where the

activities of other family members were recorded it was assumed that they
had only one occupation. The reality is that people have to undertake
several occupations in order to survive with their families. These
occupations not only differ per season and per sex, but also in day-to-day
living usually a number of activities are necessary in order to obtain an
income.
Thus the development of statistical data, which can be seen as logically
springing from the changed notions of "a person" in capitalism as opposed
to the former feudalist system, required each individual to be categorized
in some way, in relation to the state as veil as the economy. In spite of
the (increasing) concern with the validity and objectivity of data
collection, one clearly sees the impact of the underlying preconceptions,
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which deeply influenced the content of the data itself. The four preconceptions are to a large extent related to the prevailing, unarticulated
conceptualization of gender relations. Due to the influence of these four
preconceptions on the labour statistics compiled since the beginning of
1871 it is difficult or impossible, to define shifts within and between
sectors of the economy, and secondly to determine the position of women in
this respect. In the following section, using the available census
material, an attempt is made to determine which earning activities were
carried out by women and to what degree changes occurred over time which
are not immediately nullified by the inadequacies in the data collection.

2.3

Rural women's access to participation in paid labour and trade

This section is based on material from the census of 1871 with the figures
from Ferguson's Directories of 1884 and 1901.'-' The remaining statistics
up to 1946 have either no, or too incomplete figures to be incorporated in
the analysis. Labour figures after 1946 have only limited value due to the
by then successful policy of excluding women's labour from the statistics.
Nevertheless an impression can be formed of the occupations undertaken
by women to increase their earning capacity for themselves and their families, apart from the traditional agricultural work on the family land.
Furthermore, the specified forms of labour can be compared over this period as they were used consistently, defined into six classes and distinguished by sex (see table 6). The "Domestic class" shows great fluctuations, due to the described difficulty in categorizing women workers.^
These variations are probably due to the fact that married women of working age (15 to 59 years) were entered in the domestic class (in 1871), in
domestic and non-productive class (in 1884) and divided between domestic
and agricultural class in 1901; although the latter almost accidentally,
seems to provide the clearest system of categorization for women's labour.

1') As we have seen, the 1891 census figures are unreliable because all
family members were entered under the occupation of the main householder.
18
) Thus in 1871 - the Domestic Class incorporated 64.94% of the total
labour force, while in 1884 this was only 38.35% and in 1901 39.36%.
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In these figures a distinction was drawn between male and female earners
and male and female dependents.1°
Table 6:

Participation rate in the labour force, per distinguished
class of labour and sex in 1871. 1884 and 1901
Class

t o t a l no. of

% of class to

% Of «СЛЕП in

labour force

total labour

class

class

91.77 %

» of men in

1871
Gdvamnent/Prafessianal

29.413

1.20 %

Θ.23 %

1.589.008

66.20 %

65.00 *

35.00 »

Comercial

127.617

5.30 «

16.74 %

83.26 %

Agricultural

OcDBStlc

568.598

23.70 %

6.51 %

93.49 *

Industrial

67.046

2.80 t

32.02 «

67.98 %

Non-productive

19.384

o.eo «

22.95 %

77.05 %

Government/Profеазіопаі

32.756

3.17 «

4.30 t

95.70 %

Domestic

47.529

4.61 %

38.35 «

61.65 %

Conmarcial

62.441

6.05 «

14.02 «

85.99 %

Agricultural

664.095
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occupations in agriculture, which unfortunately cannot be compared with
those of former years.
As a full breakdown of figures on occupations in this context would take
up too much space and prove too little, I will here only highlight some of
the occupations and figures, while their totals summarized in categories
are found in table 6. In 1901 the highest number of men are noted as paddy
cultivators (235.440), for women, the majority are classed as labourers on
the tea-estates (135.392), of which many must have been Tamil women.
Women's second highest profile is as paddy cultivators (57.712), while
thirdly a substantial figure is noted as unspecified labourers (30.952).
Far fewer women are recorded аз labourers on cinnamon, coconut and
citronella plantations, while they account for less than 1/6 of the
numbers of male vegetable and fruit growers (6985 v. 1029).
In the privileged classes men number 2i times the women's total. Never
theless women form a substantial section of this class. They figure
highest as paddy landowners (1/3 women v. 2/3's

men: 126.745 v. 47.553):

secondly, just under half of the coconut planters and higher staff are
women (33.282 v. 14.825): while thirdly, they represent just under half of
the landed proprietors (23.636 v. 12.078). A fourth sector where women
score substantially is under the heading of tobacco planters and higher
staff, namely 4776 (approximately 1/5 of the total for males).
In the industrial class, the statistics for 1871, 1884 and 1901 allow on
paper, a comparison between occupations and number per sex. Further one
gains an impression of the specific sectors where women found employment
and of a sexual division of labour (see Table 7).
Apart from the domestic sector, women's participation rate in the indus
trial class was the highest at each census; 46.6% in 1871, 40.50% in 1884
and 38.54% in 1901. This may account for the fact that labour registered
in this class was regarded as one of the main avenues of employment for
families who, in growing numbers, were confronted with uneconomic small
holdings leading to the revelation in 1937 (when small ownership was first
analyzed) that 65% of the rural population was landless (Sarkar 1957:
218).
In the next section we take a closer look at the types of occupations
listed under "industrial class" to see if a sexual division of labour
emerges, and secondly in which specific sectors women were employed (see
table 7 ) .
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Female labour and the so-called I n d u s t r i a l Class
Table 7:

Number of females in each occupation i n the I n d u s t r i a l Class
1871.

188A and 1901

Occupation

1871

Coir, Harp nanufacturer
Hot, Basket maker
thoby (trashenraan)
Coffee picker
Tailor, Seamstress
Potter
Cotton spinner, weaver
Baker, bread s e l l e r , r i c e
cake s e l l e r

5.956
4.725
4.218
2.658
2.212
955
274

15.429
14.229
6.675
2.714
3.895
2.294
1.787

31.711
19.736
8.224
86
3.561
2.727
3.844

130
133
122
36
19
12
7
4

3.475
1.722
267
60
80
125
599
104
2.689
2.170
1.280
1.250
559
448
305
289

14.181
3.345
452
486
1.731
112
972
249
3.282

271
288
244
183
139
96
42
34
38
21
21
15
8
4
4
4
7
2
2

350
1.207

-

6
1
14
462

Ыл burner
Confectioner
Cinnanm p e e l e r
Stone breaker
Oil miller, tmngar
Milk s e l l e r
Rioe, paddy, grain s e l l e r
Railway labourer
Betel, arecanut s e l l e r
Road labourer
Laoe iranufacture s e l l e r
Vegetable dealer
Coconut, copperah s e l l e r
Dye-root digger, s e l l e r
Tobacco s e l l e r , cigar, snuff
nmnifacturer
Firewood c u t t e r , s e l l e r
Gram s e l l e r
Jaggery manufacturer, s e l l e r
Cadjan maker, s e l l e r
Plimbago digger
Coffee s e l l e r ,
Salt dealer
Dyer, s e l l e r
Oiarcoal burner
Goldsuith, silvaranith, jeweller
Hater carrier, dealer
Arrack s e l l e r , tavern k a q e r
Brick t i l e s e l l e r , maker
Straw s e l l e r
Poultry, egg s e l l e r
Drape cloth dealer
Carpenter
Arrack d i s t i l l e r
ButAars
Oyster dealers
Cany stuff s e l l e r

1884

-

2

-

1901

-

2.649

-

5.952
1.030
560
67

-

437
1.810
2.159
256
342
11
24
74
36

-

70
24
24
39
45

-
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Occupation
Focnac sellers
Sugar raanufacturers, eellars
Aerated watar nanuf acturar
BrsuerB/toddy drawers
Cocoa sellers
d m a n c n dealers
Grocers
Opium seller
Hater works servios
Candle sellers
Gas woike service
Grass seller
Building contractor
Watdi repairers
Flower, garland пакет, seller
Mechanics
Hatmakers, sellers, repairers
Dress hirers, sellers
Brass, copper, bell workers,
sellers
Plmbago dealers
Plimbago mine-owners
Woikars in tin, quidcsilver
Iron, steel workers, sellers
Glass, diinaware dealers
Sawyers
Timber dealers
Wrmd cutters
Wax, hcray, forest froduct
oollectors
Cinnaiixi, citronella oil sellers
caianists, druggists
Leatherware makers, sellers

1871

1884

1901

-

-

4
32
1
24
8
12
11
2
36
1
2
548
18
9
10
62
68
74

-

-

15
10
41
13

-

19
110
1
4
53
1
1
44
27

-

In 1871 women workers in the industrial class appear in 16 of the 44
listed occupations; in 1884 women are mentioned in 48 of the 71 listed
jobs, and in 1901 in 120 of the 172.
From the long list of occupations in table 7 several points emerge:
1. Apart from working mainly as agricultural labourers or paddy cultiva
tors, with a sprinkling of vegetable growers, women seem to have found
employment (increasingly) in the partially new-found occupations of
the "industrial class".
2. Women participated in a far wider range of occupations than is current
ly assumed. They were represented in those sectors which, according to
the colonizers were mainly the domain of men, such as carpenters; watch
repairers; building contractors; mechanics; iron, steel workers; brass,
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copper, bell workers; butchers etc, although clearly men were in the
majority.
3. Due to the earlier described tendency to ignore women's labour in the
categorization system used these figures must be interpreted as an
understatement of the situation in reality. This can also be deduced
from incidental comments made by Government Agents and other British
writers, who occasionally remarked on the activities of Sinhalese
working class women, although as a group they are one of the least
mentioned.
The activities of the male and female elite and the flora and fauna
were given in amazing detail. F.i. the trip from Galle to Colombo has
been described endlessly by both Dutch and British writers, as they
travelled on horseback, by palanquin and later by coach, car or rail.
In none of these descriptions however, have I ever come across a
reference to women coir workers, who must have been (as they are now)
clearly visible from the Galle-Colombo road.
There were exceptions, for example Leonard Woolf, A.G.A. in Hambantota
district in 1910.
When visiting a coconut estate in the South, he writes:

"Nearly all labour is done by women, who come from villages several miles away and work with a mammotty for a
very low wage" (1910: 176).

Earlier that same year he came across the, for him, unexpected phenomenon of women coral drivers, working along the south coast, near Tangalle. An occupation which had not even been recorded in the elaborate
lists of the statistical records.

the women of this village swim about 300 yeards from the
shore and fish up big coral stone (1910: Jan. 25th).

He estimated that around 2,400 women earned their living in this way. A
few months later he was confronted with them again (1910 Sept. 14th:
IBS), when a large deputation of these women divers met him at Unakuruwa. They complained that the Forest Department had seized the coral,
claiming it as Department's property, although it was found 200/300
yards off shore. Woolf promised to stop the Forest Department's actions
in this respect. Such examples indicate that women probably carried out
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many more forms of

paid labour than were ever recorded, and a l s o

times succeeded i n j o i n t l y p r o t e c t i n g t h e i r

at

interests.

4 . When women penetrated t h e wider range of j o b s they frequently landed up
i n the l o w e s t paid group. This becomes even c l e a r e r with the
refinement of

gradual

the c e n s u s e s . There are repeated examples such a s

from

the s t a t i s t i c s of 1901:
Table 8:

Occupation

Mai

Vfcman

Salt пвкегв
Salt sellers
Sugar
raanufacturere
Sugar sellers

79
311
8
23

255
87
31
1

These figures illustrate that women were more highly represented on the
labour side than in the trade of the product.
The general figures on the "commercial class" confirm this impres
sion. This category contains occupations as bankers, money changers,
accountants, managers, merchants, clerks, brokers, warehouse owners,
etc. On the whole this sector remained relatively small: in 1871, 5.3%
of the total labour force; in 1884 6.05%

and in 1901 5.07% , while the

participation rate of women declined slowly over this period. They
constituted 16.74% in 1871; 14.01% in 1884 and only 12.58% in 1901.
If these figures can be relied on, women were slowly losing ground in
the most profitable sectors of the economy.
A similar trend is found in the "professional class", which offered a
modest, but slightly growing, number of secure and relatively well-paid
jobs. In 1871 this sector comprised 1.2% of the labour force, in 1884
3.17% and in 1901 3.28% . Here again one sees the female participation
rate slowly decreasing, although it is less marked than in the commer
cial class (see table 6). Women's percentage is mainly due to their
involvement in education and medicine, sectors which were open to women
in accordance with the colonizer's concepts on gender, and who were
themselves mainly responsible for jobs created in this field. Here also
women had access to the lower paid jobs. In 1901 there were 340 male
physicians and only 13 women. However there were 893 "female" midwives
and no males at all.
Finally, from reports on labour in the 1930's and later, it is
apparent that women were consistently paid less than men, while child
labour was lowest of all. A trend which was halted only in 1984, and
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then confined to the plantation sector, where for the first time

women

received the same wages as men.
5. The figures indicate an older system of sexual division of labour,
existing before European colonialism. Women are highly represented in
weaving and spinning of all kinds; basket making, rope making, broom
making, cloth weaving, cadJan and mat making. In these occupations they
often outnumber the men ten-fold, and also managed to maintain a higher
degree of control as their product became commercialized. E.g. in 1901:
Table 9: Occupation
Coir nenufacturers
Coir dealers
Fibre sellers

Hen

Язлеп

1.688
1.031
62

28.295
1.491
44

In the census of 1931, when occupational returns were made in the
Colombo municipality, one still finds women well presented:
Table 10: Occupatici
Rope and twine makers
Net makers
Coir yamers
Coir manufacturers
A category

Han

Wanen

20
16
6

27
1
41
4

where women are highly represented is the food and drink

processing, although

this is reduced

when it concerns

intoxicating

beverages. In the food, drink and stimulants section of the 1901 statis
tics 25,503 women are noted and only 16,617 men. Their high representation
in this sector can be explained partly by a pre-existing sexual division
of labour, which predestined women to occupy themselves with the food
processing in the home. Thus the majority of bakers, bread and rice cake
sellers and confectioners are women. But they are also numerous in those
areas which entail agricultural labour, or further processing above the
needs of the family. For example in 1901 (see tabel 11) figures give an
insight into the many types of work undertaken by women traditionally on
the farms, and that they were by no means confined to housework alone, as
is sometimes postulated. Women seem to have maintained their relatively
equal participation rates in occupations which were strongly related to
caste, such as Dhobies (washermen and women) and potters. Again this
indicates a traditional sharing of work and responsibilities.
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Table 11: ягшю oocupatxons in food ргпсрвздлд per sex in о а ш и в of 1901:

Men

Henen

Pottery

2.863

2.593

Rice, paddy, gran sellere

4.034

3.282

60
121

4.074

Occupation

Rice pounders, huakers

Coconut sellers

1.224

6
966
255
182
544

Betel, areoenut sellers

2.081

2.649

Oil nailers
Oil sellers
Jaggery nanufacturers
Jaggery dealers

Sugar manufacturers
Firewood sellers

1.741

191
142

θ

31
1.207

1.225

Traditional occupations for men were the sections dealing with trans
port. 20 Undoubtedly this has to do with the reinforcing values of the
British census officials, who would not expect women to be active in
this field. Nevertheless the tremendous discrepancy between the rates
for men and women seem significant.
Secondly an insight into aspects of a pre-colonial gender ideology is
given by the high profile men have in all occupations connected with
the taking of life: fishermen (in 1901, 24.086 to 6.161 women), butch
ers (in 1901, 737 men to 1 women) and poultry/egg sellers (in 1901, 412
men to 24 women). This sexual division of labour seems to have been
further generalized to include occupations entailing the use of a
knife, which must have been considered a male prerogative. Thus in 1901
one finds:
Table 12: Occupation

Man

Leather jrocessing

933
568
44

13
27

5.869

1

9
6

-

Hood cutter
Carving and engraving
Sawyers
Musical instrument Irakers
Knife/tool makers/sellers

Wonen

-

Coconut pickers
(using a knife)
Toddy drawers (using knife)

20.706
8.512

4.39021

-

20) Coaches, carriages, ships, boats, palanquin bearers and rickshaw dri
vers, first introduced in the census of 1891, are exclusively male. In
1901 transport on land and water gave employment to 23.367 men and only 94
women.
21) That women are entered for this occupation maybe due to the ground
labour carried out on the coconut plantations. Also with lower trees,
bunches of coconuts were cut from the ground, with the use of knives
attached to long poles.
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Thirdly, men are heavily represented in those sectors which arose or
expanded during colonial times and were considered masculine jobs by
the colonizers, at times also having a closer affinity with the
traditional male occupations. In 1901 for example:

Table 13: Occupatici

Hen

ViLlUbül

Brick, tile пакета

2.777

Masons
Bookbinders, sellers,

9.069

64
11

printers
Watch, clock, scientific

1.288

9

244
1.246

21
62

8

-

instr. пакета
Mechanics
Firework and gunmakers/
sellers
Iron, steel sellers,
workers

5.357

53

Men were employed in great numbers in the small industries developing
within the modem economy; nearly 17,000 men were said to be employed
in the plumbago mines and in the processing of tin, zinc, quicksilver
etc. as compared to 2,619 women. Women and children's participation
rates could be higher than noted, as an official ban was placed on
their engagement in this work.
6. Looking at male occupations a trend emerges which confirms point 4, but
which also, to a certain extent, seems to cut through the sexual
division of labour which existed prior to the sweeping changes in the
economy as a result of the British colonial policy. For instance in the
traditional female sphere of food processing males occupy a dominant
position in the most lucrative branches, or where larger establishments
and storage facilities can be assumed. In 1901:

Table 14:
Occupation
Curry stuff sellers
Сшпашоп dealers
Tobacco, cigar sniff

Men

Wcœn

2.865

465
12

204

makers
Opimi sellers

2.012

Coconut sellers
Greengrocers
Grocers
Arracksellers, tavern

1.224

keepers
Cocoa sellers

1.542

90
1.448

126

109

17
2
544
904
11
19
8
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At the same time under vegetable sellers entailing direct, small scale
sales the distribution of the sexes is reversed.
Whether or not males gained access to the more lucrative sectors of
food and drink processing due to the influence of the colonial economy
cannot be ascertained from these figures; it could have occurred at an
earlier date. What is striking however is that they penetrated precise
ly into the highest earning categories of the female labour domain.
This poses a further question: in how far the changed system of
marriage, with emphasis on stability in a Diga, patrilocal marriage
with male control over family property, land and capital could have
contributed to male opportunities in this sector. Although there is no
material available to test an hypothesis on these lines, it seems
likely that the altering marriage patterns were extremely conducive to
such a process.
Specific employment sectors dominated by women
The case of lace workers
The сазе of the lace-makers, predominantly female labour, is exceptional.
It is an example of a "craft industry" stimulated by governmental policy,
and whose outlets lie mainly in the export market. As the products were
influenced greatly by fashions abroad, the industry showed great fluctua
tions in sales. Since Maria Mies's study (1982) on the lacemakers of
Narsapur, India, lace-making there, like that in Sri Lanka, has become
the classic example of a type of female labour stimulated by governmental
or missionary activity based on their gender ideology and which finally
sidetracks them from employment in the main growth sectors of the economy.
During the latter part of their rule the Dutch initiated several small
scale industries (of which lace was one) to alleviate the great poverty
and suffering under the rural population. Although these efforts soon died
down, they were revived by the British for similar reasons at the end of
the 19th century, and were to lead a similar haphazard existence. There
was almost a stagnation of production during the periods of the World Wars
and the economic recession of the 1930's, while after 1946 the industry
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was further minimized, giving an unstable income to a very small number of
women.22

The case of coir
We have seen that women participated in large numbers in the labour force,
but tended to lose access slowly to the better paid sections of it, and
only managed to maintain a relatively strong position in sectors where
they had also dominated in the past. Coir had been the work of women for
centuries and figures in the three series of statistics name coir as the
main source of employment for women. In 1871 5.956 coir workers were
registered; in 1884 15,429 and in 1901 31,711, and coir has continued to
create employment for vast numbers of women. In 1983 their

estimated

number was 25,000 to 30,000 (Peiris, Risseeuw 1983).
The development of coir was two-fold during the 19th and 20th century.
On the one hand most of the production of coir and coir products were not
absorbed into the new colonial economy.23 Coir remained a local product,
although it was exported on an increasing scale by the colonial powers.
On the other hand the British did initiate a new coir industry, the socalled Brown fibre industry, outside the traditional area, and which
employed mostly males.
In chapter 4 I will examine further this dual development of the
industry, and its sexual divisions.
The case of domestic servants
The domestic servant class functions as a prime example of the confusion
which surrounds female (paid) labour, and as such statistics for it remain
fairly unreliable. Nevertheless several points can be deduced.24
On the whole servants come from the three most densely

populated

districts of the Central, Western and Southern Provinces. In all provinces
2 2

) Census figures available: 1884:559; 1901:5.952; 1911:6.641; 1921:
15.892 and 1946:2.468.

23) As were cadjan, weaving, pottery and basket making.
2^) Apart from servants, one finds a sprinkling of jobs as barbers (all
male), in hotels, boarding houses and as tavern keepers (mostly male). In
total 20,207 men and 10,707 women. The latter are most numerously employed
as indoor servants (Census 1871).
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more men than women are employed as servants, except for the densely
populated Southern province.'5 in the census of 1911 nearly half of the
male domestic servants and almost three fourths of the female servants are
Low Country Sinhalese (in total 85,566 persons). After 1844 (Ordinance no.
20, S.P. 1935: 26) slavery was abolished in Ceylon and in 1871 (Ordinance
no. 28) a first attempt was made to register (paid) domestic servants,
which was further elaborated in 1912 (Ordinance no. 23).26 The number of
people in domestic service continued to grow and in 1931 more than 10% of
the population of Colombo was said to consist of domestic servants and
their dependents (S.P. 1935: 7 ) . 2 7 This situation led to exploitation and
the Register of Servants began to operate more as an Employment Agency,
next to the many private agencies which grew in numbers after 1929.
Especially during periods of economic recession (1932/3) these private
agencies flourished, due to "the large number of unemployed servants who
literally threw themselves at the agencies during a period of severe
financial depression" (S.P. 1935). In 1933 a government committee was
installed to look into the situation of domestic service for women and
children, paying special attention to the activities of the recruiting
agencies. The committee was started firstly because due to the "levelling
influences of democratic ideas and the spread of wealth in recent times"

25) In the 1871 census the following figures for indoor servants coming
from the South are given:
Occupation
Galle district
Matara
Hambantota

Male

Female

1.213
716
295

1.862
1.339
467

In the statistics for 1884 a class of domestic servants is distinguished
with 24,255 men and 17,920 women employed (females: 42.55%). Unfortunately
regional variations cannot be assessed as women as housewives were also
included.
In 1901 a total of 56,909 domestic servants and governesses are noted, of
which 25,620 are women (45%). Again regional variations cannot be deduced
due to the lack of differentiation in the figures.
2«) The actual enforcement of these ordinances was seldom undertaken due
to "the great annoyance that would have been caused to the public" (S.P.
1935: 7).
2') 16,240 men, of which 41% were Sinhalese, and 9,303 women, of which 91%
were Sinhalese, while more women (7,773) than men (6,390) came from the
Southern districts. The majority of Indian and Tamil servants were male,
while their females were - on rare occasions - only placed in families
known or connected to their own.
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(S.P. 1935: 4), people in Ceylon, no matter how poor, began employing at
least one (child) servant; this was said to be due to "a desire to soothe
one's vanity and maintain a false sense of respectability" in comparison
to the rich. Secondly, poor parents seemed to be in a position to complain
sufficiently loudly about losing touch with their (servant) children.2°
According to the Committee's report, children and young women under 20
should be especially protected, because of their social vulnerability,
including risks of sexual exploitation. However, proposed measures to
improve these "glaring moral dangers" were mild, in order not to harrass
police officers or the public.29 Thus one of the most important avenues of
employment for Sinhalese women from the South continued to expand and
remain unprotected from exploitation during the first half of the 20th
century.

2.3.1

Conclusion

Although the figures are unreliable, the statistics over the discussed
period illustrate the vast array of women's employment, while femaledominated sectors (like coir and domestic service) draw heavily on women
from the South, where high levels of unemployment,

landlessness and

population pressure were prevalent. If not conclusively, the figures
indicate a trend in capitalist development drawing women into new avenues
of paid employment - often away from the home - which must have influenced
relationships in the family and between the sexes. Also there is evidence
that women did so under increasingly unfavourable conditions. In the new
economy usually only the lowest paid jobs were open to them, while the men
appear to have infiltrated in the more profitable sectors of the traditionally female areas of employment. To a certain extent teaching and
medicine form exceptions as these avenues offered substantial social
mobility to women, but even here their renumeration was lower than their
male counterparts.

2°) When reading these complaints in the Sessional papers of 1935 and
occasionally in the Government Agents diaries, it is striking that they
were nearly always made by mothers - often waiting alone outside the
G.A.'s office for a chance to speak to him.
2') The proposals of some "well-meaning social workers" proposing "certain
irksome, almost intolerable regulations" were laid aside in embarrassment.
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Later (in 3.2) a tentative attempt will be made to reconstruct the
dynamics of these changes in the family and on gender relations, but prior
to that a description of the socio-economic conditions prevailing during
(and shortly after) the time when these data were collected.

2.4

The socio-economic background to the search for paid labour

Most studies of rural Sri Lanka at the end of the 19th and well into the
20th century, emphasize the poverty, malnutrition and generally unfavourable health conditions of large sections of the population (Grossholz
1985: 82). The Grain Tax, land sales, prohibition on working chena land,
stagnant acreage in rice cultivation, added to a steadily growing population, combined to make life hard in the rural areas, especially for those
owning inadequate land shares (see 2.1).
In 1936 the average death rate for Ceylon (28.1) still compared extremely unfavourably with countries like the Netherlands (9.4) and England
(12.2), but also with countries such as Ireland (14.4), Argentine (12.3)
and Chili (23.8) (Nicolls 1936) Advanced anaemia, hookworm, malaria and
malnutrition were noted as the main causes of death in childbirth.30 The
prevailing bad conditions were severely worsened in periods of universal
economic recession, when a drop in sales and prices hampered the export of
most of the island's products such as tea, rubber, coconut and, to a
lesser extent, coir, coconut oil, cinnamon, citronella, spices plumbago
etc. In the plantations especially, but also In the South of the island
(Galle and Matara districts) where so many economic ventures had been
linked up with the world market, the poor suffered greatly. An exception
was the more southern district of Hambantota, where severe drought or lack
of chena land were more often the causes of hardship.

Recession of World War 1

In 1914, due to the World War, labour was laid off on the plantations and
the capitalists in citronella, cinnamon, coconut and plumbago in the South

30
) For instance in 1921 infant mortality was 223 per 1,000 live births,
while the figures for child and maternal mortality were several times that
of England and still rising (S.P. 1921: no. 5, Grossholz 1985: 96). In
1943 this figure was 149 per 1000 live Births Sess. papers, 33, 1943.
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followed suit (G.A. diary Dec. 1914). Carpenters, masons and surveyors
also were short of work (G.A. diary January 1915 entry 16):

but the class that feels the pinch most of all is the
casual, unskilled coolie, who owns no property and lives
from odd jobs.

During these periods of recession most food prices tended to rise and rice
shortages occurred regularly. The government

tried to alleviate

the

suffering by attempts to stimulate local agriculture and/or reluctantly
granting permits for chena lands (A.R. 1914), while promoting cheaper,
less popular foods like manioc, sweet potatoes and other yams instead of
rice, onion, chillies and Maldive fish, termed "necessities" by

"the

rather pampered people of the district" (G.A. diaries 1915: January no.
16).
When they came to his attention the Government Agent of Southern
Province noted the degrees of "distress" regularly during the recession,
which started in 1914 and lasted up till 1920. Towards the end of 1914 for
the first time in years one finds entries on the deteriorating condition
of the people, which worried the Government Agent in view of possible
rioting (1914: July no. 26; September 1914: no. 26; December 1914). 31 In
1917 the economic conditions were still worrying and in November that year
induced the Government Agent to hold and "in depth enquiry".

I went carefully into the question of the conditions of
the people. The poorer classes who earned their living by
beating coir, cinnamon peeling, toddy drawing for distillers and plumbago mining are feeling the pinch, and have
to be carefully watched (1917: November no. 11).

Usually when rumours of riots really disturbed the Government Agent, the
advice of the Mudaliyar, who collected the riot tax (1915: October no. 3)
and/or the Headmen, would suffice to reassure him of Government control.

31) By April 1915 "a careful watch on the state of the people has become
necessary" (1915: April no. 12). Probably triggered off by the major riots
of 1915, rioting was also taking place in Southern Province (1915:
August). In August 1916 a "municipal riot tax" was introduced and collected in Galle (1915: August no. 3).
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Thus in 1918 (October no. 11) during an influenza epidemic which caused
many deaths, the G.A. entered in his diary:

The Headmen assure me that the very poor are being helped
when sick by their neighbours, and that no assistance of
the Government is required at present.

And by the end of the month he can conclude:

It is hard on the people who are already hit by the slump
in the coconut and cinnamon industries (but) they are
bearing up their misfortune with their usual patience and
fortitude, and will pull through (1918: October no. 10)

In 1919 the food shortage continued, and there was an acute shortage of
rice in Galle.32 Connected problems with controlled rice sales, accompanied by minor rioting were to continue till December 1920, when the
price of rice finally came down and cheaper alternatives were widely
available in the local boutiques (1920 December: no. 21/23).

1920 - 1930

From 1920 onwards the entries in the G.A. diaries are no longer concerned
with possible riots, distress and suffering, but concentrate on the more
indirect expressions of poverty - in the form of the endless disputes on
land ownership, illegal use of chena land and land distribution in small
peasant schemes. The cost of living continued to rise while wages remained
unchanged. In Colombo this period was marked by a great trade union
upsurge.

Urban working

class, led by a section of the middle

class, was able to obtain certain important concessions
and extend its support for the movement for political and
democratic rights of the middle class (Jayawardena 1972:
XVI).

32) Additional supplies of rice were delivered on June 15th, but by faulty
distribution the poor did not get their supplies while the wealthy received the major share, which resulted in attempts to stone the rice distribution centre the next day (1919: July 16th).
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The labour movements had been slowly gaining momentum in Colombo

due

indirectly to the start of a religious protest with nationalistic undertones (± 1880), in which Olcott and Blavatsky influenced local religious
leaders (like Anagarika Dharmapala and Walisinha Harischandra) to opt for
Buddhism.
The first strikes, such as the Printer's strike of 1893, the Dhoby
strike of 1896, the Carter strike of 1906 and the Railway strike of 1912,
gave additional force to the urban movement. The extreme poverty, bad
working conditions and rising cost of living were additional stimulations,
although these causes also lay at the root of the 1915 riots, in which
aggressive mobs turned against Moorish petty traders who appeared to
flourish on the mounting prices of food commodities.
After 1915 the labour movements became stronger and more secular and
finally resulted in the General Strike of 1923, which was sparked off by
the militant railway workers (Jayawardena 1972: 243). This led to a "new
era of aggressive trade unionism founded on radical politics and nationalism" (Jayawardena 1972: 249), which achieved a certain amount of success
before largely collapsing in 1930-32, due to the gravity of the economic
recessions which hit Ceylon at this time.
The labour movements' successes included the first labour legislation in
1920-22; the first minimum wage legislation 1927 (concerning plantation
workers), and finally trade unions, of which the "Ceylon Workers Provident
Association" was the first, started after the Railway Strike (Jayawardena
1972: 157). Furthermore in 1928 A.E. Goonesinha and others founded the
Labour Party and the All Ceylon Trade Union Congress (Jayawardena 1972:
277). Most workers in the rural areas were out of reach of this urban
movement, but an awareness of the chance to successfully

oppose the

British rulers and their loyal supporters must have spread and reached
rural homes via stories from the migrant workers.

Recession of 1930-32 and later

From 1929 onwards the second large recession of the 20th century began to
affect Ceylon. From 1930 to 1933 it was estimated that over 100,000 estate
workers had to leave the plantations, while domestic servants, hotel staff
and car drivers were said to be seriously affected. Plumbago production
also declined, but even in "good" years the labour conditions were grim in
the many plumbago sheds along the roads:
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Out of which may be seen emerging long lines of grimy
men, women and children, whose faces, arms and bodies
shine in the sunlight from the coating of plumbago dust
with which they are covered (A.R. 1905: D12).

Coir yarn production, usually offering employment to substantial numbers
of women, suffered greatly due to lack of a proper market (A.R. 1930:
CIO; 1932).
During this period

the Government Agents repeatedly reported their

failure to stop the coral mining. This illegal industry was damaging the
coast line, but nevertheless was one of the few alternative industries
offering labour in these hard times. A situation which is continuing till
this day.
This serious recession did not cause great concern among the British
authorities and their attitude is summarized by the following typical
statement:

It is long recognized that the teeming masses of the poor
classes of Asia, submerged under a low economic standard,
live upon the verge of starvation; this had been accepted
as a more of less necessary evil, and attempts to mitigate
it have been confined to times of famine (S.P.1937: no.
ll).33

Social workers, in societies such as the "Friend in Need Society" or the
"Social Service League", were some

of those who attempted to press the

government to take measures by exposing the extent of the problem. For
instance Mrs. E.F. Marshall, of the Social Service League objected to
doling out relief to men; when checking each case carefully they had often
found that, due to the dire economic circumstances many families had
broken up and the men had deserted their wives and children in search of
jobs. Thus nearly all the clients of the League were women. The writers of
the government report on unemployment (S.P. 1937: 7) term this option to
support unemployed women as of a "somewhat abnormal type"; indeed when

33) Writers like Grossholtz (1985: 8) even go so far as to claim that the
indifference to the living conditions of the poor was directly related to
the British need for cheap labour on the plantations, although it is
doubtful whether this can be maintained in view of the availability of low
cost labour from India.
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they finally proposed forme of relief In the so-called

"Unemployment

Insurance Scheme" It was to offer 17 sh. a week for a man, 9 sh. for a
woman, and 3 sh. for a child.34 Furthermore It did not Include domestic
service, as one had to prove full-time employment over a period of five
years and unemployment for two years before becoming eligible to apply.
Obviously very few women could fulfil these conditions. Nevertheless
government reports, however reluctantly carried out, did lead to further
data on the labour and working conditions of women, which was not the case
during the First World War recession, for example:

... that many women undertake agricultural and other
labour and also have work In connection with their homes
so that many of them work much longer hours than their
husbands (Nicolls 1936).
When the milk of the women of the labouring classes
fails, as it often does, they usually seek a nursing
mother among their neighbours and persuade them to give
small feeds to their children, who otherwise would die
(Nicolls 1938: 66).

In the fifties, after Independence, one of the relatively less problematic
periods for the poor, the view on female labour was unchanged:

Women are nearly as active as men although their sphere
of activity is different. Apart from domestic work, they
are employed as labourers and they also help the men in
the outdoor work in several ways (S.P. 1954: no. 11).

The complacency of the rulers continued to be projected on the poor at a
time when at least 65% of the population was already landless (Sarkar
1957: 218). The villager was described thus:

34) These figures were probably based on an earlier report carried out in
1928 (S.P. no. 8) in connection with the large numbers of people said to
live below the poverty line in Colombo. An analysis was made of the
minimal financial needs required by individuals to subsist; it was
estimated that man needed Rs 8.77 a day to live, while a woman would need
only Rs. 7.22, a child between five and thirteen years Rs. 5.76 and an
infant up to five years Rs. 2.35.
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The needs of the villager are few and he Is placidly and
almost philosophically contented with what he has got. He
sees little of contrasting high living near him and is
less influenced by material consideration than the average
city dweller. A low income does not necessarily mean
abject poverty for the villager (S.P. 1954: no. 11; 18).

This view could be termed the dominant discourse

(orthodoxy) of the

powerful on the position of the socially weak and can still be heard today
in the wealthy homes of Colombo (see Chapters 3 and 4 ) .
Thus the magnitude of the problem of a rising rural population, faced
with increased landlessness, unemployment, bad health and housing conditions was allowed to increase in scope, being only temporarily noticed
during the worst periods of economic recession and leading to ad hoc
bureaucratic measures, mainly geared to the male workers and/or the male
unemployed, surfacing once more the unarticulated conceptions on gender
relations held by the British.

2.5

Discussion

The main purpose of this chapter is to analyze to what degree rural women's access to resources of land and labour had changed during the (second) half of British rule - the so-called era of "industrial capitalism".
Firstly, how to summarize the scanty information available on rural
women in (South) Sri Lanka, who, as statistical techniques and material
expanded and grew more sophisticated, seemed to have become more and more
invisible?
Secondly, the former situation must be compared to the period under
analysis, in order to determine any possible changes.
Unlike the two former colonial periods the British rule was characterized by a much more elaborate bureaucratic control, by a lack of wars and
relatively few revolts, by the abolition of Rajakariya and by curbing the
ascendancy of - at times ad hoc - appointed local elite, who In previous
colonial periods were relatively free to abuse their power. This was made
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possible by the British strategy of control over the whole island and the
development of the colonial state.35
During the British era considerable industrial and agricultural develop
ment took place, leading to the rise of a substantial "middle class" or
bourgeoisie after 1900. 3 6 In the beginning of the 20th century the British
began to experiment with forme of local rule, in the shape of village
committees. Although, their success was questionable,it did involve a
change; local leaders had to obtain the vote of their followers and could
no longer rely on gratis compulsory labour in the form of Rajakariya. In
comments in the Government Agent's diaries it is noticable how strongly
the locals could

voice their grievances аз a result of the "modern"

British interpretation of the role of a district administrator, very
different from the Dutch period. Thus from the people's point of view, the
British colonizer can have seemed the most preferable and "domesticated"
of the three. On the other hand their rule and economic policies were more
difficult to evade, due to the increased scope and subtlety of their
control. In spite of this favourable judgement, life was generally grim
for growing sections of the population who could no longer live adequately
from their agrarian resources. The adverse conditions not only caused
suffering among the poorer and more vulnerable sections of the community,
but must have changed the way in which they lived, worked and perceived
the world around them, and the strategies they developed to survive.
Much has been written on the problems of reconstruction of the previous
living conditions of the poor, who in societies with a hierarchical
ordering of class and/or caste, tend to be overlooked in the records and
writings of their time. As their lives differed so radically from the
lives of the privileged classes, this lack of information creates a
considerable vaccuum. If possible, the situation becomes even more
problematic when attempting to isolate changes that took place in the
lives of the female half of this population.
35) A strategy which had been advocated by the more far-sighted Dutch
officials, but which had been rejected by the rulers in Batavia and The
Hague, mainly on the assumption that such a military undertaking would be
too costly.
3°) The severe physical punishments imposed under Portuguese and Dutch
rule, which were customary all over Europe at the time, belonged to the
past. Ideas on crime and punishment had changed, as a result of the
"Enllghtment" and the humanist, democratic trends which developed in
Europe during the 19th century.
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The British colonial era left a vast mass of writings on the island.
They include descriptions of the elite, the wealth and customs witnessed
at the Kandyan courts, the life of such families visited by Englishmen and
an endless analysis of the intrigues, rebellions etc, in the power
struggle between the colonizers and the colonized.
Nature also received a great deal of attention and was described in the
minutest detail. Thus one can find ample information on plants, rocks,
birds (like the white headed starling), reptiles, fish, turtles, even to
the stomachs of certain insects. Hunting had become a great pastime, and
although

it never reached

the proportions of colonial India, led to

lengthy descriptions of the hunted animals, as well as the usual glorification of the hunt and the hunters themselves. Factories and other
economic enterprises were described and analyzed as to their economic
potential and preferable

development. Sometimes these descriptions

included a mention of labour and labour conditions, but on the whole the
lives of the rural and labour class women seem to be one of the least
described facets of the Ceylonese scene. A few examples of the scant
reference made will suffice to make the point:

At Kosgoda a mad woman walked into the middle of the road
to the point of my car, knelt down and put her head on the
road. I drew up a matter of inches from her (G.A. Diaries
Southern Province 1922: March 7th).
In gaol I found an "old acquaintance" A Sinhalese woman
from Matara who has now come in for the 6th time, always
for assaults. Evidently she is a quarrelsome woman. This
time she gets two weeks rigorous and three months simply
for failure to give security to keep the peace

(G.A.

diaries 1910: August no. 44).

Further examples are found in the writings of a Dutch traveller/adventurer, who at the beginning of British rule travelled on foot from Jaffna
to Colombo, as a sort of "hippy" before his time (Haafner 1810: 280/7). He
describes entering villages in search of food and women for the night,
and how he was chased out of the village by the women themselves having
made unsuccessful advances to them. The interesting thing is, that he was
chased by the women and not by men. When one of his friends aimed his
rifle at their pursuers, the women started pelting stones with such
ferocity that the men gave up resistance and fled.
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All these examples give lively, intriguing glimpses of rural women, the
lives of whom one aims to reconstruct. They are by no means conclusive,
but they indicate how much there was to tell. They provide an alternative
to the few other existing descriptions of elite Ceylonese women, who were
usually noted for their beauty, education (knowledge of several languages), good manners and at times wit, with which, often clad in Portuguese
or other colonial dress, they entertained their European hosts.
Statistics, quoted in this chapter, provide another source from which
one can derive a possible course of events. A systematic checking of court
cases, petitions, land partition cases and possibly unpublished diaries
and correspondence, could greatly expand and define the emerging picture,
Unfortunately the time allocated for this study does not allow for such an
analysis. Nevertheless I will summarize the picture as it emerged from the
previous sections of this chapter. First the access of women to the major
resource of land.

Access to land

We have seen that the poorer sections of the population could not increase
their agricultural holdings as, on the one hand, the British authorities
made no cohesive effort to expand the available land for local agricultural use (paddy), and on the other hand, the liberal policy of individual
and marketable landownership and so-called "equal chances for all", merely
created a cut-throat reality whereby only the wealthy and (lower) middle
class families could hope to participate successfully. The ad hoc and
inadequate attempts at land legislation, after

1929 developing

into

various forms of land schemes, offered no substantial relief, as the
problem of landlessness had been allowed to grow to enormous proportions.
It is important to realize that the more progressive elements among the
British authorities who were looking for solutions within

capitalist

expansion, articulated the exclusion of women from landownership in the
schemes as a way of alleviating pressure. This was always done in a
relatively subtle manner, as a direct move to exclude women would clash
with the precepts of the liberal democracy which one was presumed to
uphold.
Outside the land schemes, undivided land, disputed landshares and the
enormous landscarcity made the problem far too complex for a comparable
intervention. Nevertheless, one solution proposed was primogeniture, which
excluded all younger sons from inheritance, but also all daughters, unless
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in very specific circumstances or there being only a female child in the
family. This measure could not be implemented at the time as the British
lacked the apparatus to enforce it. Forms of passive resistance practised
by the population, such as not registering their marriages, persisting
with their own inheritance rules, and their sheer numbers demanded a
degree of administrative and judicial control which could not be supplied.
Secondly the more cognizant section of the British authorities realized
that excluding all but one son would cause an uproar, as it clashed so
deeply with the Sinhalese values of continuity and responsibility towards
the family. Furthermore, as there were no adequate employment alternatives
there was a danger of the "excluded sons" turning to crime or even revolt,
although the latter possibility seemed so inconceivable at the time that
it was not even formulated.
Although the British on the whole failed to enforce their primogeniture
policy, this was not related to one aspect of it, namely that of excluding
all women from land inheritance. This particular consequence of the
proposed policy was not even formulated, let alone as a negative point,
with the exception of one Governor who was looking for every possible
argument to counter the proposals. What actually happened within the
families themselves is far more difficult to determine. But what is clear
is that the overruling land scarcity which hit the peasantry, was, and
remains to this day, the greatest source of conflict at village level.
Among the poor the problem was not so much having land (or not), but
rather of owning inadequate landshares, which could be further reduced or
expanded through the strategies one could employ and the success one could
achieve.
My hypothesis is that this reality, which required an active response in
order to survive, could be a major factor in fundamentally changing the
traditional marriage patterns, as marriage can be viewed as a major
strategy to expand or consolidate property of all kinds. Among the socalled "landless", the ownership of even minute shares was still felt to
be of extreme importance. If the land no longer constituted any agricultural value, it was all the more important in a social sense. It gave
people the right to live in a certain part of the village, and it contributed to one's status in the village, in one's family and in regard to
one's in-laws. These factors explain why the people defended

their

landrights with such tenacity, and why the subsequent litigation forms
such an important part of the rural Sri Lankan scene. It led to innumerable conflicts, of which only a fraction must have reached the ears of the
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authorities. One method of gaining control over land shared with others
was to encroach on it, use It for agriculture, housebuilding, or a path to
shop or house, and thus impose one's rights over those of other share
holders. Due to the fallibility and costs involved in court cases,many
were unable to make use of the law to preserve their shares, unlike their
richer or more powerful relatives. This situation led to the necessity of
defending one's property, either by influence built up inside the family
and village, or even by the physical strength one could muster (a situa
tion which is continuing to this day: see Chapter 4).
Polyandrie unions were founded on the agricultural activities of the
various husbands, and obviously if land was in short supply, the economic
basis for cooperation in a large kin-group would be reduced. Thus poverty
became a factor in breaking-up large families whose economic survival had
depended on the joint cultivation of land.37 Further, land scarcity led
to ад intensified struggle between the merits of a Diga or a Binna
marriage, whereby the stronger partners could enforce their preference.
For a man, a Diga marriage traditionally not only implied a higher status
than a Binna marriage, it could become imperative to marry in Diga in
order to continue living in one's own village and have the support of
(male) relatives in case a conflict should arise. Thus it became important
to at least live on, or in the vicinity of, the land in question. In such
a situation the position of a man married in Binna, living among his in
laws, would be weakened. Although women are also mentioned in the G.A.
diaries in relation to land disputes one can assume that when they married
into another family and lived away from home, their initial position in
the struggle was insecure, while the land in question was problably her
husband's or his relatives.
In a Binna marriage, however, the situation was reversed and she and her
relatives were in coomand. The land would be in her name and she would
control or at least influence through her male relatives, the division of
property in inheritance. As a widow she could remain a powerful person in
her family, whose claim on her children's care need not depend on their
affection alone.

37) Although as one reason for the occurrence of polyandry land scarcity
has been mentioned (Tambiah 1979: 315/7), this argument will hold only up
to a degree. If land scarcity persists, the lack of economic base will
slowly erode the family and kinship relations. See also Obeyesekere 1967:
chapter 10.
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Therefore the trend towards increased Diga, as opposed to Binna marriage, would have negatively

influenced

the women's position, both

directly in relation to access to land and also in her possibilities to
maintain that access. Binna marriages continued to take place in cases
where a daughter had more to offer to prospective in-laws than vice versa,
but increasingly this occurred only in families who lacked male heirs. The
situation was aggravated

by marriage unions tending to become more

permanent and last longer than in the past, when people were known to have
several partners during a life time, as allowed for in the traditional
marriage and inheritance system.
By posing the above development as a possible course of events, I do not
mean to imply that men and women as individuals opposed each other in a
struggle over land and status in the family and the village. This would be
an oversimplification of the complicated process of change taking place.38
But one can pose that the dynamics of land scarcity reinforced a severe
clash of interests - not only among families but also within them - and
led to a shift of balance in the positions held by the respective family
members. In this process men often emerged seemingly effortlessly as
leaders of their families, or expanded the traditional power they already
had. This involved not only a modification of the marriage and inheritance
laws, but also would have had an intrinsic effect on a woman's position in
the family and her interrelation with other family members. Although these
changes no doubt led to fierce conflicts at times they probably took place
insidiously, seemingly obvious and inevitable. In a process like this one
can visualize a woman actively working towards the new pattern by e.g.
preferring her son above her daughter in the inheritance of the meagre
resources.
This reconstruction of events is based solely on the economics of a new
situation. What mutations occurred in the effective relationships between
people, family members, husbands and wives, parents and children, is
almost impossible to reconstruct, but far-reaching changes must have come
about in this field too. How different must the position of a woman have
been, if, after the death of her husband, she was still living with her
own relatives and networks built up from youth, having landshares to pass
on to her children or the economic means to provide for them, to that of a

3°) Bourdieu emphasized the various sources of conflict between the various relations within marriage and family, which emerge due to different
interests and subsequent different strategies undertaken by the various
family members to effectuate these interests (see chapter 3.5.2).
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widow in Diga marriage, possessing no land of her own and only her in-laws
around her.39 How different the outlook on life and human relationships of
a woman living in a polyandrie union, or a Binna union which she could
relatively easily terminate, to that of a woman married for life in a
monogamous Diga marriage, entail a smaller circle of in-law relatives.
Although (rural) people in the South still know of polyandrie unions, they
are no longer a realistic alternative.*^

Nowadays they would share the shock and amazement of a
Portuguese officer, who, several centuries earlier, was
laughingly asked by a local Sinhalese woman for help in
controlling her eight husbands. He, expressing the ideal
of male gallantry in his society, inmediately offered to
chase or even kill seven, it was up to her to say whom to
spare. Her horrified answer asking him to leave her with
at least four, left him breathless (Ribeiro 1948).

In society at large the increased male control within the family was
answered positively by the Colonial government, who offered employment to
men and viewed land distribution for men as a higher priority than for
women. This process also reinforced the chances for male success in trade;
as centre of their family's economic control they were in the best
position to commence and expand trading activities. One can assume that
only widows formerly married in Binna would have had access to an economic
basis comparable to some extent with that of a man married in Diga.

Access to labour and trade

One of the points emerging in a study of female access to labour during
the second half of British rule - when population statistics were first
collected - is the inadequate conceptualization of the "female worker".

3°) Although one example is by no means conclusive, it is interesting that
Taabiah notes the case of a widow of a polyandrie union, who had inherited
all the property from her husbands, and was subsequently approached by no
less than eight suitors in marriage (Tambiah 1979: 338).
40) Tambiah also makes note of this shift in attitude to polyandrie
unions. While his elder informants would matter-of-factly explain the
workings of such marriage unions, the younger male generation responded
emotionally, making a point to say they would never be such fools as to
accept such arrangements (Tambiah 1979: 296).
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The ever-changing definitions resulted In a total mystification of her
contribution to her family and the country as a whole. Several basic
misconceptions lay at the root of this mystification: the exclusive
emphasis on the "formal sector" of the economy; the assumption that female
labour was unproductive; the assumption of one job per family or the
principle of the male breadwinner; and, more generally, the assumption of
one occupation per individual. These assumptions went deep and were never
shaken by statistical findings during or after the colonial era. To a
large extent a similar situation exists today: see introduction chapter 4.
In certain respects the mechanism was similar to that which had taken
place when analyzing the scarcity of land. By discounting the female half
of the population in search of land, land pressure was reduced. By the
1950's labour opportunities had shrunk like the supply of land had
earlier, and a reduction of the number of people seeking work was one way
of keeping the rising figures of unemployment down. It cannot be said that
this was done from a conscious strategy to exclude women. The effectiveness of the policy was based precisely on the fact that it seemed like
"common sense" and required no further elaboration.
The misrecognition of figures not only led to a vast distortion of
reality, they provided no insight into the dynamics of change influencing
the lives of the poor, nor related altered labour conditions to mutations
in other fields such as landownership. It also confused the options for
the unemployed, who seemed to slide into the role of passive victims of
the situation.
The reality was otherwise. The ever-growing scarcity of land and paid
labour resulted in a general struggle to maintain, or even increase, their
minute landshares and to undertake any kind of job in order to survive,
often on a day-to-day basis. Efforts had to be made to maintain or gain
influence and status within their families and the village on the long
term. Conditions had been changing over a long period of time. Under the
Portuguese and Dutch rule, during the constant wars, the devastation of
agricultural land, compulsory Rajakariya and slavery, must have formed a
destructive

force to break up families and traditional village life.

Although the British period was relatively peaceful, the scarcity of land
and labour again forced men and women out of their homes, the former in
greater numbers than the latter. After 1900 due to male migration there
are repeated references to the predoni nance of women in the Southern
districts of Galle and Matara. This process must have increased the number
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of women-headed households, and secondly have led to a modification of
female duties In the home and outside.
Initially women's participation seemed to increase in the field of petty
trading of products traditionally manufactured at home, while In the socalled "industrial sector", women also ventured out into many new occupations. In the course of time a trend emerges whereby, although women
worked outside their homes in ever-increasing numbers, they did so from a
steadily more disadvantageous position, and became represented mostly in
income earning activities with lower returns than the men. In the period
of 1870 - 1911, women were losing ground in the more profitable sectors of
the economy, such as the professional and commercial trade. Rising numbers
of male traders were taking over the more lucrative branches of the
traditional female food processing. These lucrative sectors could be
developed

only by traders with access to larger establishments, more

capital and sufficient storage facilities. The slow shift in marriage
patterns towards monogamous, predominantly Diga forms, where the husband
controlled the family capital, could have contributed to this phenomenon,
although it is impossible to gauge the extent due to the dearth of data.
The rise of male employment in the professional class has basically
different origins, being largely created by the colonizer's concepts on
gender and division of labour. For instance it was totally inconceivable
for the male British authorities to appoint local female administrators of
any kind (see also appendix 3). Their stimulation of female labour in
lace-making is another expression of their gender ideology, whereby the
women workers became totally side-tracked from the mainstream

of the

economy.
Coir was one of the few products traditionally processed by women to be
absorbed in the national economy, in the sense that it developed a wide
national and, later even an international market. It was also the industry
which offered employment to the highest number of women on the island.
Furthermore, with coir, women were able to penetrate the large wholesale
business in the big towns, as illustrated by the 1931 census, where a few
women coir traders were operating alongside a large number of males. In
Chapter 4 the coir industry will be analyzed in more detail.
First in chapter 3 the question will be asked how to conceptualize the
subtlety of the often unformulated power struggles related to the gender
transformation described in these initial two chapters.

PAKT I I

CHAPTER THREE

GENDER, PROPERTY AND POWER

Having - in the previous two chapters - described the changes taking place
in kinship and marriage relations and connecting them with the implemented
macro-economic policy, I will now attempt to develop a theoretical perspective on their implications for issues of gender and power. In doing
so, I turn to existing theories on power, to see in how far they can provide answers to the questions raised by the described process. Firstly,
in relation to the characteristics of the gender transformation taking
place, and secondly, how it could evolve so relatively smoothly and unremarked, without directly addressing the gender issues at stake.

3.1

The characteristics of the gender transformation

Increased inequality between the sexes

The British colonial policy had a detrimental effect on the degree of
access of most Sinhalese women to the important resources of land and
labour, making them less secure, or even excluded from
traditionally

landownership

accorded to them. Only women of the privileged classes

were, to some extent protected from this development, expressed legally
in the Married Women's Property Ordinance of 1924.
For peasant women the situation was more complex; a growing land-scarcity forced both men and women to enter the labour market or petty trade,
where, on the whole, women ended up in the least well-paid

sectors.

British and Sinhalese concepts on gender^ largely coincided in relation to
public authority and feudal rule with those of the British. The struggle
among privileged Sinhalese males to reap the benefits resulting from the
new avenues of income; and finally a set of "implicit principles" oper-

1) On 18 October 1933 the Government Agent of Southern Province to his
astonisment received a petition from what he termed "a pronounced feminist" applying for the post of Registrar of Marriage. For excerpts of
the letter noted in his diary, see appendix 3. He mentions his relief in
being able to avoid any embarrasment in composing a negative reply, as the
application was "hopelessly late", implying that otherwise he would have
been at a loss what to say.
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ating within families, allowed the male (head of the family) to make the
most of the new opportunities. A woman's lowered access to resources of
land, property and meagre earning capacity further curbed her ability to
share in family decision-making.
The position of women cannot be studied in isolation from that of men.
The changes during the British era deeply influenced both. British rule
was a subtle mix of control and opportunity. The new openings to leading
positions in government, civil service, medicine and law encouraged more
males than females to enter the battle for access to these new resources.
Men, more than ever, at the spearhead of this struggle on behalf of their
families/dependents, were manouevred into a stronger position within
their families, substantiating the feminist claim that European colonialism increased inequality between the sexes.

The relatively slow development of the changes taking place

The mutations in marriage and inheritance took place over a substantial
period of time, a century or more. This time span facilitated concealment
of the process. The implications of changes (especially those for women)
could remain diffused; decisions and counter-decisions appeared to be
taken in the sphere of "common logic", at intervals of 10/20 years or
more. Women's issues seemed unrelated and could not be raised, while
slowly and imperceptibly she became an outsider in her own world.

State control and the notion of a person

During the advent of capitalism and the growth of state formation with
its individualized market relations of land, labour and capital, one sees
the concept of "a person with certain rights" emerged, with several
consequences:
-

Family

life, outside the political and religious sphere prior to

colonial control, was transformed as the state gained

fundamental

control. Marriage, offspring and divorce had to be registered.

2) Conflicts between family members could no longer be settled within the
family unit as, on paper at least, they had to be judged by outsiders - in
this case in courts of law introduced and controlled by the colonial
power.
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-

Likewise the rights of labour had to be registered to a certain extent
(in the form of minimum wages, labour contracts etc.) and conflicts
could be taken to the courts.^

-

Finally,

the state's preoccupation with statistics led to a vast

battery of data being collected and forever updated. Unarticulated
notions on gender greatly influenced the collection and interpretation
of such data.
In these three spheres one sees how the notions of a "person", on paper
accorded certain rights and duties vis-à-vis the state, fused with the
unarticulated interpretations of gender, thereby making it appear logical
that in practice men and women held different positions.

The influence of the pre-colonial gender relations

The position of Sinhalese women prior to European colonial expansion,
although in many respects preferable, had not been on a par with their
men. Their relatively secure and comparable position was confined to the
area of kinship arrangements. During nineteen centuries of written history
prior to European colonialism, there are indications of the gradual
dimming of her presence (Risseeuw 1987a).
This pre-colonoal process of gender transformation

facilitated

her

further loss of ground during British rule. If she had retained a share in
of public authority and religion, and if the female principle had been
more pronounced in the religious/philosophical world, British promotion of
exclusively male participation in the sectors they colonized would at
least have resulted in an articulated conflict.

Increased struggle for resources

British macro-economic policy gave momentum to the struggle within Sinhalese society (between male peers of the elite) and within families. In the
context of these struggles that the existing inequality between the sexes

3) This was a crucial difference compared to the two previous colonial
periods under the Portuguese and the Dutch. The letter's economic policies
required no more than certain agreements with feudal rulers (militarily
enforced), who formed the link between the colonizers and the required
land and labour.
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became intensified and sought expression in other

fields, including

domestic arrangements.^

Capitalism is not gender-blind

The conclusions drawn from the last two chapters indicate that capitalism
was not gender-blind in its thrust for econonác development. To succeed as
a policy, the new colonial economy required hierarchy in families, reduced
familial responsibility and swift decision-making. It did not require
males to take precedence over females. The expanding avenues of agriculture, trade, employment (including education) could have held equal benefits
and have posed equal challenges and obstacles for men and women. In
reality they did not. This was not so much due to the demands of the
economic policy, but more to it being implemented by people who were only
partly aware of the implications of their actions for gender relations.

3.2

The power dynamics underlyinn the gender transformation

Having listed six characteristics of the emerging gender transformation,
I will now turn to the second question initially posed: How was gender
transformation achieved so imperceptibly, with little or no recorded
conflict of interests and without the fact of women losing access to
resources ever emerging as a relevant or important issue of discussion?
(Some of the concepts used here will be more fully discussed in section
3.4 and 3.5).

Power is a two-way process

Although the power of the British can be termed the most dominant force
at work, it was not the only one. Unequal power relations operated at
several levels of society.
-

Vis-à-vis the British the Sinhalese male elite, individually and as a
group, had access to forms of power based on the following elements:

*' In the pre-colonial history there are also indications of specific
periods of social upheaval and change, altering the access to resources
and leading to a similar emergence of new elites and of mutations in the
relationships between the sexes. Then, as later, women were the losers
(Risseeuw 1987a).
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a. Extensive economic and feudal power over the rural population.
b. British reliance on the local male elite controlling the country.
The terms for their agreed collaboration were to a certain degree
negotiable.
c. Their superior knowledge of their own society. As informers they
could manipulate the degree of access and information accorded to
the British.
d. Their ability (and opportunities) to combine this knowledge with
their understanding and experience of the British.
The Sinhalese peasantry, with hardly any access to formal power, had
nevertheless substantial means of passive resistance to British control,
i.e. by rejecting various forms of registration. Thus power must be viewed
in relational terms rather than as a static entity, which one party
possesses to control the other.
Within families, where property and land were being divided less equally. Endless litigation cases form an indication of the extent of upheaval
among rural families. At times landed families and their relatives preferred the new legislation to traditional

forms of

decision-making,

claiming their rights as "persons", writing petitions and filing court
cases on their own behalf. Peasant and elite women sometimes participated
in such conflicts. Further research into the reports on land disputes and
court cases could well uncover material to substantiate the power struggle
at this level.

The colonizer's lack of awareness of the implications of his own policies

In order to understand the implications of colonial rule, for the population as a whole as well as for women specifically, one has to distinguish
between the colonizer's practice - the macro-economic policy - and his
conceptualization - discourse - of the former. The British had the dubious
privilege of remaining ignorant - to a certain extent - of the implications and the reasons underlying the success of their policies.
The British colonial administrators were naturally conscious of the
country's economic aims and the economic benefits they wished to extract.
Their policy was an integral part of their conception of themselves - not
only as a dominant economic power, but also as a superior culture and
race. Thus the British developed a "discourse" on their own role, as well
as on that of the colonized. Economic policy was propagated not only as a
system leading to economic and financial benefits for the colonizer, but
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was also couched in terms of "progress" and "development", to justify
actions in non-economic terms.
Economic priorities centred around the plantations, and this discourse
on the self as a superior being initially obscured the resultant process
of increasing land scarcity and poverty for the mass of the population.
When this process was perceived, the British further strengthened their
discourse of the "other". The colonized became characterized as unreliable, backward, lacking in incentive, cowardly and even "feminine", as
the image of the "eastern races" was built up (see Nandy, 1983 for a
further development of this thesis). In more detail the myth of the "slow
and ignorant peasant" was created, reluctant to grasp the new opportunities and adapt to change. Ideas began to circulate that poverty and
starvation were more or less necessary evils in Asia.^ Nevertheless in Sri
Lanka counter-arguments, however weak, were occasionally heard among the
colonizers, especially from those confronted by the daily hardships among
the innumerable smallholders and unemployed labourers. From the Assistant
Government Agents, and at times even the Government Agents themselves,
came murmurs of doubt and sympathy, although (on paper at least) their
country's commercial and colonial concepts were never challenged. Thus,
especially after Socialism gained momentum in Western Europe, the strategy
of those in power to cloak their practices in a discourse of lofty ideals,
did not operate perfectly. It led to reports on the conditions of the
population, series of land ordinances, land-settlement schemes, social
relief and charity organizations; although these did not encroach on the
macro-economic

interests of the powerful. This response to mounting

poverty was fundamentally at variance with the response to their policies
in relation to women. The discourse on gender remained unformulated within
their discourse on superiority.
Although the British, with a hint of surprise, sometimes noted the
degree of freedom and independence accorded to women in the "uncivilized"
Ceylonese society, this realization could in no way shake their conviction
of the superior fundaments of the Victorian outlook on monogamous and
life-long marriage unions, based on the economic and social dependence of
women. Likewise Judge Berwick's plea could remain to a certain extent
ignored, rather than seriously opposed. It is extremely unlikely that the
British ever realized why their legislation on marriage was so successful.

^) Much of this rhetoric is still found in similar (or slightly modified
forms) in the current attitude to the process of (under)development.
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In their own perception, their economic policy, combined with the specific
mix of rule and opportunity offered to the colonized, could remain fundamentally disconnected from their ideas on the required "elevation" of
marriage institutions. Thus as in the case of growing poverty, no (weak)
counterpoint could emerge: the manifest self-evidence of unequal gender
relations proved more fundamental than the notions of their superior,
civilizing mission.

Strategies of resistance among the colonized

a. The privileged classes
Here again a distinction is useful between practice and discourse. The
subtle mix of control and opportunity embodied in colonial rule is
probably one of the main reasons that the chosen strategy of resistance
was seldom one of open confrontation. A fierce struggle emerged to penetrate the new avenues of mobility, leading to a strategy of accomodation and aimed at achieving success, often on an individual level,
through the available channels of economic enterprise. In growing
numbers the male Sinhalese elite infiltrated into the colonial apparatus through their participation in the Legislative Council, Civil
Service, election system, professions, trade and landownership. Although the British rule to a certain extent needed the cooperation of
the elite, the success of their rule was largely based on the more
powerful sections of the colonized actively pursuing a strategy of
propelling themselves further and higher into the system of colonial
authority. The privileged classes had sufficient advantages and openings to pursue success within the new economic order, and a return to
the feudal past would have been viewed not only as unrealistic but also
undesirable by many who had had no such access under traditional rule.
On a conceptual level, this process was facilitated by the British
ideology of the colonial state, which in spite of its unquestioned
tenets of superiority, also incorporated concepts of democratic rule
which demanded a form of two-way traffic between rulers and ruled,
however unequal in practice. In a sense the British became entangled
in their own ideology of state control and on an increasing scale had
to give way to the pressure of Ceylonese penetration, which in due
course resulted in independence. Thus, on an ideological level, the
democratic ideals offered tools for a strategy which could be utilized
to intervene in the system. In a wider sense: if one develops ideas on
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a superior and inferior race, and assume the former has to uplift the
latter, one implicitly builds a conceptual scheme which necessarily
arrives at the logic that one's efforts must eventually meet with some
success.

b. The peasant and working classes
On the level of practice peasant families were confronted by a - to a
certain extent comparable - struggle for resources, within the economic
mobility created. Although their potential benefits from "joining the
system" were admittedly much lower, avenues to acquire land (also in
the Land Settlement Schemes), positions in petty trade, migrant labour,
plantation labour and crime, became more important as the land shortage
escalated. Apart from facing pressure from the more powerful, wealthier
members of their society struggle among and within families intensified, as people's strategies became more atomized to counteract the
macro-economic policies of the British.
On the level of discourse they were confronted with a rejection of
feudal rule and its replacement by the colonial state. Changes: the
required registration of persons, land and property deeply affected
their lives. The endless petitions requesting

permission to wear

different types of dress or build homes those traditionally accorded to
their caste, plus the adoption of new names devoid of caste connotations and the pursuit of British education provide evidence of the
strategy to advance within the newly formed economic and social mobility, and take advantage of the vaccuum created by the curbing of the
Mudaliyars' traditional power.
The social upheaval also led to a joint strategy of resistance. Apart
from economic and social factors, on a conceptual level British rule
made possible the concept of a trade union movement, which surfaced in
the 1920s. It challenged the British legislation on labour, but also
- tacitly - the tenets of feudal rule, as inimical to the newly emerging discourse.
Thus, in contrast to the colonizer's ignorance, the colonized were
forced to develop articulate strategies to counteract British policy.
Especially the privileged classes, in closer contact with the British,
were compelled to learn more about the colonizer than vice versa. These
strategies of resistance affected the position of women among the
colonized.
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The position of women and the value of a counterpoint

Both on the level of practice as well as on the level of discourse, the
British administration supplied opportunities for counter-strategies. On
the conceptual level, counterpoints - however weak - were heard, which
offered the (privileged) male Sinhalese a basic starting point for opposing the colonizer. The situation of the Sinhalese women was crucially different. In the practice and discourse of state control she had no place,
neither before nor during the colonial era. The British practice of
dealing solely with males on a governing level, plus their concepts on
gender and marriage in general, prohibited her direct participation in the
economic and social mobility created.
Secondly, ideological counterpoints in British colonial thinking were
non-existent, or far too weak, although certain feminist claims in Britain
at the beginning of the 20th century had gained sufficient momentum to
have become a topic of casual reference in circles of colonial decisionmaking.
The Sinhalese traditional practice of males dealing with outsiders on
the family's behalf was reinforced by the British, so the former "naturally" became their family's and the community's spokesmen. Thus they could
propose and influence decisions about which those whom they were (initially) representing remained ignorant. Therefore, Sinhalese men started with
an infinite advantage over their women in dealing with the new reality of
the colonial state.
The male elite hastened the erosion of women's rights within the family.
In the dynamics of change and struggle, the position of women became
perceived by men as an obstacle. Means of curbing her power, some utilizing the ignorance of the colonizer, were discovered: confusion over the
rights of widows; the preference given to Diga marriage over Binna; the
two petitions of the elite only thinly veiling the aim to terminate a
married daughter's claim to her parents' wealth. Finally, it surfaced in
the Legislative Council debate on dowry, that male council members considered only the interests of a father-in-law versus a son-in-law, while
seemingly protecting the women's position. The latter are consistently
referred to as moral minors, who must be protected lest they should be
"kissed out of their property". Thus women lost access to resources
through a combination of factors: on a material level due to the struggle
for resources erupting among the colonized; and on a conceptual level
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because neither the British nor the Sinhalese discourse on gender could
produce a counterpoint of sufficient force.
As the most dominant, the British could remain ignorant of the effects
of their policies on women, and partially unaware of the consequences of
their actions for the (male) colonized. The Sinhalese male elite, although
unable to remain unaware of the rivalry vis-à-vis their male peers, shared
with the colonizer a weak counterpoint on gender. Their influence with the
British most likely was not consciously used to curtail their women's
status, but more specifically to obstruct those women who could defy the
man's decisions for the family. Whatever strategy was adopted or proposals
made, they appear to have been arrived at devoid of conflict - taken as a
matter of course - as the most sensible option in a world of men. In other
words, decisions reinforcing the position of a male head of the family
could well benefit him, while convincingly appearing to benefit all.
Therefore it may be more accurate to view the gender transformation taking
place not so rauch as a move against women, but rather as a process advantageous to the male heads of family. In the eyes of men, the most
important area of conflict as a result of the colonial policy was the
struggle among such male family members. Thus the British proposal of
primogeniture to limit the splintering of property had to be circumvented
because of the increased scale of conflict it would engender among male
family members.
The attack on women could remain unformulated as an issue because both
cultures lacked counterpoint in the discourse on gender, and neither would
gain by recognition of the position of the outsider they were creating. In
such circumstances any resistance undertaken by women, although leading to
conflicts in individual families, can easily become lost in society at
large. A similar struggle was seen among the peasant and working classes.
Growing

land scarcity led to an intensified struggle over minute and

uneconomic landshares, which were acutely important as they legitimized
presence and participation in village affairs. Much of this struggle,
aggravated by certain British short term measures, took place outside the
ill-functioning

courts and required all the power (and even physical

strength) one could muster, resulting in frequent conflicts, both within
and between families.
British modifications of the marriage and inheritance laws provided an
opening for males to augment and consolidate property of all kinds in
their own names. The dynamics of land scarcity shifted the positions held
by the various family members. As men often emerged, seemingly effortless-
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ly, as leaders of their families they expanded their traditional power.
This advantage was further consolidated by the pressure to enter trade and
wage labour applied to both sexes of the (nearly) landless families.
Although initially women appeared to enter the field of trade and wage
labour in great numbers, they lost ground in the more profitable sectors
of the economy. Men moved into the more remunerative branches, requiring
relatively more capital, storage facilities etc, and in the matter of
wages, women were consistently paid at lower rates than men. A process
which continues to this day. (See introduction Chapter 4.) The ad hoc
"Resettlement Schemes", inadequate as they were in view of the scope of
landlessness, show a similar development.
Thus, in the changes in land, labour and marriage, the peasantry underwent a similar process to that of the elite; women were nudged away from
the economic basis of their families by an intensified struggle for
resources between their men.

The process of misrecognition

In the distinction between the level of practice and that of discourse,
it has been emphasized how crucial it is for the subtle workings of power
in relation to gender transformation to misrecognize the shifts of pover
taking place. This relates back to Bloch's point that the terminology of
property already constitutes part of its ideology. In the Sri Lankan case
distinguishing between the concepts of "sex" and "gender", is relevant.
"Sex" as a concept expresses the actual physical differences between women
and men, while "gender" concerns the "social organization of sex" which
"exacerbates the biological differences between the sexes" (Rubin 1975)
and thereby creates a conceptual reality separate from the physical, even
though the boundaries at times remain obscure." As a contrived reality, it
is subject to change, unlike the physical division of human beings into
males and females.' Since kinship is seen as an organization of people and
property, and organization engenders power, the concept of gender is of

°) The distinction between "sex" and "gender" has been an issue of much
debate in feminist theory. See for example Mies (1986) and Chhachhi (1987).
') In this context Rubin speaks of "sex/gender systems" which are found
in every society but which evince one of their most important expression
in kinship systems, which she terms observable and empirical forms of a
sex/gender system.
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crucial importance in understanding who is being organized and how concepts of property are linked to concepts of power.
One area of the shift of power between men and women was located on the
level of the concepts used to describe "property" and the "person's"
relation to it. In Sri Lanka, "marriage", "divorce", "adoption", "offspring" and the "rights of the widow" all gained new meanings, incorporating the new reality of the gender transformation taking place and facilitating a misconception of the women's position.
Likewise the introduction of the new term "female worker" in labour
statistics served to obscure her contribution to both her family and to
the economy as a whole.

Links between the private and the public

The slow transformation in access to land and labour was to a large extent
successfully

implemented

through the new interpretation of marriage,

inheritance and gender relations. But this is not the only level on which
the private and the public are linked. Not only were the economic positions of respective family members and their legal relationships each
other deeply affected; in time the emotional content of family bonds and
the number of people for whom responsibility of different kinds was owed
were altered.
One has only to place oneself in the position of a woman in a polyandrie
or Binna union to realize how different her outlook on human relations and
more specifically family relations, must have been to a woman married in a
monogamous, lifelong Diga marriage among her in-laws. Her whole perception
of her worth for her own relations and her children and her position visa-vis her husband(s) would have had a radically

different

emotional

content. In the former case, as mother she possessed a source of active
economic power to protect and influence the lives of her children, who
subsequently will have regarded her in a fundamentally different light to
the children in the latter case. The latter's relationship with her children had to depend more on "love", since she could do little more than
manipulate/influence their father and his relations on their behalf. A
similar difference must have been the case for men in the two marriage
systems.
Both women and men are likely to have had totally divergent perceptions
of self, of each other and their relationships, and will have created an
entirely different process of socialization, affecting their children.
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Children grew up with transformed interpretations of what women and men
could "do" or "be" in the family and society at large. This would also
have altered the ideals of womanhood and manhood, and imposed different
requirements on the behaviour of both sexes. Only in this manner can it be
understand how marriage and family patterns could change so radically
within the time span of just over one century. Otherwise it remains
incomprehensible that most of the current generation in Sri Lanka do not
even remember, or at best are vaguely embarassed, by their society's
former marital and domestic arrangements, which now seem too grotesque and
quaint to be accorded serious interest. This holds true for all classes,
although of course vast disparities have remained and the "higher classes"
seem to have internalized the gender Ideology of the colonizers to a far
greater extent than the peasants and workers.°

Resistance of women

In the struggle between two groups of males with unequal power, women's
access to a material level on which she could assert her power was imperceptibly eroded. How far individual women resisted this development will
never be known, although further insight could be gained by a systematic
analysis of recorded court cases on land and divorce. On a material level
women were enveloped in this process of decreasing power as individuals
isolated within families, while issues relating to an individual woman's
reduced access to decision-making in her family would have only surfaced
at specific periods of her life deeply atomizing her experience of the
changes her position was undergoing.
Furthermore her "opponents", unlike on the other levels of struggle
between the more and less powerful, were those close to her, necessary to
her economic and social survival, as well as her emotional balance and
sustenance. The counterpoint on gender being so weak on a conceptual
level, a discourse on gender offered few or no openings for a woman to
transpose her individual experience into a wider one, involving women in

8) Even during the period of cultural revival - of which Dharmapala was a
leading exponent (Guruge 1965) - which reacted strongly to British rule
and culture, the pre-colonial past was thought to have incorporated a vast
complex of Hindu-influenced concepts and practices which in fact had
little connection to the reality of (rural) Sinhalese life in the 17th,
18th centuries and before. For a revealing insight into the current existing differences in attitude towards legal marriage between the privileged
and the working class (Colombo), see the film of I. Lai, 1985.
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society generally. Her options for resistance had to remain of an individual nature. Even more so than in the case of the colonized versus the
colonizer, her strategies developed by confusing the most powerful with
their own misrecognition, and secondly by finding ways in which to co-opt
parts of the system, rather than attempting to by overthrow it. For
example, choosing employment away from the home would have been one of the
means by which she could sidestep her duties, without

perhaps fully

realizing the implications of her rebellion. Chapter 5 returns to the
issue of resistance and counterpoint on gender and analyzes how the
changes in gender and domestic arrangements, coupled with the side-tracking of women as participants in the economy as a whole, has a deep-felt
effect on current strategies to redress the growing imbalance between the
sexes.

3.3

Gender transformation in a wider context

After analyzing the process of gender transformation taking place in the
British colonial era of Sri Lanka, I will now compare these findings with
others, to see what generalizations can be made. The following section
concentrates on the implications of the described process for the development of a theory on power.
Several studies have already been carried out in relation to the detrimental effect of European colonialism on the position of women in the
societies exposed to European rule. Leacock and Etienne (1980) analyzed
this process in "egalitarian" societies in North America; Mies (1986)
concentrated on the effects of the penetration of capitalism in India, and
drew parallels with the rejection of women from the production process in
Western Europe, identifying this as "housewifization"; Sanday (1981) found
in her study of over 150 societies that, prior to colonialism, women held
economic and political power in 63 percent of these societies, and that
after colonization they often lost these powers.
But since the 1980s a growing awareness of the wider implications of
these views has been extending beyond the colonial context (Postel-Coster
1987). Although I mentioned in the introduction that the gender transformation during the British era is likely not the first or only one in
Sinhalese history. There are indications that social upheaval (such as
migration, warfare, altered agricultural systems, formation of a new
religious faith) led to mutations in relations between the sexes in
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1987a).
Transformations in the symbolic systems/ideology were found, indicating
a dimming of the female principle in relation to that of the male. Female
ancestral figures appeared to lessen in prominence and female participation in religious and mythical records seemed to lose importance during
certain periods (at an earlier date, she had already lost control over the
political sphere). If these findings can be substantiated they point to a
subtle but deep-felt transformation of a wider scope than resulting from
European colonialism only.
Similar studies describing and analyzing wide shifts in the orientation
and organization of society have been undertaken in the Indian context
(O'Flagherty 1980, 1985) and also in Europe, where witch hunts were placed
in relation to a vacuum of power at a time in which the Roman Catholic
church and the emerging Protestant faith struggled for recognition (Dresen-Coenders 1983). Concentrating on shorter time spans, studies were
made on the history of the family in Europe, e.g. Sheila Jeffreys (1985),
who looks at British society during the period 1880 - 1930 shows how the
sexual ideology of the 1920s had become a total contradiction of the
feminist theory of the pre-war period."
They indicate extensive, world-wide gender transformations at different
periods of time. In this broader context European colonialism and the
penetration of capitalism become one (albeit extremely forceful) historical period during which gender transformations took place in the various
societies. To a certain extent it becomes one of a sequence, which demands
further analysis as to why changes had a greater effect in certain cases
than in others, and finally why they took place at all.
It is illuminating to look at a study of Sanday's (1981), based on material collected by Murdock in his Standard Cross Cultural Sample (1969) composed of non-industrial societies throughout the world, although at the
time of publication the validity of this survey was the subject of much

9) It may be superfluous to point this out, but in the first instance
these studies do not focus on a postulation of a long-lost matriarchy; on
the contrary they take a specific historic period and analyse concrete
changes taking place in relation to gender in order to understand how a
process of growing gender inequality can occur.
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debate.Ю It is striking however, in view of the date of Murdock's publi
cations (1969), that Sanday was able to extract gender specific informa
tion on 156 of the 186 societies studied. Her study does not centre on
transformation in property or marriage relations, but it does offer
factors leading to gender transformations and has relevance to those
discussed in this study.
As a starting point she analyzes societies on their "symbolism of
origin" and divides them into three categories, as having a "feminine",
"dual" or "masculine" oriented symbolism. In doing so, she presupposes the
existence of a "human need to construct a universe", which is "selected"
or "chosen" from the "great arc" of behavioural possibilities (Sanday
1981: З ) . ! 1
Sanday argues further that part of this construction of the universe
deals with what she terms "sex-role plans", which are concerned with the
organization of sex-role expectations."
One of her first correlations is that of the female creative principle
dominating or being in conjunction with the male principle in societies
where the sex-role plans are devoid of any notion of "evil" in association
with the female (Sanday 1981: 33). In contrast, in societies dominated by
the male creative principle one finds a conceptualization locating evil or
danger in the female, leading to mythical tales expressing a fear of women
(Sanday 1981: 50). In these societies women are usually legal minors,
enclosed in a massive area of menstrual taboos alongside an equation of
sexual intercourse with "animal" (non-human) behaviour, leading to recur
ring variations of myths of castration. Furthermore these societies are
10) The method leads to over-generalization, and assumes a static view of
human society. Societies become summarized and typefied, devoid of his
torical development, while (potential) internal opposing interests or
groups also do not surface. It is therefore not accidental that data could
only be compounded for societies about which relatively little is known.
As Sanday bases her findings on this material, her arguments cannot but be
open to many of the same limitations.
11) An approach like this can weaken the awareness of contradictory forces
operating within a society which are expressed on a conceptual levelthat is to say an area of study not incorporated in Murdock's statistics thereby posing questions as to its validity. However the need to have a
conceptual interpretation of the universe, life and humanity is seldom
contested.
1') Although I prefer the word "gender" and "gender systems" in this con
text, I will retain her terminology in the discussion of her work.

GENDER, PROPERTY AND POWER

151

characterized by a high incidence of strife, and are very oppressed in
relation to environmental and human resources (Sanday 1981: 39).
The feminine principal dominated in only 18 percent of the societies
studied (Insular Pacific scoring high), 32 percent had dual systems and
in 50 percent the male principle was found to be dominant (Sanday 1981:
58). These distinctions correlated with actual behaviour, which (although
the argument of arbitrariness stands out here) established that societies
having female creative symbolism were marked by child care being the
responsibility of both sexes; an emphasis on the sharing of household
duties; insistence on cooperation in all social relations and a relatively
low degree of sexual division of labour (Sanday 1981: 60).
Societies in which the male creative symbolism dominated were found to
be characterized by suspicion, competition, sexual antagonism, and rigid
sexual segregation, further expressed in the sexual division of labour
(Sanday 1981: 63/64). They are also characterized by a stressed relationship to what she terms "environment".
If the quest for survival rests on serious fluctuation and scarcity of
food (and to a lesser extent of clothing and housing), a different ideological and ritual relationship develops with the non-human world than in
societies where resources are generally found in abundance. In hunting
societies or advanced agrarian systems, emphasizing power necessary to
control the environment, women are rarely depicted as the ultimate source
of creative power; the situation is reversed when the struggle for survival is less severe (Sanday 1981: 68). Sanday finds that when a process of
increasing technological complexity takes place in plant economies based
on gathering, shifting cultivation,

semi-intensive or even advanced

agriculture, a masculine orientation is encouraged. Similar processes are
noted after a social upheaval entailing large scale migration.
This leads to her next question: under which circumstances can male
dominance increase on the level of both creative symbolism and that of
economic and political control? In the first place, contrary

to the

(Western) view, male dominance is not universal, and the degree of power
and authority held by women in several of the plant economies has more of
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a different than an unequal character.13 Writers like Karen Sacks also
note similar findings (1974). Sanday indicates that an increased scarcity
of resources and social disruption, leading to a rise in technological
complexity or massive migration, tends to increase male political, economic and symbolic power (Sanday 1981: 133).
The process seems to perpetuate itself, especially in those societies
where traditional sex-role plans do not incorporate feminine symbolic
principles regarding access to power and authority as "a natural right" of
women. Thus in 53 per cent of the advanced agrarian societies women were
found to enjoy substantial economic and political power and authority,
which could only be explained by a previous strong bias towards a female
symbolic principle. Finally, as a major example of social disruption, she
points to European colonialism as a male dominated power which exerted an
"unrelenting external pressure" (Sanday 1981: 133), leading to the disintegration of traditional symbols that defined a woman's world in colonized society.
Sanday's work concentrates on pre-industrial societies, and was founded
on theoretical principles and concepts which are not centred on property,
kinship and marriage as they existed in the highly developed feudal
society of pre-colonial Sri Lanka. Nevertheless her conclusions do give a
wider perspective to the gender transformation described for Sri Lanka.
Colonialism and capitalism should not be seen as the only forces operating
in this context. As was argued, capitalism was not gender-blind, and the
various discourses on gender (of the colonizer and the colonized) operated
on an often unformulated level in the context of the social change and
upheaval capitalism created.
Capitalist penetration entailed an altered relationship of the colonized
to their resources, involving conflict, struggle and social mobility. As
such it was one - forceful - example of the process Sanday and others have
found to have taken place in various societies and at various stages of
history. On a material level this process is initiated by social upheaval,
due to some environmental or human force, which escalates to further conflict and/or technological advance and universally appears to open new
avenues towards, and a redistribution of, economic, political and symbolic
13
) Sanday defines "power" (1981: 114) as "the ability to act effectively
on persons and things, to take or secure favourable decisions which are
not of right allocated to the individuals or their roles. From this definition she further distinguishes economic and political power or authority. This definition leaves many of the more problematic sides of power
processes undiscussed.
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control. In the society undergoing social upheaval, the stronger elements
tend to augment their access and control of resources. In many cases the
degree of male domination in the society as a whole also increases, as
men often already held stronger positions than women prior to change. Thus
the (usually) male world of war and armed conflict appears to be one area
in which there is more to be won than the war. In a wider perspective it
also augments the momentum of male hegemony.
If on a conceptual level, the discourse on gender (or in Sanday's words
the "symbolic principle") has already undergone mutations dimming a female
counterpoint

on gender (or the female symbolic principle in Sanday's

terminology), the process of undermining women's access to resources can
take place without causing substantial conflict. In this case - as in the
Sri Lankan example - woman lacks a "natural right" to such access.
In Sri Lanka, by the advent of European colonialism women's access to
resources and decision-making had shrunk to the sphere of kinship arrangements only. The eroding of women's independent basis within kinship
relations could therefore be carried out successfully, especially as it
was supported or ignored by the colonial power."
In 3.5.2 and 3.6 I will return to the concept of the wider framework
(Sanday's symbolic principle), which to a large extent remains unformulated but nevertheless seems to be of such crucial importance in causing
gender transformation to appear so "matter of fact" and devoid of recognition. In this context I make use of Wertheim's concept of counterpoint
and Bourdieu's "widest sense of limits". In the next section I will

" ) The answer to the question as to why the process of increased male
domination was originally initiated - which is different from explaining
its perpetuation - is more difficult to answer. Sanday poses a distinction
between male and female activities, in which the former seem almost universally to be associated with some form of hunting, killing or, more
generally in "the taking of life". In contrast, the female world, through
the capacity of giving birth, should centre mainly around life-giving and
sustaining activities. Sanday notes finally that there is no society where
women as a group seem to have been able or willing to fight and kill to
maintain their power: a fact she relates back to the life-giving/sustaining activities. Although a similar pre-colonial sexual division of labour
can be found in Sri Lanka, where males were exclusively associated with
fishing, slaughtering, and all activities using "a knife", a final answer
cannot be given in this context. It leads back to the orientations of
cultures existing on the island long before the advent of "the Sinhalese"
and the establishment of Buddhism. The pre-Buddhist cultures of the Yakkas
and the Nagas appear to have accorded greater emphasis to the female
principle, but the data remain too meagre and seem lost in the mist of
time (Risseeuw 1987a). Therefore the answer ranains obscured and the
allegation that women were unable/unwilling to fight physically to maintain power is unsatisfactory.

154

GENDER, PROPERTY AND POWER

discuss existing definitions of power which are most useful to an understanding the process of gender transformation, and the different power
levels involved.

3.4

The concept of power

In gender transformation the notion of power seems to require a conceptual
framework which allows it to be invested in all parties, dissolving the
dichotomy between the powerful and the powerless. It has to conceive of
the powerful and the less powerful becoming transformed in their conceptualization of themselves and the 'other', in the course of their
interaction. It must incorporate the potential to operate without formulated conflict, or without being named as power. In this framework, the
most powerful have to be accorded the ability to operate from levels of
ignorance while asserting their power. The less powerful have to be
accorded a sense of awareness of their disadvantaged position, and even
though this can entail non-articulation or indirect forms of resistance,
it should not be equated with ignorance.
Further it needs concepts to incorporate the vastness of scope of an
unarticulated framework of reference, which provides the final "borders"
in which conceptualization is possible. Finally it has to provide an
understanding of how power relationships can change in content over time
and how they can be resisted. In searching for a theoretical perspective
incorporating these elements, I do not want to suggest that power is not
also asserted by (the threat of) brutal and physical force, only to gain a
further grip on the more subtle, unformulated operation of power.
From a Marxist perpective an emphasis on economic, and to a certain
extent, state relations has been prominent in reviewing the working of
power in society. The strategies by which exponents of one group succeed
in securing the ownership of the means of production became central, while
the degree of compliance with the economic system by the exploited is
dealt in many debates on "consciousness".^ Feminist analysis, inspired by
the Marxist tradition, has up till now seldom attempted systematically to

15) For a recent debate see Economic and Political Weekly, January 1988
on Gramsci's theory.
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venture beyond these areas of power.1° From other academic traditions,
such as those founded on the writings of Weber - who gave one of the first
definitions of power, adopted as basis by many later writers - little
systematic analysis of power has emerged from a feminist perspective.
Western feminist writers have also analyzed the phenomenon of male domination with the concept of "patriarchy", which has been variously and widely
defined (Millet 1970; Firestone 1970).
Others followed and took up the issue of patriarchy, such as the workings of motherhood (Dinnerstein (1979), Chodorow (1979) and the institution of heterosexuality (Rubin (1975), Rich (1980), while towards the end
of the 1970s and the early 1980s the emphasis shifted slowly from listing
the wrongs of gender arrangements to questioning what induces people to go
on consenting to such arrangements. Analyzing the actual processes of
domination and rejecting the broad term of patriarchy - redirected thinking to power itself.
This was supported in the 1970s by renewed interest in interpersonal
domination, which had grown from new Left theoretical and organizational
works. Writers like Laing, Marcuse, Fanon and Reich tackled the psychological side-effects of capitalism and colonialism. This renewed focus on
power relations transgressed the Marxist tradition emphasizing power in
the economic organization of society, or the limited interpretation of
power developed by the social sciences of the USA, where it has been
confined to the formal level of bureaucratic and electoral politics. Here
power was treated against a background of conflict, as a phenomenon of
willed or Intended action, observable and concrete, and used to achieve a
desired or specific outcome (see also Hartsock 1983, Chapters 1 and 2).17
In contrast, writers such as Gramsci, Althusser, Foucault and Bourdieu
have located power as a phenomenon based on consensus, which dwells in
systems of beliefs or ideologies. Here the emphasis lay in explaining the
hegemony of cultural attitudes, the power of the unsaid related to all

16

) Hartsock 1983 being one of the few.

17) A variation to this approach - of linking power logically to the
existence of conflict - is found in the writings of Arendt, Parsons and
Poulantzas, where power was seen "specifically (as) a property of the
social community, a medium whereby common interests or class interests are
realized" (Giddens 1979: 89). In this approach also, power was seen as
concrete behaviour, an ability of "A" to enforce his will on "B", which
focussed on observable situations of decision-making.
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areas of life: from family and sexuality to educational and mental institutions, media and folklore.
These writers offer theories which can be used by feminists to elaborate
their ideas on gender, which up till now has been one of the most illusive
social constructs of all, defying scrutiny because it is conceived as part
of a biological, "natural" and immutable order, falling beyond the realm
of social science. It is no accident that these writers draw no (or very
few), examples from the wide spread and intricate power relations between
the sexes when elaborating their theories, and this omission indicates the
importance of studying power in the manner propagated by them. As Bourdieu
says:

it is because subjects do not, strictly speaking, know
what they are doing that what they do has more meaning
than they know (Bourdieu 1977: 72).

Power in terms of conflict

Max Weber's definition of power!", which has been elaborated by various
writers from the 1950s onwards, forms the basis of the analysis of power
with "a focus on behaviour in the making of decisions on issues over which
there is an observable conflict of (subjective) interests, seen as express
policy preferences, revealed by political participation" (Lukes 1974: 15).
Lukes termed this approach one-dimensional and rejected it as it fails
to suggest that interests might be inarticulated or unobservable; nor is
there an awareness of the fact that people might be mistaken or unaware of
their interests (Lukes 1974: 14). From a feminist point of view this
approach is also inadequate, as it appears to end long before a feminist
analysis of power can begin. The problem faced by women is that the issues
they wish to address are not acknowledged and therefore never reach a
platform of conflict.
Substantial progress has been made in the so-called two-dimensional
interpretation of power, as elaborated by Bachrach and Barats (1962).
Although power was still conceived very much as an entity - static in
character - in the hands of one or two parties, for the first time the

18) Power (Macht) is the probability that one actor within a social relationship will be in a position to carry out his own will despite resistance, regardless of the basis on which this probability rests" (Weber (1922)
1957: 152).
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ability of "A" to inhibit "B" to bring up an item for discussion was
recognized, as "A" would lose if "B" were able to do so. Further, they
introduced the concept of "mobilization of bias", which in their terms
implies:

A set of predominant values, beliefs, rituals and institutional procedures ("rules of the game") that operate
systematically and consistently to the benefit of certain
persons and groups at the expense of others.
those who benefit are placed in a preferred position to
defend and promote their vested interests (Lukes 1974:
17).

Thus the phenomenon of "non-decision" was recognized for the first time,
due to the existence of an (un)formulated threat of sanctions. Besides
open conflict, the existence of covert conflict is acknowledged: it
becomes possible to view power as the ability of one party to influence
the ideas, feelings and wishes of the other, in order to bring them in
greater accordance with those of the persons in power and thereby inhibit
a conflict.
In his criticism of this approach, Lukes to a large extent covers arguments similar to those feminist writers would develop. In the first place
a "non-decision" inhibited by bias, is not always conscious. Secondly,
associating power with an observable or even covert conflict

is too

limited and individualistic, as the most effective form of power would
inhibit the surfacing of the conflict as such. Thirdly, this process can
operate so subtly that those not benefitting from the status quo fail to
realize that they are losing out in the system.
But one can go further, as even this approach remains behaviouristic and
sees power as a kind of entity which is invested in either of two parties.
Bachrach and Barata claim that in the absence of an overt or covert
conflict, no means remain to judge whether a decision is based on (certain
forms of) power. Therefore the working of a "universal acquiescence to the
status quo" cannot be determined empirically in relation to a genuine or
enforced consensus. For feminists this analysis ends at a point where they
would desire to begin, because it offers no strategies for making "nondecisions" into decisions, or how the mobilization of bias can incorporate
new elements.
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Lukes poses a three-dimensional approach to power, which Is a combina
tion of the former two with an addition of certain concepts. His defini
tion nevertheless remains close to Weber's original one:
the concept of power (implies) that A exercises power
over В when A affects В in a manner contrary to B's
interests (Lukes 1974: 34).
In the first place he juxtaposes covert conflict with "latent conflict",
which consists of a contradiction between the interests of those exercis
ing power and the real interests of those they exclude (Lukes 1974: 25).
The latter may not express, or even be conscious of their position. The
empirical identification of a latent conflict is possible by applying the
so-called "counterfactual", namely what action В would have taken in the
absence of A's power. Thus the premise of some form of conflict in order
to test the workings of power is weakened, although it remains the start
ing point of his analysis.
If such a counterfactual cannot be found and the mechanisms whereby A
exerted power over В cannot be located, Lukes prefers to talk of influen
ce, rather than power itself. In this case the situation is characterized
by what he terms "structural determination"; the actors lack any autonomy
in their choice between taking action or refraining from it, and therefore
the concept of power is irrelevant." Finally, he distinguishes between
so-called subjective and real interests, the identification of which, as
he says, remains basically a normative judgement. This last point has
attracted criticism, especially his claim that the content of the "real
interests" of an individual or a group could be judged by the researcher
(Wrong 1979; Bloch et. al 1979; Komter 1985).
But while the demarcation between real and apparent consensus remains
uncertain, dependent on the researcher's personal judgement, a concept of
consensus is developed which fuses the needs and wishes of the less and
the more powerful, and forms a most important addition to the theories on
power. The acknowledgement of consensus poses further questions on the
workings of power and can therefore lead to further developments. The
questions Lukes poses in this context: How to identify a non-event empi
rically or as an action in itself? How can power be exerted if the actor
19) Another point Lukes makes is that power should not only be analyzed
between individuals but also between larger units, such as groups and
organizations.
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remains (In varying degrees) unconscious of the implications

of his

actions? How does one draw the line between structural determination on
one hand and an exercise of power on the other? (Lukes 1974: 51/52) Lukes
remains optimistic in his conclusions (Lukes 1974: 57) and feels that a
deeper analysis of power is possible along these theoretical lines.
Aafke Komter, in her study on marriage relations in Holland, indeed
found Lukes' concepts of consensus and latent conflict fruitful (1985).
Lukes views a discussion of power relations between the sexes as irrelevant, as these relations fall under the scope of "structural determination". 20 Komter only partly agrees, and stresses the importance of "latent
conflict" between the sexes.'1 She interpretes the relation between
married couples as a consequence of the interaction between power and
structure. She also joins the critics their problem distinguishing between
genuine and apparent consensus (1985: 43), which leads her to Gramsci's
concept of "ideological hegemony". I tend to agree with her in her criticism of the value of Lukes' analysis of power. The progress made by his
study is substantial, but one can question how far Lukes moved away from
the original behaviouristic approach of the one-dimensional view of power.
-

Maintaining the criterium of conflict in whatever form, which like
power must be tested empirically, while heaping all other forms of
domination which remain intangible via this method on the concept of
"structural determination", seems unsatisfactory. For example how would
one analyze the following situation:

A middle class man, with a high academic post, employs a
woman to clean his house regularly. As he is a kind man he
often gives her presents, which she seems to accept gladly. She is happy to work for him and not even a hint of
conflict emerges. Nevertheless there is a tremendous imbalance of power in the relationship which is not even
shaken by his overstepping his role as employer. His power

20) "It will not, for instance, be so much a question of, say, men choosing to exercise power over women through voluntary actions on the basis of
modifiable attitudes, as of a system of domination in which both men and
women are caught up, albeit one serving the interests of the former at the
expense of the latter" (Komter 1985: 42 citing Lukes 1974: 10).
21) "Women's needs and preferences can be structured in such a manner that
they, as a matter of course, anticipate the needs and preferences of men.
In this case also the avoidance of conflicts or attempts to change can be
seen as a form of power in the three-dimensional sense" (Komter 1985: 43).
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is defined by the structure of society and the degree of
access he has had to it, through his social background,
education and job. These crucial elements are facts which
neither of them can change and were determined by forces
completely outside the relationship

between

these two

people.

By viewing power predominantly as an entity invested in one or two parties, one can overlook the dynamics of the relation. Although the man
has the more powerful position and because he pays for her duties, she
is not devoid of power herself in her relationship to him. Certain
strategies are open to her by which she can influence his reaction to
her within the (unstated) wider power relations. Doing her work extra
well, subtle invitations to further intimacy, or stories about financial worries concerning her children or her health, can possibly turn
the relation further to her advantage. But these tactics will cost her
additional time, plus the danger of losing her reputation or becoming
pregnant, etc. On the other hand he can refuse without words and ignore
her actions. As a member of the dominant class and sex he can allow the
system to take its course. It will cost him no further time nor effort
to maintain the relationship in accordance with his wishes.
This is fundamentally different from power which has to be ensured
daily, by work and actions, in order to reproduce the conditions of
domination, and which is subsequently less trustworthy. This is the
situation of those possessing less power and also, although it seems
contradictory, of those who have to maintain relations which are more
openly based on force. Both forms of power point to something infinitely more far-reaching than the actors involved.
Secondly, power often appears as a two-way process, not characterized
by one person's entity or ability over the other. It seems rather to be
a dynamic process between people with different degrees of power,
which, when they meet, can lead to a new reality and a new relationship
between them. It is also to a certain extent located outside the actors
themselves.
Finally Lukes gives no analysis of how positions of power can change,
no diversification of strategies which can lead to a reduction, or even
a mere shifting, of the power balance. This omission was possible due
to the non-historic approach to conflict, which enabled each power conflict to be seen as an individual phenomenon. It may also explain how
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he can end his study so optimistically. From a feminist perspective,
however, such questions are of crucial importance and therefore yet
again an analysis of power seems to finish at the moment when it should
gain momentum.
Feminist analysis cannot stop at the description of the phenomenon of
immutable areas of social relationships - such as "structural determination". Gender, as Lukes states, would fall beyond its scope and it would
defy any research into just how unchangeable relationships are. Feminist
analysis will have to proceed beyond the boundaries of an empirical,
basically behaviouristic and individualistic approach. The area of power
relationships between the sexes has been so extensively confused with a
"natural order", and even with biology that it becomes almost impossible
to trace the conflict from the individual responses of the exponents of
either sex.
Further, as gender transformations seem to evolve over long time spans,
an historical dimension will have to be incorporated in the workings of
power. New concepts will have to be formulated in order to grasp a process
in which both researcher and subject are enveloped, and only then can a
possible change be formulated and the transformation taking place be
mapped out. As Sartre says: "words wreak havoc when they find a name for
what had up till now been lived namelessly." (Sartre 1971: 783)

3.5

Power in terms of consensus

3.5.1

Gramsci: Ideological hegemony and common sense

In her study of marriage relationships in The Netherlands and the differing expectations of marriage held by both spouses, Aafke Komter found
women of both the lower and middle classes to accomodate more to the
marriage expectations of their spouses than vice versa. The accomodation
often took place as a matter of course in situations which appeared devoid
of conflict. By interviewing each spouse separately, however, correlations
were found in the expectations of women versus those of men. Like Tolstoi's Natasha, women organize an entire household, their way of life,
their house, their acquaintances, their close friends, the upbringing of
their children and their own activities according to the pre-supposed
wishes, of the husband (Komter 1985: 9 ) . With her "amazing intuition" she
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pursued his unspoken orders and with great determination clung to what she
had discovered them to be.
One of

the most important reasons why inequality between the sexes

remains with us, Komter says, is because it is interpreted as "normal", as
"the way things are", thus inhibiting any awareness of the inequality
itself. Nevertheless the relationship between Natasha and her husband
Pierre is characterized by an inequality of power. Natasha needed years of
training to develop her accurate intuition, and Pierre determined the
running of the houshold and their married life without any effort on his
part. Due to the "excellent qualities" of his wife, he finds things going
exactly as he would have wished.
By citing this example, Komter does not imply that inequality between
the sexes goes unrecognized, in - in this case - Dutch society. For instance she recognizes that few women participate in political decisionmaking or function in high social positions. At a policy level attempts
may be undertaken to redress inequalities but Komter's main point is that
a vast area of relations between the sexes (in which inequality is expressed) remains outside this realm, as it is seen as "normal", as an
expression of a deeper logic which remains unformulated. Komter finds men
and women, as a matter of course, taking decisions which are considered
normal, but which nevertheless increase the social inequality between
them. This leads to her attempt to uncover what she terms "invisible
mechanisms of power", which function to maintain the relationship as it
is. In order to do so, she turns to the concept of ideological hegemony
developed by Gramsci.
Although Gramsci developed his theoretical insights in connection with
his analysis of the emergence of the Italian state at the beginning of the
20th century and concentrates on the relation between the state, political
parties and civil society, several of his concepts are very fruitful in
the context of the relationship between the sexes.22 Gramsci introduced
the concept of ideological hegemony to refer to the process of intellectual and moral leadership through which consent is achieved or won from
the less powerful group. This leadership is not only expressed in the
political party or state, but in all the institutions of civil society

22) In contrast to the classical Marxists, Gramsci poses the existence of
political, ideological and cultural movements which cannot be directly
related to an economic conflict of interests. A direct explanation in
economic terms thus results in moralistic answers as to who benefits most
and, more importantly, to the personification of power, as certain actors
are designated as "responsible" and "guilty" for a certain state of affairs.
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which have some connection with the elaboration of culture (Smart 1983:
40). Hegemony is determined partly by force (interpreted in the same
manner as Lukes interprets power) and partly by consensus.
Ideological hegemony forms itself in the lengthy evolution of consensus,
implying the moral and ethical agreement of the less powerful group with
the existing power imbalance. The element of force should not figure too
strongly in consensus, as the former can only gain momentum and be effective on the basis of the acquiescence of the less powerful group.
Consensus expresses itself in a congruence of values, symbols and judgements of the powerful and less powerful groups in a given society, as
formed by the workings of social institutions such as schools, churches,
media etc. Gramsci's analysis, focusing strongly on the need for a political strategy for the liberation of subordinate classes, develops further
the concept of "hegemonic control".
Hegemonic control comprises the attempt to make the opposing interests
of various groups in society lose their meaning, and to appear one and the
same. The form of consensus thus achieved then functions to cohere a
constellation of social forces. From Gramsci's perspective any strategy of
change on behalf of subordinate classes will have to start with an ideological struggle, i.e. the transformation of civil society (Smart 1983: 39).
The degree of effectiveness of hegemonic control is determined by the
degree of consensus it incorporates. Power imbalances are accepted to the
extent that they appear to be freely embraced by the less powerful group.
To further elaborate the concept of hegemony, Gramsci poses what he
terms the existence of the philosophy of common sense, which he calls the
philosophy of non-philosophers:

the conception of the world which is uncritically absorbed
by the various social and cultural environments in which
the moral individuality of the average man is developed
(Gramsci 1971: 419).

It is not a single, unique conception in time and space, but takes countless forms, is fragmentary, incoherent and inconsequential, confirming
with the social and cultural position of those masses whose philosophy it
is.
Gramsci rejects a fundamental distinction between this common sense and
the language of philosophers and scientists, (1971: 325) seeing

their

difference only in the degree by which reality is interpreted in terms of
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what is possible and impossible. Sociological research would start with an
analysis of what constitutes the "common sense" of a specific society, as
this would lead to a further analysis of the workings of hegemonic control
by the dominating group.
Hegemonic control then, consists of the ability to determine the coûtent
of the "common sense" of society at a given time, and will tend to interprete contradictory forces operating in such a society as one.
In this context Gramsci develops an analysis of two types of consciousness. The first, implicit consciousness, unites the individual with others
of the oppressed group, and at times leads to its own - if only embryonic - conception of the world (1971: 327). The second, a consciousness
which is superficially explicit or verbal, is inherited from the past and
is uncritically absorbed (1971: 333). Gramsci emphasizes the force of this
second type.23
The contradiction between the two types of consciousness can express
itself under certain conditions in a contrast between thought and action
which reflects social opposition between the less powerful and the dominating group.

In these cases the contrast between thought and action
cannot but be the expression of profounder contrasts of a
social historical order. It signifies that the social
group in question may indeed have its own conceptions of
the world, even if only embryonic; a conception which
manifests itself in action, but only occasionally and in
flashes, when, that is, the group is acting as an organic
totality. But this same group has, for reasons of submission and intellectual subordination, adopted a conception
which is not its own but is borrowed from another group;
and it affirms this conception verbally and believes itself to be following it, because this is the conception
which it follows in "normal times" - that is when its
conduct is not independent and autonomous, but submissive
and subordinate (Gramsci, 327, cited by (Comter 1985: 45).

" ) This verbal consciousness holds together a specific social group and
influences moral conduct and the direction of the will, with varying
effectiveness, it is often powerful enough to produce a situation in
which contradictory state (implicit consciousness) permits no action,
decisions nor choice, and produces a condition of moral and political
passivity" (Gramsci 1971: 333).
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Komter summarizes three characteristics of the ideological hegemony of
consensus which maintain the status quo and enforce existing power rela
tions:
a. The ideology is dominant because it has become part of
the common sense;
b. The ideology organizes, creates social cohesion as it
negates contradictions and presents them as one; and
с

The ideology succeeds in presenting what is required as
"freedom". Thus social interests of dominant groups are
presented as those of general interest, which can be
freely accepted by the dominated group (Komter 1985:
319).

Komter finds these concepts extremely useful as ideologies are produced
and reproduced through educational institutions, the media and religion.
Gramsci's analysis examines this process in relation to the state, social
classes and political parties, while Komter's analysis of marriage rela
tions extends it to the formation of "feminimity" and "masculinity".
Stereotypes of the nature of women and men (the construction of gender)
reflect the imbalance of power between the sexes and prolong its existen
ce. The constant pressure created by such gender conceptions constrain in
dividual women and men to conform in varying degrees. It can create
tensions between their personal experiences and their beliefs concerning
what those experiences should be, e.g. that women be "good mothers,
housewives and lovers". It can also generate pressure to identify any
clash between one's own experiences and the dominant conception of gender
as a personal failure, to identify with the imposed construction of gender
itself.
It leads to a view on the "emancipation of suppressed groups", which is
2

voiced at times by both the powerful and the less powerful factions. ^
Especially when such sentiments are voiced by the oppressed groups them
selves, they indicate the existence of a "spontaneous consensus", which in
the above discussed conceptualization would be the most effective expres
sion of power conceivable.
24) Thus, women are said to be happy as they are and not to wish for
change; or in a racial context that minority groups are happy as they are,
that they don't want extra education etc., in short their aspirations are
lower than those of the dominant group.
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Gramsci's theory is relevant from the point of view of feminist analysis
as, in contrast

to Lukes, he constantly refers to the need for (and

strategies for) change. As ideological hegemony is based on common sense
and expressed in the uncritically absorbed consciousness of the past, it
can be attacked and altered by stimulating the embryonic form of cons
ciousness. This can be realized not only by altering the economic condi
tions of oppression, but also by infusing the world of "common sense" with
logic that undermines the existing consensus. In other words, part of the
challenge is to transform the dominating logic so that it seems less
logical and real, first in the minds of the less powerful groups, but
finally also in the minds of the dominators themselves.
Another important point in Gramsci's work is its historical dimension.
Changes in the ideology of hegemony take place very gradually, via econo
mic and ideological forces operating in different historical periods.
This provides an opening to analyse the diverse contents of "common sense"
at varying periods of time, and to expose the (changing) content of gender
relations, even where the transformation remains hidden from the people
involveld. Before attempting to apply the above theory to the Sri Lankan
case, I will first discuss several other writers who concentrate on power
as a form of consensus.

3.5.2

Bourdieu: a theory of practice
What makes power effective, what makes one obey it, is
not simply that it is felt as a power that says no, but
that in fact it produces things, it produces pleasure, it
creates knowledge, produces discourse; it can/has to be
seen as a productive network which runs through the social
body, and is far more than just a negative instance whose
function is to punish (Foucault: С.о.A. Vol 13/14 1979:
137).

It may seem strange to begin to outline Bourdieu's thoughts on power with
a citation from Foucault, but Foucault, Bourdieu, Irigagay and others are
exponents of the post-war French tradition, and have - each within their
own domain - outlined the workings of power. All worked with the concept
of "discourse", linking power to something which is partially extraneous
to the individual; which is not related to sanctioning, but has to do with
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a way of thinking, feeling and approaching what is conceived to be reality
and often operates within a sense of freed consensus - rather than compul
sion.
Foucault analysed power, although he used the word relatively little
until the end of his life." Looking back he realizes how difficult it was
to take a conscious interest in power in the way he finally theorized it;
the existent scientific discourse just did not incorporate this perspec
tive.
No one looked for the way in which it (power) was exer
cised concretely and in detail, with its specificity, its
techniques and its tactics (1979: 13/14).
Foucault approached power from a historical perpective from which is
derived one of his main criticisms of structuralism: its denial of chrono
logical significance and reduction of "everything to the same level, the
level of the event".^" This historical perspective enabled him to uncover
a coherence, or sequence, in seemingly unrelated "events" of European
history in such diverse areas as mental illness, sexuality and concepts of
power and punishment.
In relation to sexuality he shoved effectively how it remained con
trolled, even at periods of history when "discourse" on the

subject

repeatedly linked it to "freedom" and the "ending of repression". This
discourse was expressed, by, among others, the seemingly

independent

medical profession (pedagogy, medicine and demography). Through a battery
of concepts and theory one managed to name and categorize a growing number
of sexual identities and practices. This knowledge, did far more to
repress sexual expression in the individual, precisely by naming it, than
25) »i ащ i n fact surprised by the difficulty I had in formulating it.
When I look back over it now I wonder what I think I was talking about,
in, for example "Madness and Civilisation" or "The Birth of the Clinic",
if not power. Now that I'm fully aware of having virtually never used the
word, and not to have had this whole area of analysis available, I can
however say that this was clearly an inability which was at the same time
directly linked to the political situation in which we found ourselves"
(Foucault 13/14 1979: 135).
26) "Structuralism has undoubtedly been the most systematic attempt to
take the notion of the event not only out of anthropology but also out of
the whole range of other sciences and even out of the limits of history. I
don't know many other people who are more anti-structuralist than I am"
(Foucault 1979: 135).
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it worked towards the (illusion) of his/her liberation, or similar terms
in which the discourse on sexuality was couched.
In a final analysis therefore, the transformed discourse on sexuality
created a new, more subtle form of control and power over individuals,
which coded the expression of sexuality.2' Such studies and will no doubt
in future be an extensive source from which feminist writers can draw.
My decision to emphasize on the writings of Bourdieu has several origins. In the first place, Foucault is both highly abstract and based upon
extensive European history compared to the relatively short period covered
in the previous chapters on Ceylon. My material does not lend itself to a
discussion at a similar level of abstraction.
Secondly, Foucault's theory offers few conceptual tools to analyse the
workings of power at a lower level of abstraction, while this study
primarily analyses these lower levels of abstraction, both in relation to
Sri Lanka's British colonial period and in relation to the present day
(see Chapter 4).
Thirdly, "the concept of resistance" in Foucault's work has remained an
area of dispute.

Foucault presupposes forms of resistance as an inherent

feature of power relations. Power is seen as omnipresent in the social
network, and so is resistance. As a result he locates not one "single
focus of great refusal", but a "plurality of irregular resistance" (Smart
1983: 90), which is constantly shifting and regrouping. Thus this approach
tends to dilute, or even deny, the possibility of intervention by an
individual or movement in the social system, and views humanity as undergoing transformations in thought and knowledge.28
Therefore, albeit hesitantly, I have opted to elaborate on Bourdieu's
writings rather than those of Foucault. However the lack of a developed
historical dimension in his work forms a limitation in applying his
concepts successfully and fully to the process of gender transformation,
both as it took place during the British period as well as the hypothesized transformations of earlier eras.

27) Similarly in his "Surveillir et Punir" Foucault managed to identify a
transformation of power in Europe from the 17th 18th century to the following period, which was marked by what he calls "a new economy of power"
much more efficient and less extravagant. It enabled "the effects of power
to be distributed in such a way that they were continuous, uninterrupted,
adapted, "individualized" throughout the entire social structure".
28) See also Gandal, 1986 and Hartsock, 1987a/1987b for two opposing
opinions on this issue.
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The dilemma of determinism and freedom

Bourdieu criticized the dominant theoretical approaches of structuralism
and Marxism. In one of his major works, "Towards a theory of practice"
(1977), he initiates his discussion on an epistomological level by exposing the limits of structuralist analysis. Unlike Foucault, he does not
emphasize the lack of a historical dimension, but focuses rather on the
limitations of the developed concepts of "structure" and "model" as
misrepresenting the full process taking place at the agent level. In his
view, the functioning of the analyzed "structures", both outside and
inside the individual, remains obscure in structuralist analysis. Bourdieu' s anthropological background leads him to emphasize (to a far greater
extent than Foucault) the working of power at the concrete level of
individual members of society; and to be aware of their potential interactions with "structure", posed as the only reality in the structuralist
tradition. He develops an elaborate series of concepts on "strategies" as
they operate and are used by individual members of society. This constitutes an extensive advance in conceptualizing how power operates, both at
the level of society in general and at the particular level of the individual.
Bourdieu applies the structuralist approach to special phenomena, an
offshoot of the linguistic tradition initiated by de Saussure. Within this
tradition, speech was seen as preconditioned by language, and language was
the focus of analysis, leading tot the formulation of rules, which, within
structuralism, meant an emphasis on the "norm", the "model" or "structure"
(Bourdieu 1977: 28). The structuralist tradition, its emphasis on mutually
defining categories and its scientific focus led to an emphasis on the
rules of kinship networks, resulting in what Bourdieu terms "colonial
anthropology" (1977: 115).
In this sense kinship is seen only as a formalized structure which is
analyzed more or less autonomously with respect to economic determents,
and leads to the "desperate efforts by generations of anthropologists to
confirm or deny the existence" of certain kinship

structures

societies they study.

It is only when one records these (kinship) relations as
a fait accompli, post festurn, as the anthropologist does
when he draws up a geneaology, that one can forget they
are the product of strategies (conscious and unconscious)

in the
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oriented towards the satisfaction of material and symbolic
interests and organized by reference to a determinate set
of economic and social conditions (Bourdieu 1977: 36).

Therefore in the long run the tendency of anthropologists to construct
"logical relationships" reduces concepts such as "structure" and "myth" to
single functions. Bourdieu not only terms this to be a fallacy of the
structuralist tradition, but locates "the ignorance of the objective truth
of practice" as one of the errors from which Western philosophy originat
ed. 29 Bourdieu locates moments of action (even in the most ritualized
exchanges), which provide room for strategies in which the agents remain
in command "of the interval between the obligatory moments and can there
fore count on their opponents by playing with the tempo of the exchange"
(1977: 15).
By asking the agents for an explanation of their own practices and
kinship system, the anthropologist can get an overview of what the system
means in practice for the agent, and the manner in which s/he operates as
an individual in relation to the official kinship structure, what Bourdieu
terms a mechanistic analysis. Its shortcomings are all the more likely if,
as Bourdieu poses, agents are not fully aware of their own practice, and
operate from what he terms "learned ignorance", which is a mode of practi
cal knowledge that excludes knowledge of its own principles (1977: 19).
This brings us to Bourdieu'з outline of the original contradiction
between mechanism/objectivism and "finalism", and

from there to his

concept of habitus.
In the field of sociology, concerned as it is with introspection,
theoretical approaches such as social psychology, interactionism or
ethnomethodology developed, abandoning the theoretical model of "form" or
"structure" completely and concentrating on "content". Here "interpersonal
relationships" are treated predominantly as "individual to individual
relationships", which contain a truth that can be distilled

from the

interaction itself. Relationships between people are reduced and explained
solely by indicators developed within the experimental or observed inter
action.
29) Plato's remark must be taken literally; the philosopher is a mythologist". Logical criticism inevitably misses the target; because it can only
challenge the relationships consciously established between words, it
cannot bring out the incoherent coherence of a discourse which, springing
from underlying mythic and ideological schemes, has the capacity to sur
vive every reductio ad absurdum (Bourdieu 1977: 158).
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Bourdieu starts from the position that the truth of an interaction
between people can never be fully contained by this interaction. This,
leads him to develop the concepts of "power", "habitus", "strategies" and
"body hexis", which are opposed to those formulated by Weber, Bachrach and
Barate, Lukes etc. (the latter writers being far more closely allied to
the theoretical approaches termed by Bourdieu as "finalism" or the socalled "humanist" approaches).
The argument between the objectivist and the humanist approaches to
society has reappeared throughout the history of social thought, creating
a false dilemma; one underestimates the intervention of the agent, while
the other absolutizes the agent and actions between agents while having an
underdeveloped awareness of how the agent's actions, responses and dispositions are also influenced by forces located outside the individual and
her/ his relations to others.

Habitus

One of the most important concepts developed by Bourdieu to combat this
false dichotomy is that of "habitus" as the mediator between structure and
practice. Habitus is described and defined in various ways, which makes a
brief definition problematic. Structures, as defined by the anthropologist, are seen to be "in" the agents, Bourdieu agrees, but rejects the
idea that they exist in the form of theoretical models or scholarly
discourse; they instead take the form of the constituted dispositions of
their habitus. Thus he rejects both the mechanical functioning of preestablished "models" or "roles" in the agent, and the bestow creative
free will on the latter. Habitus thus does not have so much to do with the
concept of free will, but is rather a "strategy - generating principleenabling agents to cope with unforeseen and ever changing situations,
which seem only to be determined by the future (1977: 72).
As an example Bourdieu quotes the - for anthropologists well-known - institution of the "gift", as it was first analyzed by Mauss. A mechanistic
interpretation will emphasize the qualities of the countergift which is
needed once the gift is given. However, the agent can, on the basis of
her/his own presumptions of the future relationship, to a certain degree
determine the size and the time of returning the gift. Hereby Bourdieu
introduces the concept of strategy, which he develops further in his
study.
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The "habitus" is seen as
the source of those series of moves which are objectively
organized as strategies without being the product of a
genuine intention, which would presuppose at least that
they are perceived as one strategy among other possible
strategies (Bourdieu 1977: 73).

Bourdieu finds the word "disposition" particularly suited to express what
is implied with the concept of habitus (which he also defines as a system
of dispositions). It expresses in the first place a "result of organizing
action"; but it also names a "way of being", a habitual state and

espe-

cially a "predisposition", "tendency", "propensity" or "inclination".

Habitus is seen as an endless capacity to engender products, thoughts, perceptions, expressions, actions, whose
limits are set by the historically and socially situated
conditions of its production.
It gives an agent a sense of limits in the widest sense
of the terra, while it also offers a legitimate transgression of limits, on the basis of knowing and ordering of
the world and strategies of handling necessary or unavoidable breaches of that order (Bourdieu 1977: 124).

Within this concept he differentiates "body hexis" (1977: 87) by which he
means the whole range of gestures and postures, way of walking, tilting
the head etc., learned by a child from its surrounding adults as it grows
up, and which s/he uses without thinking as an adult. This complex of
gestures is mastered without being memorized, and can be applied adequately - more or less strategically - in varying and unpredictable situations.
Thus very schematically the thesis runs as follows:

structures produce habitus, which determine practices,
which reproduce structures. The theory is thus equally a
theory of reproduction (Co.A. 1979: 204).

Each individual is from her/his earliest upbringing, through confrontations with other individuals and facts, consciously engaged in Plastering
this common code, which by definition pressupposes a minimum of concordan-
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ce among the interacting agents and their habitus, which by this definition is located both inside and outside the agents themselves.™
The homogenity of habitus causes certain practices to be immediately
foreseeable and intelligible to the group of agents possessing the same
dispositions, and thus it is taken for granted. Although Bourdieu makes
occasional references to the wide field of experiences which structure and
restructure the habitus within the agent, he locates the most important
area in what he calls the "educational system".

The whole trick of pedagogic reason lies precisely in the
way it exports the essential while seeming to demand the
insignificant: In obtaining the respect for form and forms
of respect, which constitutes the most visible and at the
same time best hidden (because most "natural") manifestation of submission to the established order ... the concession of politeness always contains political concessions (1977: 95).

This over-emphasis on schooling and education in general as an instrument
of reproduction is a point on which he - rightfully

I believe - has

received criticism (Bourdieu 1979: Vol. 13/14: 207). It is rather unexpected that such subtle awareness and formulation of the concept of
habitus should be mainly correlated with an institutionalized

form of

learning. The whole area of mother-child; child - child; adult - child
relationships remains underrepresented. Moreover the concept of habitus is
solely related to a group, culture or class, while, from a feminist
perspective, it begs for the inclusion of gender. If one follows Bourdieu's analysis, not only body hexis but also habitus would be deeply

30) "Habitus is to be seen as a subjective but not an individual system of
internalized structures, schemes of perception and action common to all
members of the same group or class leading to a coordination of practices
and the sharing of a world view, in which each individual system of dispositions is seen as a structural variant of all the other group or class
habitus, expressing the different social trajectories and positions of
individuals inside and outside the class" (1977: 86).
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infused with structures of gender, reproduced in the individual of either
sex and which in turn would form the structure of gender.31
The concept of habitus in turn forms the crux of Bourdieu's position on
"objectivism" and "finalism", and is necessary to understanding his
concept of various "strategies" and, finally, modes of domination and
their relation to "discourse", expressed in terms of "doxa", "orthodoxy"
and "heterodoxy".
Strategies and эушЬоІіс capital
One of the main attractions of Bourdieu's development of the concept of
strategies is that it is characterized by a greater degree of operationality than the diffuse and abstract concept of habitus. It can be applied
at various levels of interaction between agents, and Bourdieu also used it
in the context of family life and male/female relationships. It permits
social relationships like marriage to be seen as organizations of opposing
interests, leading to various strategies of response; it names forces
which are institutionally organized and which guarantee misrecognition of
the nature of the relationship (Bourdieu 1977: 171-172).
Like the concept of habitus, it moves away from an implicit acceptance
of the powerlessness of people caught up in large-scale social change,
while, on the other hand, it rejects a - possibly tautological - attempt
to look into people's minds, studying attitudes etc.
In explaining the concept of strategies, Bourdieu refers back to the
example of the gift. With the gift and the counter-gift, beside a limited
interpretation of a mechanical sequence of obligatory acts, one encounters
a series of "at once risky and necessary improvisations of everyday
strategies" (1977: 171).
The giver's undeclared calculation must reckon with the receiver's un
declared recognition, to satisfy her/his expectations without appearing
to know what they are. Therefore at the basis of the gift exchange an
"institutionally organized and guaranteed misrecognition" takes place.

3 1
) The writings of Birdwhistell (1973) on "kinesics" - which can be
described as the study of the language of the body - is built using the
same concepts of linguistic analysis, starting from a parallel of the
phoneme - "kineme", which is the smallest movement accorded meaning. To
Bourdieu'a way of thinking such a theory would over-emphasize "structure"
and the "model" itself; nevertheless, with its empirical base this ap
proach could not confuse itself the differentiation of race, class and
gender in this context.

GENDER, PROPERTY AND POWER

175

The work (symbolic labour) involved in reproducing social relations via
feasts, ceremonies, visits, courtesies and "above all" marriage, while
concealing the ultimate functioning of the exchanges, is seen as no less
vital than the reproduction of the economic bases of its existence. Its
strategies are varied, and one can distinguish "educative", "fertility",
"matrimonial", "officializing" strategies, all operating within social
systems without making explicit the ultimate need of the accumulation of
symbolic capital. The most profitable strategies are those which give the
illusion of the most "authentic" sincerity, by a habitus objectively
fitted to the objective structures. In this case strategic calculation
offers the second advantage of social approval "due to the seeming disinterestedness with which the strategy is carried out". Therefore strategies aimed directly at a primary profit are nearly always combined with
second-order strategies, which fuse the self-interest and the advantage of
ethical impeccability.
Thus a family or individual depends, not only on land and other economic
resources, but also on relatives, associates, friends - a network of
alliances - who have to be maintained and can be called upon in periods
of crisis. The acquisition and maintenance of a network of

alliances

requires substantial material and symbolic investments, of which the
giving and squandering of "time" can be seen as one of the most precious
gifts (1977: 180). Symbolic capital is "credit" and can be transformed
into economic capital. For example, the acquiring of an academic degree or
recognized training of some kind is also seen as symbolic capital, as the
time invested leads to a recognized qualification, eventually to employment and thus to economic capital. From this perspective a dichotomy of
the economic and non-economic, reproduced in social theory on the basis of
capitalist reality, became disconnected, and all practices - including the
disinterested and thus (seemingly) uneconomic - are seen as economic
practices aimed at maximizing material and symbolic profit. The common
root of this ethnocentrism is the acceptance of a restricted definition of
economic interest, which in its explicit form, is the historical product
of capitalism (1977: 177).
A strategy to increase symbolic capital can only succeed in so far as it
can conceal the fact that it is a disguised form of economic capital - and
originates from "material" forms of capital, which in the last analysis,
are the source of its effects (1977: 182). This concept of family strategies has been used successfully in historical studies on changing family
life in Europe, where strategies are seen to operate as a series of
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"implicit" principles, which do not require a rigid articulation such as
rules as they are embedded in the habitus."
From a feminist perspective the concepts of strategies and symbolic
capital offer further advantages; they provide a concrete tool to analyze
the interests (symbolic capital) and actions of individual family members
and marriage partners, not only on a formalized institutional level, but
also on the level of habitus, involving degrees of wilfully accepted
mlsrecognltion, leading to actions and decisions which are not recognized
to be decisions as such, but remain unquestioned events taking place as a
matter of course.

Doxa. Orthodoxy and Heterodoxy

In introducing these concepts Bourdieu indirectly approaches the possibility and strategies Involved in effectuating social change, by distinguishing different levels of adherence to the established order. Every
established order (of whatever kind) must overcome its own arbitrariness
if it is to be accepted by the agents. As one of the most important and
best concealed, Bourdieu names "the dialectic of objective changes and the
agents "aspirations", which lead to her/his sense of limits - or "sense of
reality". This includes classification systems on sex, age and position in
relations of production, each making a specific contribution to the
reproduction of the power relations of which they are a product. This
experience Bourdieu terms "doxa" - in order to contrast it to orthodox and
heterodox beliefs which entail an awareness and recognition of the possibility of different or antagonistic beliefs. From his study among the
Kabylia in Algeria, he gives as example:

there is no need to insist on the function of legitimation of the division of labour and power between the sexes
that is fulfilled

by a mythico-ritual system entirely

dominated by male values (1977: 165).

The political functions of classifications are never more likely to pass
unnoticed than when the prevailing classificatory system encounters no
rival or antagonistic principles (one can think in this context of San-

32

) See, for example, Tilly 1979.
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day's finding on male domination increasing in societies lacking

the

female principle in this symbolic representation).
In domestic conflicts, to which - according to Bourdieu - marriages
often give rise, categories of agents disadvantaged by the symbolic order,
such as women and children, often cannot do otherwise than recognize the
legitimacy of the dominant classification, as it is their only chance of
neutralizing effects which would be most opposed to their interests. This
doxic experience, which Bourdieu also terms the "self-evidence of the
common sense world", is validated by consensus which "goes without saying
because it comes without saying". "Tradition is silent" about itself at
least as a tradition, as it is unaware of the question of legitimacy
which can be levelled at it, as it is arbitrary in its most absolute form
(1977: 167).
In contrast orthodoxy represents a manifest form of censorship, imposing
the opposition between a "right" opinion and a "wrong" opinion (being
labelled as blasphemies etc.), and limiting the "universe of possible
discourse" in an attempt - without ever fully succeeding - to restore the
primal state of the innocence of doxa.
Heterodoxy, however, represents the discourse, the opposing opinion,
which is nevertheless also determined by the doxa and which again poses
the limits of its logic.

universe of the undiscussed/undisputed

doxa

opinion

heterodoxy

A

--~^^

orthodoxy

universe of discourse/argument

Source: Bourdieu 1977: 168.

In explaining these concepts Bourdieu takes the example of class struggle,
which he defines as a struggle for the imposition of a dominant system of
classification. The dominating classes have a stake in defending the
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integrity of doxa, or at least of establishing the imperfect substitute of
orthodoxy. On the other hand the dominated classes have an interest in
"pushing back the limits of doxa", thereby reducing the field which is
beyond question. The ability to unlock "what goes without saying and what
cannot be said" demarcates the "most radical form of mis-recognition" and
the "awakening of political consciousness" (1977: 170).

Private experiences undergo nothing less than a "change
of state" when they recognize themselves in the public
objectivity of an already

constituted

discourse, the

objective sign of recognition of their right to be spoken
and to be spoken publically (1977: 170).

Again this reflects the theoretical starting point of Bourdieu's work: the
conditioned freedom of the individual, which, in this case, also sheds
light on the political implications of his theory.
People can oppose order, establishment of dominant classes or gender,
but they face a challenge on two levels - not only the opposition to an
order, the rule itself, but also the danger of falling into the trap of
heterodox opinion which fails to delimit the terrain of doxa (the unsaid),
which forms the most powerful rule of all. This differentiation of consensus is extremely fruitful, firstly when comparing the struggle of the
Sinhalese vis-à-vis the colonial power, and secondly for examining the
unrecognized change in the status of Sinhalese women.

Modes of domination and symbolic violence

Bourdieu distinguishes two types of domination:

a. A social universe in which relations of domination are
made, unmade and remade in and by interactions between
persons.
b. Social formations in which, mediated by objective,
institutionalized mechanism such as those producing and
guaranteeing the distribution of "titles" (titles of
nobility, deeds of possession, academic degrees etc.),
relations of domination have the capacity and permanence of things and escape the grasp of individual
consciousness and power (Bourdieu 1977: 184).
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In the second case individuals can dispense with strategies aimed expressly at the domination of others. The advantage is a real one, as no expense, conscious effort and above all, time has to be invested in maintaining lasting relations of dependence.
Bourdieu contrasts the two forms of domination with two types of economy; one which he terms an "ancient economy", or in Polyani's words
"those with a small, local market - still embedded in social relationships" (Bourdieu 1977: 185), and the other where the market has become the
"dominant transactional mode". The ancient economy is not characterized by
a lack of resources, but by means to overcome the limits of individual
resources. The second type is characterized by an ability to mobilize
capital and capital resources. Bourdieu recalls the point made by Bloch
that economic power as such lies not in wealth, but in the relationship
between wealth and a field of economic relations (see introduction chapter 1).
The second or modern economy is characterized by a body of specialized
agents with specific interests, in which an instrument is created for
appropriating

institutions, equipment and mechanisms indispensable to

appropriating profits. These mechanisms reproduce the established order.
Labour, services, goods, homage and respect are appropriated by a system
which does not entail the "winning" of others personally, via a series of
strategies or in bond between persons.
In the ancient economy (pre-capitalist) one cannot resort to the hidden
violence of these objective mechanisms, and paradoxically must resort both
to more direct forms of physical and economic domination and, at the same
time, to those which seem gentle, more humane and more respectful of
persons and are expressed by forms of symbolic violence.
Symbolic violence occurs when domination can not be realized in its
direct form - i.e. between one person and another. It is censored, euphemized, and has to be diffuse and socially recognized. It occurs under a
"veil of enchanted relationships", since in order to be socially recognized it must become "misrecognized". According to Bourdieu the official
model of this sort of relationship is presented in relations between
kinsmen.

Wastage of money, energy, time and ingenuity is the very
essence of the social alchemy through which an interested
relationship is transmuted lato a disinterested, gratuitous relationship, overt domination into a misrecognized
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"socially recognized" domination, in other words, legitimate authority (Bourdieu 1977: 192).

These gentle forms of exploitation are much more costly - and not only in
economic terms - for those who practice them. As Bourdieu emphasizes again
and again, they take time. Actions done in the right way and at the right
time: marks of appreciation, gestures, kindnesses and considerations
require a personal price from those who use them. In the absence of any
judicial guarantee or coercive force a way of possessing is created by
giving, as one of the few methods of "holding" someone and maintaining a
lasting asymetrical relationship.

the only recognized, legitimate form of possession is
achieved by dispossessing oneself - i.e. obligation,
gratitude, prestige and personal loyalty (Bourdieu 1977:
195).

Thus wealth as the ultimate basis of power can only endure if it is
repeatedly translated into symbolic capital. This conversion of economic
capital into symbolic capital requires the complicity of the whole group
to succeed.

"As Mauss puts it, "the whole society pays itself in the
false coin of its dream".
The collective misrecognition which is the basis of the
ethic of honour, a collective denial of the economic
reality of exchange is only possible because, when the
groups lies to itself in this way, there is neither deceiver nor deceived (Bourdieu 1977: 195-6).

This code of honour seems to deny the economic reality of an exchange, and
functions as official truth although it is a "collective work of euphemization". For example a man who works his land via a system of farm labour
which allows the labourers to keep only 20% of the produce can treat these
workers collectively as associates because the code of honour expects him
to do so. Each is both deceived and undeceived. Each has an interest in
maintaining the code of honour, although all are aware of another reality
which

is not overtly expressed. Direct expression would lead to dis-
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enchantment and lay bare the ultimate economic exploitation and unequal
balance of power on which these relationships are based.

3.6

Discussion

Theories of power based on consensus sean to offer the clearest framework
for understanding unnoticed, almost invisible, power processes.33
Moving away from conflict, from viewing power as an entity held by one
person or group over another, to concepts of hegemony and a widest sense
of limits, emphasizing power as a two-way and often unarticulated process
is more fruitful. Both the oppressors and the oppressed are transformed
by the process and both develop their own form of power to deal with the
unequal relationship of which they are part. In our case this applies on
the level of the colonizer and the colonized, and to men and women in
19th century Ceylon. The transformations in the meaning of gender appeared
to be so matter of fact that they occurred without the need of specification. In the 19th century women substantially lost their access to land
and labour, an unnoticed process which ushered women into a similarly
unnoticed erosion of their decision-making powers within their families
as well as in society at large. This past transformation retains its grip
on the current era and deeply influences the conceptualization, and the
position, of women.
This seems to be made possible by the power relation which Gramsci calls
"hegemonic control" and Bourdieu approaches through his differentiation of
the concepts of "doxa", "orthodoxy" and "heterodoxy". Gramsci's concept of
"hegemonic control" has an historical dimension, as it is based on his
view of class struggle in Italy, and emphasizes that the process of change
cannot be grasped by looking solely at one period of time. Not only have
varying concepts of gender been "exported" during different colonial
periods, but also in Sri Lanka itself there are indications of gender
mutations taking place over far longer periods of time than that analyzed
here.

33) Nevertheless, although these theories can be seen as a step forward in
attempting to understand the more subtle working of power, they remain
basically descriptive. None of them explain the incidence of the phenomenon of power itself, nor do they help us to understand why the need for
power - the form of dominating others - arises or why the insecurity of
being without, or with too little of it seems to be so fundamental to
human nature as we currently see it.

182

GENDER, PROPERTY AND POWER

Emphasizing history also allows an awareness of "periods of crisis",
caused

by a scarcity of some resource and leading the more powerful

members of a society to intensify their struggle. Gramsci analyzed this
form of crisis as a heightened class struggle in terms of oppressor versus
oppressed. Although comparable to a certain extent in the struggle between
colonizers and colonized, in the Sinhalese case there is an extra dimension, as one is confronted primarily by a struggle among the oppressors
themselves, rather than between men (as oppressors) and women (the oppressed in this case). Although women were losing ground, paradoxically
enough it was because men - of different classes - formed strategies to
protect their access to resources from other men.
Sanday's study shows how this phenomenon, in relation to the sexes, has
occurred repeatedly in different historical periods and locations in the
world. In this sense, Gramsci's concepts, operating on a high level of
abstraction, do not deepen our understanding of how and when the process
entailing a further loss of power by the oppressed takes place, as a
result of a struggle among the more powerful.
By introducing his concept of "civil society", although formulated differently in various parts of his work (1971: 107/8)34, his concept of
"common sense" gives scope for an interpretation of the workings of the
mind as a force on its own, not directly or solely related to the politico-economic relations within a given society. It also leaves room to
analyze the workings of "hegemonic control". Gender relations would be
incorporated in his concept of "common sense", an area where hegemonic
control appears to have been achieved with less force than has a "common
sense" of class relations at the tune Gramsci wrote. In a sense his
theories and the political struggles of the time reinforced the posed
intuitive consciousness vis-à-vis "common sense" by which, through hegemonic control, the elite attempted to justify their advantaged position.
Intuitive consciousness is seen as the ability of an oppressed person - in
flashes of understanding - to oppose a discourse, a logic, which denies
one's degree of dissatisfaction and suffering, not only to others but even
to the extent of denying it to oneself.

ЗА) Gramsci moved away from the traditional Marxist emphasis on economic
relations. Through his lifelong concern with "political education" and
his conviction that the working class should produce its own leaders, bas
ed again on his concept of the "organic intellectual", he has become known
as a "warm, humane figure" in the Western Marxist tradition (Merquior
1986: 94).
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With the growth of the intuitive consciousness, the powerful will be
compelled to rely less on consensus and more on force to maintain their
position. For example, as will be described in Chapter 4 in (South) Sri
Lanka, even though it failed, the 1971 Insurgence Movement strengthened
feelings of frustration and of awareness that somewhere in the world a
more just balance between rich and poor than in Sri Lanka has been attained. These feelings are augmented by principles of Buddhist philosophy
itself, even if some Buddhist priests do not live up to, or even deny
these ideals in practice.
Thus in a sense, the order of the rich powerful in the village is
"delegitimized", and concrete establishment of force, via elite links with
the police and the state, coupled with religious sanction is required to
maintain the status quo. Gramsci did not elaborate on the issue of women
(in the poorer classes) because this subject seemed too deeply embedded in
the area of "common sense", too intrinsically internalized

in men and

women of different classes to surface. Nevertheless "flashes of insight"
also must have been experienced by the women of his time.
Why class struggle could emerge as a counterpoint and other struggles,
such as gender, failed to surface is not fully explained by Gramsci's
concepts. The correlation between force and consensus remains unclear and
one can also ask why certain elements of hegemonic control are more
vulnerable to change than others. Does this imply the existence of different levels of hegemony? Different degrees of consensus?

Different

degrees of intuitive consciousness? If one can distinguish varying levels
of hegemonic control, would this require the development of other strategies to successfully oppose these discrepant levels of control?
Further, is there no system in the series of contradictory flashes of
insight which are part of the "intuitive consciousness"? The manner
whereby some issues can be adopted while others cannot seems to imply a
certain hierarchy of unspoken issues, each needing specific conditions to
be met before they can be voiced. Finally Gramsci's work is formulated on
a high level of abstraction, and the question arises as to how these
abstract concepts would operate in the minds of real people, and how one
could assess their operation. For instance how does one assess mutations
in "common sense" or a "strengthening of intuitive consciousness"?
Gramsci provided a challenging new perception, paving the way to new
questions which, even if they cannot all be answered, also make "easy
answers" less easy to give. By moving away a certain distance from the
Leninist line, it became possible to search for the strength of "ordinary
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individuals"; to examine how they live their lives and under what conditions they would take action and even rebel against their oppression.
That I finally opted for Bourdieu's concepts, stems from the letter's
higher level of operationalization and concepts such as strategies and
doxa, which, as will be discussed, offer advantages from a feminist
perspective. Nevertheless his relative lack of a historical dimension or
any attempt to theorize on how organized group resistance as opposed to
individual resistance can take shape and emerge, will lead one back to
Gramsci's theories. Therefore I will try to combine both approaches - at
times turning to other writers who have further clarified certain issues,
or have developed a comparable approach - in an effort to understand the
workings of power operating through time in gender transformation, as well
as within one period of time (women coir workers: chapter 4).

From a feminist viewpoint, Bourdieu's theory offers several advantages,
although questions still remain.
a. One of the first advances offered by Bourdieu's theory concerns the
concepts of doxa, orthodoxy and heterodoxy, which further operationalize the concept of hegemonic mechanisms, whereby any established order
must overcome its own arbitrariness if it is to be accepted by the
people concerned. The dual opposition of Gramsci, where common sense,
controlled by hegemonic control, is opposed to intuitive consciousness
is less informative in this respect. Besides orthodoxy,

Bourdieu

distinguishes an opposing heterodoxy, and doxa - that which is unnamed
and undisputed - both by those in favour of a status quo and by those
opposing it.
Those in favour of a certain orthodox discourse or established order,
attempt not only to discredit counter-arguments (heterodoxy), but also
to assign them to the sphere of doxa. Similarly, counter-arguments are
extracted from doxa in an attempt to gain ground in relation to the
established area of opinion. ^ In the Sri Lankan context it becomes
possible to see the inter-relationship between the British colonial
officers and the Sinhalese male elite as one of orthodoxy versus
heterodoxy, leaving many areas of undisputed

or unnoticed change

" / This analysis, although developed within the framework of individual
relations in a given time-span and having no links with the political
dimensions of Gramsci's theory, offers some answers. In developing these
three concepts Bourdieu gave examples of class struggle, and in later work
remained mainly concerned with conflicts within the dominant class (see
e.g. Bourdieu, 1984).
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falling under the heading of doxa. Thus gender relations were not
extracted

from doxa, while the colonized elite (heterodoxy) could

slowly delegitimize British control (orthodoxy); partly by defeating
the British at their own game - confronting them with the contradictory
implications of their arguments concerning state control - and partly
by extracting arguments favouring themselves, which the British ini
tially refused to recognize.
b. A second advantage is that these concepts do not imply a linear rela
tionship. nor that by using heterodox arguments more and more is drawn
into orthodoxy. Counter-arguments can also be pushed back into doxa.
Thus the consciousness of an individual or group can incorporate
certain issues at certain times, but it can also lose them again when
counter-arguments or action delegitimize them. When the relationship
between the defenders and opposers of an established order transforms,
not only on the material level, but also on the level of discourse, new
areas of thought and experience can become defined. These concepts
make it possible that both those defending and opposing an established
order - as the colonial rule in Sri Lanka - can do so without touching
the terrain of the unsaid in an area like gender.
Although the gender ideology of the British rulers and male privileg
ed class of the Sinhalese was not congruent, neither party had any in
terests in highlighting these issues. The mutually advantageous points
of the system could be fairly smoothly manoeuvred back into doxa to the
advantage of both groups of men.
There were no rival nor antagonistic principles in the Sinhalese
ideology. The relative equality between men and women in their family
arrangements was not matched in the political or religious world;
neither did creative symbolism incorporate a strongly developed female
orientation which, according to both Bourdieu and Sanday, could have
precented a transformation process taking place unnoticed. Although
Bourdieu does not systematically incorporate the relationship between
the sexes, he does refer to it in the context of developing concepts of
doxa (class struggle and social change are also mentioned in this
context).
с

This leads to a third advantage, namely his perspective on resistance.
He notes how one can see the above concepts in operation in domestic
conflicts, as the most disadvantaged often cannot do otherwise than
comply with the dominant classification - not necessarily because they
have completely Internalized it, but because compliance is the best
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option open to them. With concepts as "habitus" and "strategies", one
can contradict views of the "oppressed" as too ignorant or passive to
oppose the forces controlling them. Gramsci's concept of "intuitive
consciousness", emphasizing flashes of insight, incongruent and unpredictable, does smack of this stigma, in spite of the advantages it
offers. In Bourdieu's terms the oppressed - which in contrast to
Gramsci are not based solely on class, but can be of "any" kind (classification systems of age, sex and position in relation to production) - do not accept oppression passively, but rather as an actively
made choice, the most fruitful strategy to pursue in a situation of
limited options. According to my own experience (see Part III) this
interpretation is closer to reality and makes it possible to partly
circumvent the many debates on "consciousness" as a necessary prelude
to action, which are now often part of the feminist analysis and
struggle, and which bear too many similarities to a messianistic ethic
of salvation and far too few with the doubts, fears, hopes and, above
all, the endless weighing of each, which goes on in the minds of
individuals. Silent compliance with a system of domination or a dominant relationship does not have to be passive or ignorant; it can be a
strategic answer from the options available. Another reason for preferring this interpretation is that - up to a certain point - it
provides more scope for respecting people's actions. It accords to
others an ability to assess and judge their situation, rather than
classifying them as too ignorant to do so.
d. From Bourdieu's analysis of the active component of the (oppressed1s
person's) response to others and to situations, follows a fourth
advantage of the further operationalization in his concept of various
strategies. His great advantage over Gramsci is that his concepts are
operationalized at the level of individual people and their (daily)
actions. For example relations within a family can be analyzed by
looking at each member separately and establishing the methods and
strategies by which each attempts to realize interests. Marriage,
defined as an organization of opposing interests, leads to various
strategies of response to forces which are institutional in character
and tend to guarantee misrecognition of the nature of a relationship
(see also Bourdieu: 1976). Bourdieu judges those strategies which give
the illusion of the most "authentic" sincerity as the most profitable,
because they fuse self-interest with the advantage of ethical impeccability. When applied to the patriarchal head of a family or leader of a
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group this perspective demonstrates how convenient it is to be able to
merge the interests of all with those of oneself. Thus a male family
head in Sri Lanka would seldom face much opposition from other (female)
members when he - in response to the pressure of British colonial
policy - promoted certain decisions on behalf of his family but also on
behalf of his own interests. His wife may well have chosen to join in
his efforts. Similarly, if both spouses run a small business or enter
prise, capital to expand could be given to the husband, as his property
is equated with the property of all.
If a young husband and wife are both accepted by a university while
there is funding only for one, selection will not be difficult in most
cases: the husband's accumulation of symbolic capital will automatical
ly be "for both", while in the wife's case this would not be implicit,
and she might be considered selfish if she persisted in pursuing an
education while obstructing that of her husband (by others as well аз
herself).
Already mentioned is that the concept of strategies enables one to
move away from explanations based on ignorance or lack of possibilities
for these oppressed in a relationship, and to see them аз making their
own choices, even if muted or invisible to outsiders. Bourdieu aims at
incorporating this concept with that of habitus - a kind of learned ig
norance, implying that strategies are not necessarily of a conscious
calculating nature as they can be implicit in the dialectical relation
ship between a person and her/his world.
e. A fifth advantage is found in Bourdieu's concept of time. An implicit
emphasis of time as a gift is an explosive approach if applied in
relation to gender. Women often give their time, not only to their
husband and children, but also to relatives, acquaintances and those
who form part of the "network of alliances" on which the family can
draw.3« Especially in the sphere of family relationships this gift is
not without returns in the form of bonds of love, protection and
dependence. Nevertheless if the expected amount of time given remains
the same or increases, while the access to resources decreases, one's
position becomes progressively more insecure. Furthermore if this
position in a network of people - e.g. a family - becomes increasingly
defined in terms of "time" rather than the degree of resource control,

3°) This notion of time is wider and more complex than the concept of
"family status production work", as developed by Papaneck (1985).
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that position appears to shrink on a conceptual level too. To use a
Sinhalese example: it must have been very different - when facing
(financial) difficulties - to turn to a mother solely for love and
consolation, or to one who also had access to her own property and
could offer concrete help through her influence on your inheritance.
The child's perception of his/her mother may well be substantially
different in each case, and would probably create permanently

dis-

parate strategies of response. The same argument can be applied to the
husband/wife relationship.
f. A final advantage is offered by Bourdieu's concept of symbolic violence
seen as an instrument of domination, "through which agents have the
power to make things seen ... and to make things believed and to
finally produce and impose the legitimate or legal classification"
(Bourdieu 1985: 734) which flows from his perception of class, habitus
and the struggle among the dominant group itself (see also his 1984
work)"

Although these concepts have been repeatedly criticised as being too wide
and diffuse (Joppke 1987: 72, Brubaker 1985: 762/3), his approach has been
positively received in the sense that it contributes to an awareness of
the need of the dominant group to claim a validity and legitimacy for
their position.
A dominant class not only derives its strength from its control over
resources, but also from the degree to which it can impose misrecognition
of the arbitrariness of its privileged position vis-à-vis others. In the
struggle between dominant groups/classes, Bourdieu emphasizes the symbolic
class struggle for cultural distinction and attempts to break the dichotomy between the economic and the non-economic, by introducing his concepts

" ) His definition of class is much wider than Marx's restricted definition, which aims at understanding the dynamic consequences of different
groups in relation to the means of production in the modern capitalist
economy. For Bourdieu class consists of: "A set of agents who occupy
similar positions and who, being placed in similar conditions and subjected to similar conditioning, have every likelihood of having similar
dispositions and interests and therefore of producing similar practices
and adapting similar stances" (Bourdieu 1985: 725).
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of cultural and social capital.38 The degree of control over this legitimacy - symbolic violence - explains how the reproduction of the established order can continue by its own force: "The dominant class only have to
let the system they dominate follow its own course In order to exercise
their domination" (Bourdieu 1977: 190). 3 9 Thus in spite of an official
ideology, as for instance one of equal opportunity for all or for both
sexes within class, there exists a hidden inheritance of informal cultural
knowledge (or doxa) which to a large extent perpetuates the legitimacy of
the dominant position, as it can remain unnamed and misrecognized. Symbolic violence consists of the ability to do so.
Although Bourdieu does not do so, the concept of symbolic violence can
well be applied to gender relations. Part I described how crucial to the
process of gender transformation is the fact that it can be misrecognized
as a process, due to the power of the dominant to conceptualize property,
kinship, marriage and work relations as seemingly gender-neutral. The
concept is also applicable to Sanday's thesis as it indicates the struggle
for domination taking place in the symbolic world, the content of which is
crucial in relation to women losing further in areas of resources and
decision making.
In daily interaction between the sexes, symbolic violence occurs repeatedly. It is a common experience for all women, whether they call
themselves feminist or not, to make concessions to men in order not to
contradict their beliefs (orthodoxy) on gender relations. At times the
concessions appear so insignificant that a reaction would seem "out of
proportion" and one lets it pass. Sometimes without fully realizing it,
one is already acting on the basis of withdrawing one's own objections.
Describing such an incident to one's own peers, the dynamics of the
situation are nevertheless explained with half a word.

3°) Cultural capital refers to cultural knowledge as a resource of power
used by individuals and social groups to improve their position within the
social class structure (Joppke 1987: 57). Social capital refers to the
membership in social groups and the profits that can be appropriated by
the strategic use of social relations in order to improve one's position
(Joppke 1987: 59/60).
39) In the context of Western European capitalist society Bourdieu therefore argues "that the reproduction of class structure is no longer brought
about by the direct inheritance of occupational positions (pre-capitalist
society), or by the legal inheritance of economic capital (early capitalist society), but by the inheritance of cultural knowledge in the form of
culture capital", which he mainly locates in education (Joppke 1987: 74).
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In the last chapter on organization and resistance, I will return to the
concept of symbolic violence and the sense of legitimacy. I will now turn
to Bourdieu's writings from the perspective of the remaining questions in
relation to gender, several of which have been mentioned in other contexts
in critiques of Bourdieu's work.
a. In the first place his concept of habitus. seen as a mediator between
structure and practice, has been criticized

from various angles.

Brubaker points out how habitus is conceived in three distinct sets of
relations: "the conditions under which it was formed, to the inmediate
situation of action, and to the practices it produces" (Brubaker 1985:
760), and therefore as a concept is required to do an "extraordinary
amount of theoretical work". The concept has been criticized as a
"dialectial-do-it-all" (Brubaker 1985: 760), a "deus ex machina" (Di
Maggio 1979: 1464) or a "black box" (Klaver and Ontstenk 1985: 56),
which has to explain too much and therefore does too little.
Although these criticisms can be expected, partly due to the extensive and varied definitions given by Bourdieu himself, I would agree
with Brubaker that even if it is not seen as a conclusive theory (which
Bourdieu never intended it to be), it remains a valuable idea. It
points to the need

for a conceptual framework, which incorporates

dispositional as well as structural concepts.
Habitus assumes a common set of dispositions, while girls and boys
are taught to experience differences between themselves and also not to
question them. Bourdieu offers no tools for analyzing how the different
sexes cope with - at times - contradictory learning processes, although
he does so with class, race and culture. It is unexpected to see a
process of analysis, although operating on such a high level of subtlety that it translates small acts of politeness effortlessly into the
political concessions which they finally entail, ignoring the way in
which children are led into becoming not only adults but also - to a
certain extent - polarized as women and men. Bourdieu

unwittingly

proves his own theory of doxa by overlooking gender relations.
From a feminist point of view therefore if one uses the concept one
has to distinguish two forms of habitus. A man learns he is part of a
group, but also that he is a man as opposed to a woman. How "being a
man" is conceptualized in a given society at a given time also greatly
influences his perception of the options and strategies available to
him. A similar argument holds for women. Within Bourdieu's "widest
sense of limits" the widest sense of limits in relation to gender are
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also incorporated, and they may be substantially opposed between sexes
in various societies, and during different historical periods. The
habitus of gender is also taken for granted, and also presupposes what
Bourdieu calls "communications of consciousness as well as unconsciousness".^
With the concept of habitue we have a tool with which to unravel an
operationalization of a discourse that seems to defy articulation while
simultaneously

according

the individual with an active response,

whether fully conscious or not.^l In the case of Sri Lanka we have seen
how the emotional content of relationships between the sexes and within
the family imperceptibly changed over time, as an alteration in property relations became consolidated. This seems to indicate that the
hidden inheritance of doxa also changed over time, even though the
actors are not (fully) aware of the transformations taking place. One
can thus speak of a transformation of doxa operating in relation to
gender.
Precisely because gender relations pertain largely

to the area of

the undisputed, the transformation of doxa occurs without apparent
conflict. Conflict is limited to the area of orthodoxy and heterodoxy.
Modifications of "the widest sense of limits" need not be understood,
although at each given stage individuals will act upon them. Thus a
mother in a monogamous Diga marriage, will act according to her possibilities, choose her strategies (whether articulate or not) in order to
safeguard the interests of her children. A mother married in Binna,
polyandrous or not, also chooses her strategies from the options open
to her. As time passes the options will appear immutable, because the
transformations lacked articulation. They seem to take place for other
reasons, and are not recognized as power transformations between the
sexes.
Because of the epistomological and anthropological emphasis in his
work, Bourdieu developed relatively less interest in the consequences
of his concepts applied over long periods of time. Thus a "transformation of doxa" is not specified although it is implicit in his writ-

40) Although Bourdieu does not use this concept himself.
41) Maybe the use of the word "consciousness" is misleading. Bourdieu
refers to "learned ignorance", rather than a deep psycho-analytical level
of "unconsciousness". People can be made aware of the arbitrariness of
their conceptions and actions, the interesting thing is that they seldom
are.
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ings. Furthermore the relatively meagre attention to political dimensions in his theory also had consequences. In contrast, these dimensions are central in Gramsci's work.
If one accepts the idea of a transformation of doxa one can relate it
to Sanday's findings that women lose access to resources and control
In their societies during periods of intensified struggle. In societies
characterized by the male or dual principle (orthodoxy), women were
seen to lose more than in those based on the female principle (meaning
a positive female image). In the latter women possessed within the
widest sense of limits a legitimate "natural right" to power and
authority in their society, which according to Sanday, was also reflected

in child-care practices and degrees of sexual division of

labour.
This legitimacy, if incorporated in the orthodoxy of the general
outlook, resulted in women losing comparatively less during periods of
shortages and unrest. If this is so, a transformation in the hidden
inheritance of doxa would not operate so smoothly as it did in the Sri
Lankan case; it would not seem so logical and would therefore have to
be voiced (I will return to the relevance of the content and legitimacy
of orthodoxy or heterodoxy on gender in the final chapter, concerned
with resistance). During periods of upheaval, the dominant members of
society enter into competition for the opportunities available, which
often meant that men emerged with enlarged degrees of access to resources and decision-making. In this process the male and female principles
become progressively more opposed and one can speak of a growing gender
polarization on the level of discourse, which in turn leads to a change
in content in the habitus on gender.
A man finds himself compelled to acquire characteristics which are
not only considered masculine, but are in opposition to the so-called
feminine characteristics, resulting

in the need to distinguish a

habitus of gender. A woman faces equivalent requirements. The process
is usually accompanied by heightened levels of suspicion and (covert)
antagonism between the sexes. Both tend to become alienated from
themselves and each other, similar to the process between the Oriental
and the Occidental as analyzed by Nandy (1983). Both seem pressurized
to lose a common conceptualization of "humanity" in order to fit a
model of opposites which obstructs an understanding of the self as well
as the posed other. Thus slowly both men and women become transformed,
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not only in the organization of their daily lives and evolving strategies, but also in the ways they conceptualize these relationships.
New lines are drawn between the universe of the discussed (orthodoxy)
and the doxa, devolving in a changed sense of legitimacy on - in this
case - gender relations. It is in this context that symbolic violence
operates, as it is the privileged gender (or race, culture and class)
that has the material and symbolic means to reject an existing definition of the real, and to incorporate other elements in its new interpretation.
The fact that in so many parts of the world a process appears to have
taken place detrimental to the female principle - with European colonialism as a recent and excessive example - and seldom or never in
reverse as a dimming of the male principle, seems to indicate the
existence of a system that operates as an aggressive force, from a
hierarchy of interlocking levels where the transformation

of one

depends on the transformation of another.
b. Hierarchy of doxa
This poses another question which I have not seen directly addressed
in Bourdieu's work, namely: can "doxa" also be recognized to

contain

some system, some form of hierarchy? At a given point in history, the
widest sense of limits enables an opposing opinion or heterodoxy to
emerge, while other perspectives seem unable to surface.
In the Sri Lankan case for example, the male Sinhalese elite could
- with the support of emerging heterodoxy among the rulers - slowly
delegitimize the justification of colonialism.^ Their resistance (or
heterodoxy) could gain momentum while a resistance on the grounds of
gender failed to emerge beyond the family, and thus remained locked in
the unsaid. In other words the degree of gender polarization had
reached a level from which it was no longer possible to intervene in
the struggle for legitimacy materializing between the most and least
powerful. Already the female presence in the "general order of the
universe" had become delegitimized to such an extent that the subtle
concepts of habitus and doxa are necessary to locate the nature of
women's presence on the level of individual thoughts and acts. This
seems a general characteristic of hierarchical world views, which

*2) In the following chapter a similar process will be described, in
which the legitimacy of a discourse of the village elite becomes progressively contested by the discouse of the poor, which delegitimizes an
orthodoxy classifying their poverty as inmutable.
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implicitly and explicitly accord people positions of superiority and
inferiority. The doxa in the philosophy of the dominant is usually
blatantly clear to the dominated, while the former remains blind to it.
In the women's movement one can think of western feminist writing
ignoring race and its implications.
c. Another point on which I have queries in relation to Bourdieu's theory
is its implications for developing a perspective on resistance. Bourdieu emphasizes a strong utilitarian bent in the response of his
"actors". On the one hand they are for ever involved (un)consciously in
optimizing their social positions, by acquiring cultural, social and
economic capital. An inspiring aspect in this analysis is that people
are never viewed as passively undergoing domination; they constantly
combat it through series of strategies and counter-measures. On the
other hand this approach shows people acting within the limits of the
feasible, finally accepting a restricted area in which to actualize
their mobility.
This deep paradox diverts one from an analysis of a joint struggle
for change, of organization and political cooperation between groups.
This perspective has been criticized by Joppke (1987: 62) ¡ by Swartz
(1981), by Garnham and Williams (1980) and Di Maggio (1979), who speak
of Bourdieu's actors as strategists and not strugglers, and his world
as containing endless transformations rather than revolutions and
social change.
This criticism is closely linked to Bourdieu's emphasis on class
struggle taking place solely amongst the dominant groups themselves,
who strive for a symbolic legitimacy of their interpretation of the
world. Social change at best becomes no more than a circulation of
elites. The dominated

class, located by the above writers in the

working class, is seen by Bourdieu as devoid of all interaction in this
struggle of legitimacy:

The proletariat is invisibly forced to be silent, or to
resort to the clumsy and fragmented use of a language
"borrowed" from political and cultural elites (Joppke
1987: 68).

The writers criticizing Bourdieu's theory fall back (partly) on the
analysis of Marx and Gramsci and locate their argument solely on class.
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The problem from a feminist view is that in the case described in
part I, Bourdieu's analysis, even if framed less cynically, largely
covers the process as it took place. Women lost ground not so much
because men were opposing them, but because men were opposing each
other. The widest sense of limits, the male habitus of gender, caused
them to slip the position of women into doxa, without perhaps fully
realizing the implications of their actions and logic.
Nevertheless I disagree with Bourdieu's position that the dominated,
whether working class women or other oppressed groups, do not possess a
distinct discourse (see also Chapter 4), even if the prevailing ideas
(orthodoxy) of an epoch are always those of the ruling class, race or
gender. Due to their mere existence, these different symbolic representations - or intuitive consciousness in Gramsci's theory - in
principle are able - under certain conditions - to "burst the bourgeois
hegemony" (Joppke 1987: 66).
Even if the dominated are excluded from cultural capital, and lack
economic resources and political power, in principal they can overcome
these limitations if their collective force is such that their simple
withdrawal could constitute a threat to the dominant; or if their
hegemonic

struggle in the realm of culture (Gramsci) succeeds in

gaining prominence. In both the Weberian and Marxist traditions class
struggle is seen as embodying this potential, due to the promise of
collectivity it contains.
However, especially in a feminist conflict, where creating forms of
sustained collectivity are still relatively problematic, Bourdieu's
biting comments" force one to address the question of mobilization
and organization seriously, if one does not wish to agree with him.
They compel one to re-scrutinize the strategies and goals in one's
efforts to gain legitimacy for "feminist heterodoxy";

to analyze

minutely why in one context women's issus could emerge and why in
others they return to or remain in doxa.
Here Joppke makes an extremely valid point. He claims that Bourdieu's
utilitarian reductionism needs to be expanded by introducing a moral
dimension of norms and values, and:

43) "Marxism ... nowadays no doubt represents the most powerful obstacle
to the progress of the adequate theory of the social world, to which it
has, in other times, contributed more than any other" (Bourdieu 1985:
344).
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By conceding that the moral core of legitimate culture
follows an internal rationality

whose logic can run

contrary to the conscious or unconscious intent of the
respective ruling class which has been able to implement
its own cultural model as the legitimate model of the
whole society (Joppke 1987: 69).

In Sri Lanka the hegemony of British colonialism was discredited by the
very values it initially upheld on the basis of its assumed superiority. This normative dimension of struggle, whether on class, race or
gender, has no place in Bourdieu's framework and therefore he does not
develop a perspective of an autonomous culture/resistance among the
dominated, which can lead to the formation of collective identities as
their resistance gains momentum.
In relation to feminism, a "democratic imaginary" of the political
world, or the relative equality in demands on men and women in religious philosophies like Buddhism, form powerful elements in "the widest
sense of limits" from which one can draw the legitimacy

of one's

countering view (heterodoxy). I will return to this point in chapter 5,
in relation to future strategies of resistance.
Another reason that Bourdieu did not develop this aspect of social
change in his relative lack of historical perspective, emphasizing the
rivalry between elite groups within a given time-span. His concepts of
strategies and habitus supply relevant tools to uncover hidden motives
in human Interaction, but the utilitarian orientation fails on human
relations containing anything more than strategy.
Not only in relation to revolution are people conceived as "gloomy
optimizers", but also in relation to each other. Feelings of friendship, love and concern for others become devoid of any creativity or
sincerity of motive. Although at this point I do not want to attempt
to refute him with examples, with Di Maggio - from a moral perspective - I reject this view of human relations as a little too bleak,
however useful it is to a certain extent. Bourdieu's view may well
have been partly inspired one of his main subject matters: the competitive, individualistic academic elite aspiring for "distinction" in
their endless fight among themselves for cultural prominence (Bourdieu
1984).
d. A further criticism I have in relation to Bourdieu's view on resistance
is that he not only underestimates its presence and potential, but also
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the depths of its dilemma. With his model of habitus, he tends to
overlook different dimensions of resistance, although implicitly they
are present in his framework. By disregarding organized resistance and
allowing no scope for opposition among the most oppressed groups in
society, he does not distinguish between the varying levels of heterodoxy and the dimension of the psychological contract that can exist
between the powerful and the weak. In other words, at times the demarcations between doxa and heterodoxy remain obscure.
In his analysis of the functioning of symbolic violence, Bourdieu
states that both the dominant and the dominated agree to misrecognize
the nature of the relationship. But the degree in which they do wittingly or unwittingly

is neatly circumvented with the concept of

habitus, as it entails both.
In Chapter 4, on the women coir workers, I contrast their resistance
(combined with their male peers) to the village traders and politically
powerful, with their resistance to a (male) discourse/orthodoxy on
gender.
In the matron-client relationship with her trader, a woman coir
worker agrees to misrecognize the nature of her exploitation vis-à-vis
the trader by masking her interaction with forms of servility and
concern. In private however she will swiftly explain the nature of the
exploitative relationship and her strategies in countering it. In the
discourse of the poor the exploitation is delegitimized, in the sense
that it is morally rejected. It implies that while the worker is
prepared to undergo the endless humiliations involved, precisely to
extract the greatest material benefit from it, she will strive her
utmost to prevent her daughters having to undertake similar work. Her
acquiescence, as opposed to consensus (see 5.1), is based on her
awareness of the lack of alternatives and the heterodoxy of the poor
which rejects the dichotomy between the rich and the poor. Therefore I
would term her silence towards the trader as one of coerced doxa, in
that she is fully aware that she is forced to submit. She also agrees
to misrecognize the nature of her relationship to men. In Chapter 4, I
submit that a discourse on gender (orthodoxy) is opposed by individual
women, although their heterodoxy in this respect is not accorded the
same legitimacy by society as the discourse on class. The latter is
supported

beyond the village (on paper at least) by the political

programmes of socialist and left-wing parties, while the more liberal
orientated parties also reject the existence of poverty as such.
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Due to this lack of legitimacy of gender, a woman is more prone to
conceive her situation as immutable, and one which can only be resisted
by a series of Bourdieu's optimizing strategies. In a sense her contradictory view operates alongside an orthodoxy on gender in her own
mind. In practice this leads many women, however unhappy their own
marriage may have been, to steer their daughters towards marriage,
while fully appreciating the vulnerability of the married state. In
this case her silence could be termed acquiesced doxa: through lack of
a legitimate alternative vision, to a certain extent she acquiesces in
the dominant discourse.
In Chapter 4 and 5 these concepts will be further discussed, together
with their implications for developing a perspective on resistance.**

Therefore, in spite of criticising certain aspects of Bourdieu's work
it forms an elaborate and inspiring framework of theory, of which much can
be used, or expanded upon in feminist research. Before concluding this
section I will briefly mention the work of Wer the im. who developed a
vision on resistance and emancipation using the concept of counterpoint.
which is currently being adopted in feminist writings (Postel 1985), and
has been used to describe peasant struggles (Huizer 1971).
Wertheim's massive output of writings and his life-long concern with
emancipation movements, revolutions (especially China) and the eclipse of
elites, offers a totally different perspective on resistance than Bourdieu. Werthelm would classify Bourdieu among the pessimists in relation to
the issue of social change, since instead of centring his work around the
concept of revolution, he argues a circulation of elites, rather than
their termination (Wertheim 1975: Chapter 2).
Wertheim himself chooses an intermediary position, opting not for the
neccessity, but for the probability, of continuing evolution.*5
In a future publication I hope to develop this further. Here I will
refer only to his concept of counterpoint (Wertheim 1974: 105-19; 1964:
23-7), which is based on the premise that all societies

incorporate

44) In writings on the psychological impact of colonialism and unequal
race relations, the psychological dimension of the "contract" between the
dominant and the dominated has already been analyzed (see Memmi 1967,
Nandy 1983).
45) "However, there is no certainty, we have to remain aware of the possibilities that mankind will prefer self-destruction to further emancipation" (Wertheim 1974: 377).
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conflicting value systems, of which the opposing, contradictory values,
dormant in relation to the dominant values, can under certain conditions
gain in momentum and operate as a force leading to emancipatory movements
or even revolutions.*"
Unlike Bourdieu he does not assume that the most oppressed are lacking
in a discourse on their situation, or on that of their rulers. In jokes,
stories and myths, the individual is presented or creates an alternative,
however fleeting in nature. An example he gives in the Indonesian context
is the basic Islamic ideology of equality before God, which became an
instrument against the colonial caste system and for the unification of
Indonesia (cited by Postel 1985: 61).
But the counterpoint concept is not seen as operating only in ideologies
or groups. It operates in every individual, creating ambivalence, or even
inner conflict, which can be the forerunner of an ultimate defection from
the dominant value system (Wertheim 1974: 108). Translated into Bourdieu's
terms, the orthodoxy, heterodoxy and doxa not only operate in struggles
among the dominant groups, but in every individual, including those of the
most oppressed sections.
Due to the strategies of domination, either (the threat) of brutal
force, or of misrecognition^' on the level of discourse, the dominant
reduce the dominated to silence or a muted expression of disguised counterpoints. Wertheim views the counterpoint phenomenon as the source of all
emancipation movements and of all social evolution (Wertheim 1974b: 114).
Here crucial questions emerge, which are not posed by Bourdieu but can be
found in Gramsci's work. One will have to ask oneself how a counterpoint
becomes elaborated upon, how from its apparent futile beginnings it can
evolve into a powerful stream, leading groups, or even humanity itself,
towards evolution and, under excessive circumstance, to revolution (Wertheim 1974b: 114).
Wertheim raised the issue of race and gender (the female emanciption
movement) at a time when few of his peers would have considered these
worth mentioning, alongside the struggle of class and anti-colonial
movements. This stems from his much wider perspective on evolution and
revolution, as compared to the Marxist view. Although his work is deeply

46) 'True emancipation movements are incessant, often silent, struggles"
(Werthelm 1974: 115).
*7) Werthelm does not use this word, but that of "conscious distortion",
Wertheim 1975: Chapter 8 ) .
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embedded in the moral choice for emancipation of the oppressed, it did not
lead him to see a counterpoint purely as an expression of a disguised
moment of resistance among the dominated. In this context he speaks of
countervalues, which can also be dormant but which express more conservative positions than those of the authorities at a certain moment (Wertheim, 1974: 116).
Wertheim differentiates four conditions under which emancipation movements can gain momentum: three of them highlight a form of scarcity and
struggle, such as economic factors, pressure of an expanding population;
brute repression and growing disparity between life-styles of the establishment and the masses. As a fourth factor he mentions a growing consciousness under a population that their rulers do not adhere to the
dominant values (Gramsci's common sense) as they claim to do (1975; 158).
In contrast, with respect to the position of women, Sanday's work and
also this study indicate how struggle, society and the use of force can
lead to a deterioration of women's access to resources and decision-making
via the subtle power of dominant (male) groups, not only in appropriating
resources and controlling violence, but also in misrecognizing issues of
the oppressed in their dominant discourse.
The conditions under which a counterpoint can grow in momentum in the
feminist struggle will have to be questioned once more. In several studies
and in aims defined by feminist organizations in various parts of the
world, the threat of actual violence has been stressed in relation to the
workings of patriarchy. The value of such attempts can hardly be overestimated, but they must not result in neglect of the fact that the most
challenging aspect of patriarchy is formed by its ability to operate
seemingly "effortlessly".
Secondly, one has to question the implications of the fact that at times
feminist movements seem to have emerged, not under the conditions of
struggle and scarcity emphasized by Wertheim, but under conditions or
among social strata relatively lacking these criteria (British suffragette
movement in the 1910s; the Western European feminist movements in the
1960s and 1970s; the Indian Women's movement of the 1970s, the Icelandic
Women's Party founded in the 1970s etc.).
Bourdieu provides conceptual tools to analyze such processes, but it is
Wertheim's writings on emancipation and revolution, and the nature of the
concept of "counterpoint", which offer a perspective on social change
bearing parallels with the aims of a feminist movement. In a sense Wert-
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helm's vork is an immense extension of Joppke's criticism of the lack of a
moral dimension in Bourdieu's work.
Therefore, when taking up the issue of resistance again in the following
chapter, I will use Bourdieu's body of theory but employ concept of
counterpoint rather than that of heterodoxy, because of the former concept's embedded outlook on social change and its premise that it operates
in all social groupings and individual people, including the most oppressed. The chapter returns to the context of Sri Lanka, to discuss how a
misrecognition of the position of Sinhalese women during colonial times
has been perpetuated in current thinking on development, and in the
conceptualization of women's place in society. The actual effect of such
processes on the lives of women will be discussed in Chapter 5, through
one example, women coir workers, who, unrecognized by government planners
or trade unions work as individual self-employed women in their villages
along the South coast of the island.

PART I I I

CHAPTER FOUR

WOMEN AND POWER TO-DAY

In Part I, we saw how over a period of approximately 150 years a process
of marginalizing women within a changing society was taking shape. Imperceptibly women were being manoeuvred into a position of being outsiders in
their own society, as well as in their own families. The process curbed
her access to land and labour as well as her position as a decision-maker
in the family. The effectiveness of the various land and labour measures
in this respect was not based on a conscious strategy to exclude women,
but rather on the fact that the decisions seemed like "common sense" and
required no further elaboration.
To-day

this mlsrecognltion of the past has severe consequences for

recommendations in relation to land and employment policies. Not only are
such policies developed without an awareness of the importance for women
to have their own economic basis; they also operate on the premise that
women never really had such a basis in the first place. Thus once more it
becomes "common sense" to view recommendations on the subject of women's
issues as a recent "feminist claim", voiced by elitists and westernized
groups, which subsequently bear little relevance to the reality of poverty
and landlessness in this age. Both right and left wing approaches to
"development" are thereby provided with the opportunity to disregard the
deteriorating position of women, or at least to present it as an issue to
be dealt with after the important ones in relation to poverty and underdevelopment have been solved.
Looking at history in an attempt to understand how gender relations have
been transformed led to the realization of how crucial to the workings of
power relations is the fact that they can be misrecognized at the time of
operation, and thus seem to owe nothing to the "logic of exploitation".
Likewise a mlsrecognltion of this past also becomes a prerequisite - which
is different from assuming a conspiracy - for the continuation of the
process of marginalizing women in a natter-of-fact manner.
In Sri Lanka this form of "Orthodoxy" which presents gender relations as
static and without historical development - let alone a different balance
of power - currently finds its expression in other lines of thought, such
as the popular view that women are in fact already emancipated as they
have enjoyed the right of franchise since 1931; the island produced the
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world's first woman prime minister and indicators of the physical equality
of life for women are among the best in Asia (Jayawardena and Jayaweera
1985).
For longer than a decade Sri Lankan feminist writers and organizations
have been attempting to erode the present views on gender relations in
their country (Cenwor 1985; Jayawardena 1985, 1975, 1976; Jayaweera 1985;
Goonatileka 1985; Voice of Women and others). They have shown that women
were a non-issue in the government planning of the post-independence
period right up till the late 60's, after which women started appearing
sporadically in the development plans. In all the national land projects
for instance, currently culminating in the vast Mahavelli Scheme, originally undertaken to achieve self-sufficiency in rice production and
combat landlessness, women had, and have, very little opportunity of
obtaining individual landownership.
The Socialist government developed specific programmes for women, but
they tended to reinforce the vulnerable position of women.1 Similarly, the
5-year Development Plan of 1972 emphasizing the development of the smallscale, labour intensive sector in the rural areas, involving agricultural
and industrial projects on a co-operative basis, did make an effort to
involve women. Nevertheless this was not done in a significantly different
way from in the past, implying that their unequal wage structure, low
level of skills and incomes remained (Jayawardena, Jayaweera 1985: 85).
Succeeding the Socialist

(SLFP) government, the United National Party

(UNP) took over after sweeping the elections in 1977. In contrast to
their predecessors the UNP gave priority to economic growth, free trade
with a strong export-orientation, and incentives for private enterprise as
opposed to the former emphasis on cooperative structures. The momentum
created by the International Women's Year" in 1975 - and under pressure
from substantial lobbying - finally led to the formation of the Women's
Bureau in 1978. In spite of having definite value as a coordinating
agency, endowed with a "watch-dog" function, reinforced by its central
position within the Ministry of Plan Implementation and later in the newly
created Ministry of Women's Affairs and Teaching Hospitals (1983), its
limitations are clear. It was impossible for the Bureau to become more
than yet another sectoral programme, thus failing to integrate women in

1) For example the Women's Development Centres, organized by the Department of Rural Development in order to enable women to participate more
effectively in "development", led to a training in "feminine" but not
"marketable" skills in 90% of the cases (Dias 1978).
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the planning or implementation process at national, district or local
levels. In 1980 the Government further ratified the United Nations ruling:
all forms of discrimination against women (1979), which is resulting in
certain improvements in the workings conditions of women.
Nevertheless, in spite of increased "visibility" on a policy level,
since the 80's, the process of women's marginalization, initiated in the
19th century has not been halted. On a conceptual level the mystification
continues too, as women in the subsistence sector and those engaged in
income-generating home-based activities are still regularly excluded from
official statistics, or are counted as "unpaid family helpers" (Jayawardena, Jayaweera 1985: 127). This is also an expression of a far older
trend, as was discussed in chapter 3. Thus women's extra domestic activities to a large extent remain statistically invisible and subsequently can
hardly be realistically "integrated" in any further planning.2
The figures for unemployment reflect the slow rate of economic growth,
leading to an overall increase of unemployed from 10.5% in 1959 to 19.9%
in 1975 and 17.8% in 1981. The figures also reflect the well-known phenomenon of women losing ground faster in terms of employment during
periods of economic recession. Thus at the end of the 1970's the female
unemployment rate increased from 12.1% (1959) to 21.2% (1969), while that
of men rose from 9.5% to 11.4% over the same period. In the 1970's this
trend continued and female unemployment even rose to double that of men;
it persisted in spite of declining overall rates, as in 1981 male unemployment rates were 13.2% while the figure for women was 31.8% (Jayawardena, Jayaweera 1985: 136).
This picture does not mean that there are no counter-trends, nor that
the "model" of excluding women is unilineair and simple. Despite the
systematic underestimation in statistics, the census and other surveys
indicate that women have increased their numerical participation in the
formal sector on a relatively larger scale than men.3 Furthermore, of the
employment offered by the Free Trade Zone 78.9% is taken by women, chiefly
between the ages of 18 and 25 years (Jayawardena, Jayaweera 1985: 143),
while almost half the migrant workers to the Middle East are females

2) The female activity rates have - due to this wholesale underestimation - fluctuated between 24.9% in 1946 to 22.9% in 1981, while male activity rates ranged between 76 and 65% (Jayawardena, Jayaweera 1985: 131).
3) From 1946 to 1981 the increase in female labour force was 119.04% compared to 84.3% for the male labour force during the same period (Jayawardena, Jayaweera 1985: 131).
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(Jayawardena, Jayaweera 1985: 139; Korale, Karuratillekke 1981), of whom
the vast majority found employment In domestic service. These developments
increased the figures for women employed in the manufacturing industries,
while the agricultural sector showed only slight decreases.
Although these figures (within their limitations) give helpful insights
and adjustments to the persistent trend of marginalization, their main
flaw is over-emphasis of the formal sector (only work-units employing more
than 5 people are counted in surveys), leading to a total neglect of the
dynamics operating beyond it, in the so-called and ill-termed informal
sector (as was also seen in Chapter 2). This concept has received a great
deal of criticism latterly as it tends to conceal more than it reveals and
lumps a great number of diverse work activities under one heading (Bromley
1979: 1031-1039). Breraan has criticized the view of an "informal sector"
being a separate and static sector of the (formal) economy, as it blurs
the dynamics of interaction or exploitation which so often occurs (Breman
1976: 11-12). In this well-developed debate on the dubious viability of
the concept of the informal sector, women were initially overlooked. It
was only after data became sex-differentiated that it transpired that
almost everything being said about the informal sector could apply equally
to female employment. In the various specific sectors the numbers for
women often doubled those for men. Women were also dominant in certain
sectors, like domestic

service, commerce, garment industry and food

preparation (Connally 1985: 77-78). Apart from the dubious political and
ideological undertones of the concept and the criticisms already mentioned, feminists emphasized its lack of potential to analyze the specific
nature of gender-based exploitation, as women's work is classified merely
under "unskilled manual labour". Furthermore the concept allowed for no
distinction between oppressive, alienating labour relations and potentially autonomous, creative forms of production (Connally 1985: 86).
Thus many

feminists have finally rejected the whole concept of the

"informal sector" and re-focussed their research on more specific questions related to women. However, the use of the concept had revealed how
heavily women were represented in the categories of ill-paid and exploitative work/relations, which led to another set of questions becoming
central. Why had this happened to women, and why in specific sectors more
than others? What historical, cultural and ideological determinants
operate in relation to women's work, and why have certain economic activities developed and survived the way they do, on the basis of highly
exploitative and specific types of labour processes? (Connally 1985: 77)
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These questions will be posed in relation to this chapter. After analyzing how invisible power-mechanisms seem to operate over time, marginalizing women in their families but also in specific disadvantageous sectors
of the economic world, in this chapter I will delve deeper into how power
operates in a home-based industry of women workers, during one historical
period. In a Sri Lankan home-based industry where women have played a
major role for thousands of years, I trace the recent developments in
female and male labour. The industry is the coir industry, still an
important source of employment for many rural women and men, altogether
between 45,000 to 60,000 people on the island. The questions posed will
be: "What is the existing ideology on the sexual division of labour? What
were the effects of the British penetration of the industry, not only on
its development but also on the sexual division of labour and the working
conditions for women and men? In conclusion, how were relations of exploitation transformed during the past 80 years, and how are power,
exploitation and resistance currently operating among the women workers
and their (village) traders and (inter)national coir companies?
Hopefully these questions will create a context from which it becomes
feasible in chapter 5 to examine the potential for struggle and resistance
amongst women workers in one of the main self-employed,

village-based

industries which predominantly employs them. During 1977-78 I lived in one
of the coastal coir manufacturing villages, while in 1982 with Kamala
Peiris, I had the opportunity not only to study the industry along the
entire coast, but also in its national and international trade links and
interests. Therefore most of the material used in this chapter is derived
from previous publications.^

4.1

The coir industry

Coir Fibre

Coir fibre is obtained from the fibrous mesocarp, layered between the
exocarp and the endocarp of the coconut, and usually referred to as the
coconut husk. As many writers have stressed previously (Kluyver 1923;
Grimwood 1975), it is confusing to refer to coir fibre in general terms
before defining the important

difference between the two main broad

4) For a more personal account see appendix 2.
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categories of fibre, the so-called brown and white fibres. Both fibres are
obtained from the coconut husk, but they are derived from the nut at
varying stages of maturity; the fibre processing follows dissimilar
production methods; they are manufactured in different geographical areas
in the producing countries; they result in divergent patterns in the
sexual division of labour; they fetch widely differing prices on the world
market and have contrasting end-uses, which greatly influence their
current and future marketability.
Furthermore, white fibre and yarn have been made for thousands of years
while the brown fibre industry was developed

under the influence of

British commercial enterprise and is thus only 150 years old. Therefore in
discussing the history of the coir industry, the focus will be on white
fibre. The white fibre industry still depends to a large extent on the
local market (only 2,000 to 2,500 M.T. are exported of the total production of 6-7,000 M.T. a year), while the brown fibre industry relies
totally on export (in total 80,000 to 90,000 M.T. a year).
After a short overview of the coconut cultivation in Sri Lanka in order
to place the two fibres and their industries, I will discuss the white
fibre industry and its predominantly female employment.

Coconut cultivation in Sri Lanka

Coconut, tea and rubber comprise the three traditional export crops of Sri
Lanka. The coconut industry is spread over 1 million acres of land, and in
areas where it is grown extensively is closely interwoven with the economic and social life of the people. The employment level in the coconut
industry (growing, processing, trading and other activities) is lower than
that of the other two crops (tea with 650,000 and rubber with 225,000) but
nevertheless substantial at 155,000, representing nearly 3% of the total
employed population of the country.
The smaller employment figure is the result of the low labour requirements of coconut lands as a monoculture. Compared with the labour requirements of tea (1.25 persons per acre) and rubber (0.35) coconut requires
only 0.1 persons per acre (in total 85,000 people). Coconut processing
activities provide an estimated employment for about 42,000 persons: copra
2,000; coconut oil 4,000; dessicated coconut 6,000; brown fibre 18,000;
white fibre 10,000; coconut shell products 1,000 and miscellaneous 1,000
(Economic Review, 1981). As will be seen later I rate the labour involvement in the white fibre industry to be higher - between 26 to 30 thousand
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women workers alone - while several reports on the brown fibre Industry
give 16,000 workers as a figure for that branch. The discrepancy In
employment figures for the white fibre Industry can be explained by the
fact that the study cited by the Economic Review concentrated on labour in
registered units employing more than 5 people. In this manner the work
done in a home industry like white fibre is overlooked by statistical
estimates. Coconut is the principle crop in the agricultural economy of
several districts.^ Coconut plays an important part in the diet of the
people. It is the principle source of edible oil and fats."
Besides the kernel and oil, several other coconut products are important
for domestic

consumption. Young coconuts provide a popular beverage.

Coconut toddy and arrack are the most important liquors consumed in the
country. Coconut treacle and jaggery are staple consumer items. Coconut
poonac is the principle animal foodstuff in the country. The coconut palm
has also innumerable other non-edible functions such as: roofing, timber,
fuel; in household use as mattresses, brooms, brushes, mats, mattings and,
in addition, various artistic, cultural and medicinal uses.
Tea and - to a lesser extent - rubber, have developed via heavy reliance
on foreign capital and labour, the production primarily for export rather
than domestic consumption, whereby the estates constituted the bulk of the
total area, leading to minimal economic and social contacts with the
traditional rural community. In contrast coconut cultivation is characterized to a far lesser extent by the above features, and remains a crop
which is relatively integrated in the village economy. Coconut lands do
not require a substantial work force and so the need for imported labour
never arose. Secondly, the role of foreign capital and enterprise was
relatively less than tea and rubber. From almost the beginning of the
expansion of this industry (mid-19th century), indigenous capital and
enterprise played a substantial part. In fact, the coconut industry was an

5) Kurunegela (387,000) acres: 33.6%), Colombo (220,000 acres: 19.1%),
Puttlam (146,000 acres: 12.7%), and Hambantota (90,000 acres: 7.8%), making up 73% of the coconut lands. The remaining areas are found mainly in
the districts of Kegalle (70,000 acres: 6.1%), Kalutara (38,000 acres:
3.3%), Galle (37,000 acres: 3.2%), while Mátale, Kandy, Ratnapura, Jaffna,
Battlcaloa, Ampara! and Trlncomalee together provide another 10.8% of the
total land under coconut.
"' The average annual per capita consumption is in the region of 90 coconuts and 6,2 bottles of coconut oil. Coconuts supply about 22% of the
total calorie intake of an average consumer and from this point of view
coconut is second only to rice.
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important factor in the formation of the Ceylonese elite. Compared with
tea, the low level of technology and maintenance required resulted in
small capital investment, which kept costs at a minimum and facilitated
the exploitation of the crop by the local elite.
As well as the predominantly indigenous ownership, preponderance of
small holdings is another important characteristic of the coconut industry. It is estimated (on the basis of defining a small holding as one
under 10 acres), that small holdings constitute 50% of the coconut acreage. A further 22% is comprised of small estates ranging from 10 to 50
acres. Thus the estate sector proper (holdings of 50 acres or above)
represents only a little more than a quarter of the total coconut cultivation, and is mostly found in the main coconut areas of Kurunegela, Puttlam
and Colombo.
With the land reforms of 1972 and 1975, a new dimension was added to the
structure of the industry; the state became owner and manager of a portion
of the coconut land and private ownership was limited to 50 acres. Nearly
119,000 acres, or about 10% of the coconut lands, became property of the
state, a percentage considerably lower than in other plantation crops
(tea - 18% and rubber - 18%) and indicates the predominance of small
holdings.
The share of coconut products in the total export earnings of the
country from 1960 to 1980 has varied from a high 19% (1963) to about 7% in
1980. Over most years of this period coconut products have contributed
about 14% to 15% to the total export figures, with a conspicuous decline
to levels of 8% to 10% in recent years. The foreign exchange earnings from
coconut products have been mostly in the range of Rs. 400 to 600 million
(SDR 50 - 60 million) in the past few decades, with kernel products
contributing about 75% to 80% of these earnings. Despite the declining
trend in the coconut crop, the export earnings of coconut by-products have
shown a clear increase in recent years, which inversely reflects the
extent of the decline in kernel products. In the 1970*3 on an average, byproducts including coir were responsible for about 25% of total export
earnings from coconut products. Moreover the year-to-year fluctuations in
export volume are considerably smaller for by-products than for kernel
products, and these fluctuations are related more to foreign demand than
to supply problems. The kernel exports are related to a substantial local
consumption demand, leaving only the residual (surplus over local consumption) for export. Due to a series of bad coconut crops, combined with a
rising local demand coupled with a steady growth of population, the
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residual kernel products have shown a serious decline over the last 10
years.
While a recovery of kernel production and exports is of utmost importance for the country (coconut supplies 4% of the GDP, compared to 2%-3% for
tea, with rubber just below 2%), the current government also aims at
increased production and export of by-products, of which fibre is an
important article. As only half (or less) of the potential of coconut
fibre has been exploited, a diminished crop return need not adversely
influence the availability of fibre.

The traditional coir yarn or white fibre

White fibre is derived from unripe (10 months old) coconut husks, harvested approximately every 45 days and dehusked immediately. Unlike those
utilized for brown fibre, the strands of these husks are still whitish in
colour and have a superior length (20-30 cm) and strength. To maintain
these qualities the husks must be transported to huskpits within three
days of picking. Secondly, the pits should be situated along the river
banks in close proximity of the sea, so that a natural bacteriological
process of retting can take place in a mixture of river and sea water. The
husks must be retted for a considerably longer period of time than the
brown fibre husks, approximately 6 to 10 months; they are protected from
the air by a layer of mud and stones, but exposed to a constant ebb and
flow, ensuring a regular change of water. Due to these prerequisites of
the retting process up till now the white fibre industry is only found in
coastal areas, preferably with coastal lagoons or backwaters as in Kerala
(India), and along the South coast of Sri Lanka.
A further stipulation for the production of white fibre is that the nut
should be unripe. This conflicts with requirements for copra production,
which needs a fully ripened nut of 11 or 12 months. Therefore white fibre
production only flourishes in areas where nuts are sold directly to the
consumer, as in the case of the two above-mentioned areas. In Sri Lanka
the direct sale to the consumer is in the hands of individual smallholders. These usually form the village elite, as a majority of the villagers
are landless, or have economically worthless properties with one or two
trees or even a shared ownership of 1 tree.
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Method of extraction and processing

Husks are placed in pits of approximately 1 m2, containing husks from
1,000 nuts, involving between 4,000 and 5,000 husk segments. The retted
husks are removed from the pit by hand, with the worker standing, up to
the waist or armpits in water, for a period of about 5 hours. After
removing the tough exocarp, the remaining fibre is placed on hard wood and
beaten by hand - with the aid of a small club - till the pith is removed.
Each husk will require between 4 to 25 blows, depending on its size and
the period of retting. The fibre is laid to dry in the sun, after which
the remaining pith is removed by hand, or with the aid of a simple handoperated machine with turning spikes. Hereafter the fibre is separated,
graded for colour and rolled in bundles. The fibre is now spun into yarn:
either by hand which results in a soft twist yarn, or by a simple twowheeled piece of equipment resulting in a hard twist variety.
One wheel is fixed and drives two spindles; the other is mounted on
three castors and has one spindle. The two spinners, each carrying a
bundle of fibre, hook the fibre strand to the spindle on the fixed wheel.
The fibre is supplied in the thickness of the required yarn and the
spinners walk back to the other frame until the two strands are of the
required length. Then the ends are put together and fixed to the single
spindle of the moveable wheel. A triangular grooved block of wood is
placed between the strands, which helps to regulate the countertwist and
binds the strands closely as the spindle on the moveable wheel is turned
by the third spinner. The twisted yarn is made up into hanks of the
required length (varying between 5 and 18 metres).
The amount of yarn spun by three spinners during an 8 hour working day
obviously varies, according to the type of yarn required (thickness and
level of twist). The estimates in reports on the subject mention figures
between 5 and 15 kg of yarn per day. As will be discussed, the research
carried out by Ramala Peiris and myself indicates such figures to be
unrealistically high, as they are based on factory-production figures and
miss the reality of village-women's domestic and extra-domestic work.

4.2

Historical development of the coir industry

Apart from the traditional white fibre the British developed brown fibre
industry: Mattress, Bristle and Twisted fibres, although also derived from
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the coconut husk, was semi-mechanized from the start and used mainly male
labour. This industry was to become known under the name of the brown
fibre industry. The reasons for women remaining in the traditional coir
industry while men stepped into the newly developing industry, under very
different working conditions, will be discussed later, after a brief
comparison between two industries and their labour relations in the 20th
century.

4.2.1

History of the white fibre or coir-yarn industry

Pre-colonial period
The knowledge of how to manufacture ropes from coconut fibres must have
dated from the time the first boats, catamarans etc. travelled the Indian
Ocean thousands of years ago. None of the traditional types of boats and
canoes (as they are currently still known) used iron or nails: all wood
was, and is, tied together with rope. Even when ships became larger rope
remained superior as it gave an elasticity to the wood which was lost if
fixed with iron bolts etc. Because coir rope withstands salt and sea-water
for great lengths of time it was the most suitable material to use.
As the retting process requires saline or sea-water, горе-making was
practised in coastal areas and islands. In the Indian Ocean the Laccadive
and Maldive islands, the coast of Kerala (India) and the south western
coast of Sri Lanka have been noted for rope manufacture for thousands of
years.
During the first 10 centuries of the Christian era, when Chinese in
fluence in the region was substantial, coir was one of the products
regularly exported to China from the coir-making areas (Yin Yai Shen Lan
1433: 143). It was also used extensively - and functioned as an article of
trade rather than barter - by the Arabs in the era of their predominance
in the Indian Ocean (7th century A.D. till the arrival of the Portuguese
towards the end of the ISth century), and it is the Arabs who are credited
with the introduction of the spindle in the 13th century. Ibn Batuta
refers to the manufacture and use of coir during his travels to the
Maldives in the 14th century, when these islands were known for their
superior coir quality, trading with India (Malabar and Coromandel coasts),
as well as China and Yemen (Ibn Batuta 1882: 11). He also provides us with
one of the oldest existing indications of a prevailing sexual division of
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labour in the industry, by remarking how "maids" who worked as bonded
workers in wealthier homes were principally occupied in the making of
ropes (Ibn Batuta 1882: 12/13). For their work these women were boarded
and fed by the householders. If however they broke utensils this was
charged against them and their coir rope could function as recompense for
this and other purposes. Thus the making of coir ropes has in some way
been linked with the economic (in)dependence of women for a very long
time. Coir rope-making was also linked to the activities of the lower
castes, groups like the Challas in Ceylon and the Melacheris on the
Laccadive islands (Dube 1978).
As well as in shipping and boat-building, coir was used extensively for
a multitude of purposes in fishing, agriculture and the home itself.
Currently in all the coir-processing areas the sexual division of labour
contains many similarities, although of course local variations are found.
Women function as husk-beaters and горе-spinners in all areas, and remov
ing husks from retting pits is a women's job as long as it is done by
hand and one piece at a time.
Portuguese and Dutch Periods
When the European colonizers came to the area they switched to the use of
coir for ship-building, as well as for their buildings and forts on land.
They did so extensively; the Dutch even relying totally on Ceylon and not
on India, for this product. In Portuguese writings (15th, 16th century)
many references are made to the need of regular and adequate wood and coir
supplies (Queroz 1930: 52; Abeyasinghe 1968: 74), while also taxes which
were paid "in kind", included coir (Abeyasinghe 1968: 40). Coir yarn was
used in the packing of cinnamon (Abeyasinghe 1968: 81), which was to
become a major trade commodity in both the Portuguese and Dutch colonial
enterprise. Thus, although an inconspicuous article, it was in constant
and expanding demand during the Portuguese and Dutch colonial periods. One
of the villages where the Portuguese regularly placed their orders is cur
rently still well-known for its coir production.^

7) The village of Madampe: T. Abeyasinghe, 1968: 74. Likewise the Por
tuguese by force took over the coir trade in the Maldive and Laccadive
islands, dominated by Moorish traders at the time (Maloney 1980: 122).
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The Dutch placed orders in their "coir" villages", while attempting to
monopolise the trade (Governor Becker: 26), the profits going as emoluments to various high officials (de Silva 1939: 472). Often yarn was
manufactured into cordage in the Dutch shipping yards by Dutch sailors
waiting in port till they were hired by passing ships (Galle Dutch records 1462: 262; Mooyaart 1766: 67). The Dutch also exported substantial
quantities of coir yarn and cordage to Batavia and the Cape. The estimates
vary from 600 to 1,500 M.T. a year (Silva 1939: 472; Ferguson 1885: 18;
Child 1964: 179), the latter amount equalling the volume of Sri Lanka's
coir yarn exports in the 1970's. Thus the Dutch considerably stimulated
the demand for the product which led to the expansion of production.
Towards the end of their rule the authorities noted this expansion and
stressed the need to ensure adequate supplies (Mooyaart 1766: 67). The
actual production of coir must have been much higher as the local market
and indigeneous trade with India will have absorbed substantial amounts,
however much the Dutch attempted to curb the latter (Van Goens to Hutsaart
1663: 35; Zwaardercroon 1697: 31). The increased outside demand for the
product, initiated prior to the European colonial era, gradually consolidated the transfer from a barter economy to a commercially

operating

trade, and led to the formation of so-called "factories" or units where a
large number of people were employed by traders to spin rope by hand, and
by spinning sets.

British period

Only four years after the British take-over in Ceylon (1803) one finds
references to a local "factory"^, providing for export through Galle and
Colombo, thereby incidentally Indicating

that the Dutch attempts to

monopolize the trade could not have been very successful. The British
immediately threw open the trade. Imposing only a 5% duty on export. After
an initial lull in sales - due to the superior qualities coming from the
Maldives and Laccadives - European merchants started promoting the coir

8) Called "Chalia-vlllages" at the time, which was the traditional name
for the Salagame-caste, one of the main caste communities producing coir
yarn uptil the present day.
9) Near Bentota: Percival 1803: 130.
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trade both in Kerala and Ceylon.Ю Coir also contributed substantially to
the total amount of taxes accrued from the products of the coconut tree.
Coconut lands, although not directly taxed, indirectly paid nearly twice
the revenue received from landtax (de Silva 1939: 473).
During the first part of the 19th century, the relatively detailed and
descriptive British writings, in contrast to the former colonizers,
provide references to the sexual division of labour and give a picture of
a lively coir trade in many coastal villages (Chitty 1834: 18, 23, 42,
77, 92, 95, 112, 159, 165, 221) ranging from Moratuwe to well beyond
Matara. Apart from the local trade (large amounts were sent to the North
and the East of the island), exports went to Europe, Malay Peninsula,
China, South Africa and Australia (de Silva 1939: Part I 454/5). Pridham
in 1849 is the first, after Ibn Batuta several centuries earlier, whose
description includes gender, so that, for once, the women are not desig
nated as "inhabitants"; "persons"; "villagers" etc., forever noted to
work for "a mere pittance".:
Women are seen in pens up to their knees in water beating
the koir from the husk of the cocoa-nut, which has pre
viously been well-soaked. It is then cleaned and laid out
to dry, after which it is disposed in layers on which
stones are placed, from whence it is drawn out by hand and
twisted into the yarn from which the rope is made (Pridham
1849 part 11: 876).
References like these show how the sexual division of labour basically
remained unaltered over long periods of time in this industry. In certain
respects this was going to change however, as British capitalists and
local enterpreneurs began to develop the industry. Planting of coconut
trees was promoted in the beginning of the 19th century**, while during
this period European merchants started manufacturing and exporting coconut

10) By 1833 the new market of England was operating and Ceylon exported
4372 cwt of yarn (218 M.T. worth £ 1,217) and about 10,000 cwt of rope and
cordage (500 M.T. valued E 5,500), (de Silva part 1 1939: 472).
Ш
By 1885 the coconut acreage was 300,000 acres (Ferguson 1885: 19). In
total at this time 41% of the cultivated area of the island was under
coconut, while 20% grew tea and 32% paddy (de Silva 1981: 287).
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based articles, of which coconut oil was the most prominent.12 Following
coconut oil, coir became the second export article of the coconut. By 1836
the first coconut fibre depot was opened in Agar Street, Strand, London
(Ferguson 1885: 222; Child 1963: 179/180) and within a short time their
matting gained considerable popularity, being promoted at several industrial fairs.13 From 1866 to 1882 the export of coir fibre, yarn and
rope to London more than doubled, from just over 5,000 tons to over 11,500
tons (Ferguson 1885: 223).
The many writers on the potential of the industry all remained extremely
enthusiastic about the low labour costs involved. For instance as early as
1861 it was remarked how, unlike many other areas of industry where
mechanization led to higher productivity and profits, the coir industry
formed one of the exceptions. The "native methods" were the simplest
imaginable; achieved the same or better results, while the cost bore no
comparison to the expense involved in mechanized production:

This was a somewhat ungracious topic to dwell upon, but
the truth must be told, that in certain departments of
industrial effort, we could not complete with advantage
against the despised

natives, working with imperfect

tools, and considered to be in every way beneath us
(Ceylon Times: August 20th 1861, a lecture by Mead, cited
in Ferguson 1885: 55).

This theme of, on the one hand "naturally" looking for forms of mechanization due to the pressures of a profitable and expanding export trade,
while on the other hand forever falling back on the even cheaper labourintensive method of production, can be found in the literature on the
industry

from the 1850's up to the present day. Thus inspite of the

expansion of the industry itself and coir being drawn into the world
market during the British colonial enterprise, the traditional coir yarn12
) The first cargo of coconut oil arrived in England in 1820; by 1833
the first oil mill in Ceylon was operating (Ferguson 1885: 18; Tropical
Agriculturist Vol xx no. 1 July 1900: 50), while by 1876 the Government
Blue Book reported nearly 2,000 local oil mills, driven by bullocks, to be
operating in the country, and 8 large steam mills with hydraulic machinery
were functioning in Colombo.

13) In 1842 it had gained sufficient prominence to serve as a "special
floor covering" at Windsor for the ceremony of the Christening of the
Prince of Wales (The Times 26 Jan. 18A2; cited by Ferguson 1885: 222).
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making was not mechanized. Coir yarn manufacturing was to remain labourintensive, unmechanized and a women's domain. In fact even more women than
ever before worked in the industry during the period of highest exports in
the 20th century.

Expansion and contraction of the industry during the 20th century

At the turn of the century the coir industry in south Sri Lanka was
flourishing from the trader's point of view. Together with many other
products such as timber, tea, copra, areca nuts, arrack, plumbago, cinnamon, betel leaves, coral lime, lace, vegetables, citronella, silver,
brass, bricks, furniture, coconut-oil, poonac (Cave 1980: 131-171), coir
was sent regularly by rail to Colombo and Galle. Towns currently wellknown for coir trade were also noted for their regular supplies.^
By 1910 the coir yarn and cordage exports from Sri Lanka had expanded up
to 6,500 M.T. (Kluyver 1923: appendix G and H), a figure which was reached
again after the end of World War 1. Britain by far, followed by France,
Germany and the Netherlands, were the main importers. These export figures
were maintained up till the 1970's, with only the recession in the 1930's
and the Second World War causing any serious reductions (Peiris, Risseeuw
1983: 25). They were not only substantially higher than during the Dutch
colonial period, they are also more than 3^ times higher than the exports
by the end of the 1970's and 1980's (Peirls, Risseeuw 1983: 25). Furthermore, due to the population growth one can assume that the unrecorded
local market increased during this period, if only due to the greater
demand for coir products in the home (brushes, brooms, mats, mattings,
rope). In 1952 the island-wide production of yarn and cordage was estimated to be 9,600 M.T. (ILO 1952). Currently the yearly yarn exports only
amount to 2,000 M.T., while the island's total production is approximately
5,000 to 6,000 M.T. (Peiris, Risseeuw 1983: 30).
Thus labour opportunities expanded and contracted according to world
demands, but on the whole the 20th century offered more women more work in
coir than ever before. For what they are worth the figures also confirm
this development. In 1871 the census reports 5,956 women workers; in 1884
it was 15,429 women workers and in 1901 31,711. For 50 years there are no
figures available, but by 1952 one sees this trend resumed. In this year

14) Matara 150 tons a year; Dodanduwe 300 tons, Kosgoda 200 tons: Cave
1980: 133, 171.
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the I.L.O. survey (1952) estimated the white fibre industry in the South
alone to encompass 45,000 of the island's total of 50,000 workers. The
report also criticizes the lower figures of 21,000 for the South and
approximately 27,000 for the whole island submitted by the Government's
estimate, as the latter's assessment was said to have omitted women and
children workers.
The retraction in the industry from the 1960's onwards has resulted in
under-employment and a reduction of the total number of workers involved.
The labour estimates in the 1970's and '80's regularly omit or underestimate the number of women workers (Peiris, Risseeuw 1983: 37) and at closer
scrutiny usually quite quickly demarcate how casually the figures were
drawn up in the first place (Peiris, Risseeuw 1983: 37).15 Currently we
estimate the number of women coir workers along the south west coast of
Sri Lanka to be between 26,000 and 30,000 (Peiris, Risseeuw 1983: 38).

Transformation in labour relations due to the industry's expansion and
contraction

Although the white fibre industry was not mechanized this does not mean
that no changes took place within the village industry. A trend can be
discerned which drew women coir workers away from a barter economy into a
cash economy. The raw material, at one time free, became a valuable
commodity, while the women were slowly forced to work under progressively
more unfavourable conditions. A great deal of this process must have taken
place under former colonial rule as large numbers of men were compelled to
work far from home for ever longer periods. 1° Although many questions
remain, it has to be assumed that the women's economic contribution to
their families must have gained in importance during these periods.
Before 1900 the effects of the flourishing industry were noticeable in
the villages. In 1885 it was recorded that, in the traditional coastal
yarn-making areas, husks were no longer left or used for fuel. As many

15) Similar criticisms to ours were also voiced in the 1920's in the most
detailed coir study of its time, carried out by a Dutchman who was sent to
examine the possibilities of introducing the industry in what was then
known as the Dutch East Indies (Kluyver 1923).
16) For instance the cinnamon-peelers, belonging to the Challa or Salagamme caste, during the Dutch period were forced to work 8 instead of the
former 4 months per year. The women of this caste were the producers of
coir yarn, for which they are currently still known.
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husks as possible were retted in pits and sold at double the price of
their initial cost (Ferguson 1885: 33). Husks had become an important raw
material and at this time they were already being counted as they were
thrown into the pits. In the past the husks were simply thrown into pits
to float and sink at will (10-12 days), but now the people started cover
ing the pits with leaves and mud to shorten the retting period and in
crease the quantity of usable fibre. Furthermore the retting period, which
used to be more than a year, was shortened to 6 to 8 months, in order to
reduce the turnover period of invested capital (Ferguson 1885: ЗА). These
changes must have had considerable consequences for the women workers. The
shorter retting period leads to longer beating sessions, as the husks are
harder when they are removed from the pits. Needless to say no references
to the altered circumstances are to be found in the writings on the
product. At times one comes across remarks that women workers were no
longer paid in kind, f.i. with the coconut shells of the husks they had
beaten, but in cash (Ferguson 1885: 33).
In 1919 a detailed study, financed by Dutch trade interest, into the
coir trade in Kerala and Sri Lanka provides a great deal of further
information on the working and living conditions, while the writers lament
the fact that the Dutch Indies basically lacked the degree of poverty and
population-pressure present in these two traditional coir-making areas and
"needed" to get the industry of the ground (Kluyver 1923). By 1919 Kluyver
assessed the population-density of the coastal coir-producing villages to
be between 150 and 250 per km2, which was higher in relation to the rest
of the island.^
For the first time this study offered an opportunity to observe the wage
levels in the industry. Kluyver assesses that the village women spin 1
kilo of yarn per day: he discredits the higher estimates regularly made at
the time, due to inadequate understanding of a women's home-industry and
women's labour (Kluyver 1923: 92). In the study made by Kamala Peiris and
myself over 55 years later we come up with the same figure, or slightly
more (1 to 1.2 kilo), while we also criticize the frequent claims of
higher estimates as unrealistic (Peiris, Risseeuw 1983: 38). At the time
of Kluyver's investigation payment received by the women workers was often
still in kind - although by now rice and food stuffs replace the coconut
shells mentioned in the ISSO's (Kluyver 1923: 92). This is probably due

1') The current estimates for that same area range up to 900 people per
square km (Vittarana 198A).

WOMEN AND POWER TO-DAY

223

to longer working hours, growing poverty of the people and the fact that
the owners of coconut lands need the shells as fuel for copra-processing.
Kluyver also notes that women spinners are being paid in cash, which in
his detailed approach he cannot help but notice to be extremely low: Rs
0,10 to 0,12 a day (Kluyver 1923: 103). Later we shall see that men
working in the semi-mechanized brown fibre mills were paid 15 times this
amount, and even their wages will hardly have seemed very generous at the
time. In contrast to the women's incomes, Kluyver's detailed calculations
show a handsome profit for the middlemen, while the (often European)
export firms realize double this profit or more (Kluyver 1923: 104). The
initiative of paying women in cash rather than kind is but one of the
indications of the changes in the work-relations within the industry. But
there were more:
Husks were no longer soaked for 6 to 8 months, but for 3 to 4 months,
requiring longer beating periods (Kluyver 1923: 69-82). Nevertheless they
were still split into 4 pieces per husk.
During the period of my research 55 years later, the number of husk-bits
per husk had risen to 5, while from 1979 to 1987 I witnessed it increasing
to 6, 7 or 8 pieces. The strategy of splitting the husks into smaller
pieces is connected to the custom of determining the price of retted husks
per fixed number of husk-bits (e.g. 100). As traders and workers on the
surface often maintain polite and cordial relationships, or rather what
Bourdieu would call relations of symbolic domination, one of the strategies of diffusing the increasing exploitation is to offer less material
for the same price, rather than the blatant move of raising the price. The
increased labour input required is another small change which goes unremarked, as work is carried out at home away from the traders, who pay
for the fibre only. What it means in terms of labour and income if the
number of husk-bits per husk are increased, can be seen on table 1 (Peiris, Risseeuw 1983: Annex 1A). A switch from 4 to 6 husk sections at the
same price of Rs 6.- per 100 sections finally results in a 3/4 drop in
income per working day.
During the 1920's Kluyver remarks that men were often employed to make,
and later, empty the retting pits (Kluyver 1923: 101). Currently male
labour to empty pits is rarely seen and this work would be considered as
extremely humiliating for men. Making pits can still be done by men as
women are not taught to swim and this work at times necessitates going
under water. Interestingly enough in the village setting men do empty the
larger husk pits for the brown fibre industry. Thus it seems that in the
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village industry raen are no longer involved in the "lowest" and most
demeaning work like they used to be. Probably the higher wages open to
men, mostly as migrant labourers, led to the withdrawal of male labour in
this respect. In Chapter 2 it was mentioned that every Census since 1890
in the southern Districts showed a preponderance of women compared to men,
due to migrant labour.
Another small change noted by Kluyver was the fact that yarn was increasingly sold by weight rather than length (Kluyver 1923: 92). Kluyver
does not explain the reasons for this change, but it could be another
example of the masked character of exploitative work relations, and the
worker's response to it. He records the strategy of women workers to
secretly shorten the length of the skeins (karaly), tied in bundles for
sale. It is extremely difficult for a trader to detect this "cheating",
while an exact check of each skein length is not only time-consuming but
also exposes the real nature of the relationship too blatantly. During my
research period (1977 to 1979), in areas where yarn was sold by length the
shortening of the skein was a well-known strategy to augment one's income
and women taught their daughters from a very young age how to do so and
remain undetected.
One way of circumventing this tactic was the trader's decision to buy by
weight instead. The women's response was to add water or sand etc. to the
inner part of the bundles, thereby increasing the weight.
However, within the subtleties of social intercourse by spreading the
bundles to dry in the sun before payment the trader can imply that the
yarn had become wet due to the humidity of the woman's house - thus
outside her control or intention. By switching to weight instead of length
the trader has a greater chance of winning the unvoiced conflict, in which
the golden rule seems to be that the first one to break the illusion of
shared humanity, loses. Kluyver adds that many traders deduct a percentage
of the earnings for the humidity (Kluyver 1923: 92), without even going
through the process of drying, probably operating from a monopolistic
position in the village and because they could sell the heavier humid yarn
at a profit to exporters in Colombo.
During my research period this was common practice among the more experienced entrepreneurs, who also knew how to influence/bribe the so-called
"Nattami" or workmen of the Colombo-based wholesale traders. Unless one
knew how much to give the Nattami on the side, he would "question" the
humidity of the yarn and inform the shop-owner, after which it would have
to be laid out in the sun to check and possibly dry. This would delay
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payment and damage the trust in the trade relationship (Peiris, Rlsseeuw
1983: 41-45). Thus it was, and is, virtually impossible to break into this
hard, competitive trade, which is on the surface marked by cordial and
even jovial relations. A small emerging trader's hard-won profit wrested
from the resilient village women will be immediately swallowed by the
wholesalers and their Nattamis in Colombo (Peiris, Rlsseeuw 1983: 41).
One can only succeed by having been a Nattami first, or having the advantage of being a son or daughter of a trader.
Thus one sees how the disguised unequal relationships are maintained at
all levels of the hierarchically organized industry. A comparison between
Kluyver's study and that of Kamala Peiris and myself provides an insight
on how these exploitative relations increased in scope, especially after
the exports during the 70*8. But the efforts to disguise this aspect of
the working relations continued.

4.2.2

History of the brown fibre industry

Products and extraction-process

Brown fibres which the British developed as a product, are divided into
three main types:
Bristle fibre is the highest quality of brown fibre, has a lighter
colour and longer structure, and is used mainly for all kinds of brushmaking (Taiwashi brushes), as well as in rubberized coir pads for high
quality cars.
Mattress fibre is used

for mattress stuffing, upholstery, bedding,

insulation pads (building construction) and also for rubberized coir pads.
Curled or twisted fibre is a mixture of the two above-mentioned types
and used particularly in the preparation of rubberized coir.
After retting the dry husks for 2 to 6 weeks, they are "milled" in specially constructed machines called "drums". These are often arranged in
pairs, one being the "breaker" drum and the second the "cleaner" drum. The
husks are first fed by hand into the breaker drum, which consists of a
wooden wheel in which iron spikes have been bolted in close proximity to
each other. The wheel is covered for the operator's "safety", except for
an opening of 30 cm., in which the husk has to be placed. The wheel turns
and the spikes tear away the short Mattress fibre, leaving pith and
Bristle fibre for the next drum and its operator. Here the process is
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repeated with thinner spikes. Аз the operator has to hold his hands close
to the spikes and concentrate fully to avoid harming them, this is con
sidered a dangerous job. Indeed accidents regularly occur.
Mattress fibre is further cleaned in a horizontal wire mesh drum, after
which it is dried in the sun for several days, and bundled and graded.
The expansion and contraction of the industry
During British rule the areas in the North Western and Western Province,
currently known at the Coconut Triangle, were brought under coconut
cultivation. The majority of nuts were processed into copra and sold to
export and oil-processing companies in Colombo.
The superior copra quality is derived from the ripe coconut (11/12
months) of which the husk is no longer suitable for the traditional yarn
or white fibre. The strands are shorter and brittle in comparison with
those of an unripe nut (10 months). Moreover, after the nut is plucked it
is usually left for a week or more before it is dehusked and processed as
copra, by which time the fibre-strands have lost their white colour and
strength, so that only the brown fibre varieties can be extracted. Brown
fibre is therefore only a by-product of copra. This explains why it never
emerged earlier in Ceylon, as traditionally the nuts are plucked before
they are fully ripe, and used for direct consumption or the making of oil
in the traditional "chekku's".
The brown fibre industry was probably initially started in England, as
during the second half of the 19th century the husked nuts were exported
to that country for the preparation of dessicated coconut (Kluyver 1923:
106).18 By the 1890's the manufacture of brown fibre had been transferred
to Sri Lanka, for the obvious reasons of cheaper production costs and a
reduction in transport expenses. This applied to the dessicated coconut
production as well as to the fibre. Small manufacturing units sprang up in
the Coconut Triangle, using simple English-made mechanized equipment. The
production was to a large extent geared to the export market, with England
as chief buyer, followed by Germany (up till the First World War), Bel
gium, France and Japan.1' Usually the mills were Sinhalese owned, as
18) By 1880 12 million nuts were imported annually by England (Kluiver
1923: 106).
ІЭ) In 1885 the Coconut Triangle had 12 mills officially, but Kluiver
estimated it to be closer to 50 (Kluiver 1923: 129).
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British firms could not successfully intervene in a market with such tight
profit margins.
By 1910 Ceylon was exporting nearly 10,000 M.T. of (curled) fibre (Kluyver 1923). Thereafter, both Bristle and Mattress fibre enjoyed fairly
stable export prices, with a temporary setback during World War I, and
again during the recession of the 1930's. However the best period for the
coir market began after World War II. At this time, in common with many
other products, coir enjoyed a greatly increased demand and, because it
was used in the upholstery and car seats of many well-known car companies,
the sales prices were relatively high and stable. In 1960 the total export
of Bristle and Mattress fibre amounted to nearly 87,000 M.T. per year
(People's Bank 1981).
But the boom in prices and demand was not destined to be very longlived. The early 1970's saw the first reports published on the uncertain
future of brown fibres, especially mattress fibre, due to heavy competition from synthetically based "rest" products. Now in the ^ B O ' s ,

in

relation to Mattress fibre, these fears seem to become reality. In 1980
the prices of Mattress fibre per M.T. F.O.B. Colombo was $ 245.-; a year
later is was down to $ 150.- while in 1982 the selling price was around
$ 100,- per M.T. In the years following the industry even had

to be

subsidized to avert massive unemployment, although currently the situation
has slightly improved.
Bristle fibre remained steadier at a selling price of $ 430.- per M.T.,
as does Twisted fibre, with prices fluctuating between $ 250,- to $ 350.per M.T. depending on quality (Peiris, Risseeuw 1983: 7).
Currently 85% of the fibre mills are located in the Coconut Triangle,
while the remainder of the 750 are situated in the traditional white fibre
area of the South (People's Bank 1981). For several reasons, the mills
only work to 75% of their capacity: rainy seasons inhibit drying the
fibre, lack of water in the dry seasons hinders retting, plus the periodic
husk shortages. Nevertheless the small mills have a high survival potential; the equipment used is almost 100 years old, involving insignificant
overheads, and the bulk of labour involved is employed on a daily basis,
and can be easily reduced on unproductive days.

Employment in the industry

Male, female and child labour is offered on a casual basis. In the 1920's
a man or a boy earned a daily wage of Rs 1.50, while the "invisible"
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labour of carrying husks from the husk pile to the mill operator; removing
the remaining pith into baskets and disposing of it away from the mill;
carrying the fibre to and from the fields and turning it regularly so that
it dries in the sun, was female vork and was paid Rs 0.40 a day. Children
received even lower sums (Kluyver 1923: 119). In the export firms women
could find employment in hackling and combing the curled fibre, for which
they were paid at piece-rate a daily wage of Rs 0.40 to Rs 0.50 (Kluyver
1923: 128).
It is remarkable that in the 1920's although women's incomes vere less
than 1/3 of men's in the modern factory setting, they are still well over
three times as much as women in the village would be earning per day. Even
if the village women could spin yarn for the same number of hours put in
by a factory worker daily, the former's income would still be substantially less. Unfortunately Kluyver gives little further information on working
and living conditions of the workers, nor are there currently any studies
available which have looked at more than the number of workers and their
wage rates. The work process itself has not been changed for a century
(Kluyver 1923: 111; People's Bank 1981: 126-43).
Today 16,000 workers are said to be employed in this industry, of which
60% are males, 38% females and 2% children (People's bank 1981). The same
figure (16,000 workers) is also noted in several of the FA0 reports,
although the Economic Review (1981) makes mention of 18,000 workers.
Current wage-rates show the same discrepancies as in the 1920's.

4.3

Discussion on the historical development of the sexual division of
labour in the two industries

An overview of the last 100 years in the coir industry in Sri Lanka offers
an opportunity to witness the effects of the penetration of the capitalist
economy in the processing of coconut fibre on the sexual division of labour. The Brown fibre industry developed as one of the new industries initiated by the British and was to remain heavily dependent on England and
other European countries for its export. It diminished when one of the
two major products, Mattress fibre, could no longer compete with the synthetic-waste material, one of the many substitute raw materials developed
in the West. The future of the industry will depend on the success of the
government's measures and the degree the present fairly high and stable
world market prices for Bristle fibre will remain a reality in the future.
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On one level of analysis the situation seems clear. As soon as the
product was absorbed into the mainstream of the economy created by the
British on the island, men and not women, were employed in a traditional
female industry. Cultural values attached to female work and a "traditional" sexual division of labour appeared to give way without

much

pressure to the economic factor of a new mode of production and the higher
wages paid for male labour. Conversely the prospering white fibre industry
was never mechanized, as the tenet that mechanization saves production
costs in the long run was contradicted by the exceptionally low labour
costs of female village-based labour. The women were able to "keep" their
work due to a higher level of exploitation in comparison to their male
peers. Again the economic factor seems to prevail over any cultural
influences.
Both industries and their sexual division of labour appear to resemble
the two sides of a coin and to be determined by the (non) actions of
foreign capital inputs and anticipated returns, rather than by any indigeous cultural patterns. This interpretation is valid to a large extent.
But some questions remain, perhaps not in the first place best described
as cultural, as they are unsaid, "go without saying". For example, if the
male labour in the Brown fibre industry has not been substantially more
lucrative than women's coir work done in the village, it is doubtful
whether the men would have come forward as workers in the great numbers
they did. The notion, that male labour was associated with machines is not
enough, it must also be valued higher and be expressed as such in higher
wages.
The interesting fact is that the exploiters of their labour, who would
probably have clamped down hard on any strike or move to increase wages,
without any argument or reasoning brought forward by the workers, chose to
employ males and secondly, to pay them at higher rates than the women. In
this respect one sees that a perceived hierarchy of labour is - without
being formulated - (or operating on the level of Doxa), intertwined with a
sexual division of labour. Here the so-called rational and exclusively
profit-oriented thinking of the entrepreneur is transgressed by a mental
process of a different order. Obviously from an entrepreneur's point of
view, it would have been most profitable to employ women at their low or
even slightly higher wage levels, to which they were accustomed in the
villages. Furthermore one would be employing workers who were already
cognizant with the raw material. Even in the South where fibre mills were
set up in the villages of the white fibre industry, women never carry out
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the highest paid work of feeding the drums with husks. This fact cannot be
put down to a recognized difference in strength between men and women, as
physical strength is not really what ia needed, or at least not more than
when beating the husks by hand.
In a sense one has here stumbled on a deeper logic than the arguments
about which cultural or economic factors determine the development of a
sexual division of labour. This deeper logic, or what in Bourdieu's terms
would be called "Doxa", is shared by the entrepreneur as well as his
workers, even though the latter are well aware of the exploitative nature
of their work-relationship. Furthermore in this case it is shared by two
cultures, that of the British colonizer and the Sinhalese petty entrepreneurs and labourers. Finally, to a certain extent, it is also shared by
the men and women workers themselves.
More than strength, male labour seems to be associated with the perceived proximity to forms of danger and linked with notions of hierarchy. I
will look into what makes up this "doxic experience" of gender and work
later, but first a few examples and hypothesized situations in order to
elaborate on the above-made point.
In the white fibre industry in the South, where women for centuries had
worked in coir, much other labour in the coconut cultivation was carried
out by men. In spite of the deep economic depressions of World War I, the
1930's and World War II, which regularly caused extreme hardship for the
poor populations, especially in districts where economies were closely
linked to the export markets (like

Galle and Matara were, as opposed to

Hambatota), no transformation in the sexual division of labour took place.
The large numbers of unemployed men did not enter the coir industry, thus
eroding the hypothesis of economic scarcity causing men's take-over of
women's access to resources. " There was, and is, structural unemployment
in the coastal villages in the South. Since before 1900 women predominate
in these districts as men are forced into migrant labour if they are to
find employment at all.
During my research period in the South in one of the areas where the
cost of husks had reached one of the highest levels in the industry (a
husk being split into 10/12 sections instead of the 6/7 to 5/6 of neighbouring villages), and to the necessity of guarding huskpits at night, I
came across a revealing example of gender relations in this respect.

2") Although it is valid when the process is seen over the wide spectrum
of labour opportunities as a whole.
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One of the well-known strategies for the more daring women to augment
their husk supplies was to open a small pit close to that of a trader, and
at night steal some husks from the latter to stock her own pit. During the
daytime she will be seen laboriously emptying her own small pit, amusing
all bystanders with its limitless resources. In the above-mentioned area,
husks had become such an important commodity, that men regularly took over
the thieving strategies of their wives. Armed with knives and even guns
they were known to intimidate the night watchmen and empty the pits, to
add to their wives' supplies. This instance is so revealing because it
shows what otherwise remains unformulated: it is an example of what
Bourdieu has termed "the widest sense of limits" or the "learned ignorance" of people. Whether they were aware of it or not, the unemployed men
basically had to make two choices: either they assisted their women's
earning capacities or not; if they decided to do so, they had to determine
how. They could join in the work itself and thus double production, or
they could

join in the thieving. Although the first choice would be

formulated and both choices socially approved of, the second choice would
not be made consciously. The love and concern for his family is "automatically" expressed in the degree of effective risks he takes during the
thefts at night. A man who elected to join his womenfolk and beat husks,
would not meet with any social approval. He would be ridiculed, thought
foolish and possibly out of his mind. He would be breaching an unformulated code, which would disturb the onlookers by rendering his future actions
unpredictable. It is an example of the "habitus of gender" as opposed to
"habitus" as a supposedly gender-neutral concept.
But husk-beating is not only a woman's job, it is also an inferior job.
If a middle-class woman from a town should participate in the work at the
pits and the beating of husks, another aspect of a widest sense of limits
would be transgressed. She would be thought dangerously eccentric by
stepping outside the advantages of her class.
A different example is formed by women who belong to the higher social
layers of the coir workers, and who usually employ poorer women to do the
pitwork and beating. If, due to sudden poverty in the family she has to
undertake this work herself, she will be pitied, but not without a sense
of respect. False pride does not inhibit her to do the utmost for her
family: her husband should be grateful to have such a wife. Likewise, if
under these conditions she refused to adjust her sense of what is fitting,
she would be ridiculed behind her back. "Who does she think she is? Her
children have only cassave to eat and hot koreander water to drink." In
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other words, her sense of false pride stands in the way of something more
important, more real, namely her responsibility towards her children.
Under these circumstances she is expected to breach that order; in contrast to her husband or the middle class city-based woman, she is undertaking a "legitimate transgression of limits" (Bourdieu 1977: 124).
A seemingly similar set of assumptions/dispositions is related to the
typically masculine, but inferior, job of picking coconuts by climbing a
tree. A man from a socially better-off stratum of the labour class in the
village, who does not usually do any coconut plucking and who considers
such work beneath him even while his family suffers, is also not admired,
but merits understanding. His diffidence and ambivalence will be accepted
by his male peers, and many women, especially those favourably disposed
towards him, will stress how difficult this would be emotionally for him.
He will not be ridiculed behind his back or in conversation mockingly be
called "Sir" (Mahathea) as a woman would be called "Madame" (Noona Mahathea) in these circumstances. The line of response to his behaviour will
be more on the liaes of "If only he could put his feelings aside, if only
his shame would not eat him, and if he starts drinking because of it, it
will only be worse for all". In other words his "false pride" is considered less false than in the case of the woman. This is all the more
striking as, on another level, he is expected to be the main earner of the
family and the mother the one who only "adds" to the income. It is also
more readily understood that a man will take to drink if compelled to face
the humiliation and frustration of begging for "low" jobs, as the rampant
unemployment in the coastal villages dictates.
In contrast, the threat of the family suffering if the wife or mother
drinks the family income away is non-existent, as it is not real. A woman
who, by turning to alcohol, vents her frustration at the low earnings she
can provide her family, at the squalor she and her family have to live in,
would not only be condemmed (as the men are), she would also be considered
"odd", implying almost that she must have a mental problem. The social
disapproval would be more severe on her because she would be forsaking her
duties of motherhood and caring for the family.
Secondly, she is not expected to experience that same degree of emotional stress in undertaking even lower jobs as her husband. This brings
one to the fusion of the principle of hierarchy, which permeates society
at large, and also the sexual division of labour. One realizes that the
traditional role of the husband in the family was being its head, rather
then being its main provider (see also Schrijvers 1987). This means that
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his status and Image In society Is to a large extent fused with the status
of his family as a whole, according to Bourdieu one of the most sophisticated "strategies" of all, as it diffuses the difference between achieving
ends for one's family and oneself.
Within this division of labour, hierarchy is present in both female and
male work activities. Thus for women, emptying huskplts and husk-hammering
would be considered lover than spinning. Generally all men's jobs tend to
be valued higher than women's jobs, and the lowest of women's jobs are
lower than the lowest of men's jobs. Although several activities are sexinterchangeable, on the whole one can say that if such a phenomenon
occurs, women take over men's jobs that are lower In value, while men will
take the more highly rated women's jobs (Rlsseeuw 1980: 80).
This sense of hierarchy goes further. Even within work-activities which
are strictly female one can distinguish those which would be considered
less shaming/ridiculous for men to undertake than others.
For a man it would be most shaming to sit squatting for hours on the
humid, uneven river banks, beating the wet husks, while the staining pith
is flung over one's body and clothes. It is somehow worse even than
emptying a pit, but spinning yarn Is less shaming than either. For example, a special brand of thicker yarn, termed "better rope" in the village,
is still handspun by men.
In the 1930's the spinning wheels were introduced in Sri Lanka from
India, and currently they are used frequently, mainly by women. A set
requires three people: one to sit spinning the wheel, while two others
walk behind the strands of rope which flow from their bundles of fibre.
The second wheel is used to twine the two strands to make yarn. Here again
the position of sitting and turning the wheel is less humiliating (and
therefore possible) for a man provided he is old or ill and has no other
work to do. The women themselves sometimes employ a child for this work,
as it requires no dexterity.
The other spinning activities could not be so easily taken over. "It
looks ugly for a man to be walking behind a rope all day." "Men don't have
the patience to do so." Especially walking behind the rope while a woman
is turning the wheel would be considered ridiculous and very shaming for
men. If women undertake men's jobs, similar gradations can be distinguished. For example the climbing of a coconut tree would not be seen as
ridiculous, but rather as "forward", "crude", while especially the spreading of the legs required to climb up the tree would be seen as a vulgar
physical posture for a women. She would be considered to transgress the

234

WOMEN AND POWER TO-DAY

limits of her sex and give men the freedom to make sexual advances or at
least references to sexuality in her presence, behaviour which the modesty
of a woman is supposed to inhibit.
The interesting point in these gradations and the consequences of the
described "transgressions of limits" of the sexual division of labour, is
that an outsider living in the community for some time experiences these
gradations without being explicitly told or confronted by them in reality.
Just as children learn a "habitus" as they grow up, people seem to absorb
the habitus of another group/class/culture without explicit instruction,
it is transmitted without being actually formulated.

4.3.1

Women coir workers and (inter)national planning of the industry

After coir cooperatives had been part of the labour-intensive policies of
the former (socialist) government, the new government in the second half
of the 1970's inaugurated a change in the country's coir policy. Plans
were laid

down to mechanize the white fibre extraction by installing

several so-called "husk-crushers" along the coast, which plan was implemented by the beginning of 1983.21 This equipment was provided to private
individuals (coir traders) on loan basis. Although this development did
not directly displace the workers, as yarn spinning remained with local
traders, it would have resulted in a dislocation of raw material if the
units had functioned optimally.
As the next stage - still only sporadically initiated - the instalment
of "decorticators" was planned, i.e. processing husks to fibre in 24
hours.22 Also these units cannot be said to have operated optimally; as
they neither produced fibre cheaper than the local market, nor attained
the required quality for export yarn, the effects on the workers have not
been substantial. If they had been successful, it would have led to a
concentration of spinning activities around the units, thus seriously
affecting the employment of women spread along the coastal villages.

21
) The equipment cost Rs 110.000,- in 1983, requiring 8000 husks a day.
In total ten were installed. A crusher pierces each husk-section before it
is placed in retting pits, reducing the retting period by 1/3.

22) These plants entailed an investment of Rs 1 million rupees in 1985,
and were purchased, like the crushers, from South India.
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Apart from the low quality, one of the main reasons for the comparative
failure of the new policy can be found in the national market (twice the
size of the export market), which absorbs the inferior yarn at reasonable
prices, thus forming a powerful temptation for the owners of the mechanized units.
These plans were implemented by a new body (the Export Development
Board), which was to prepare for higher production figures to supply the
(foreign) companies attracted to the Free Trade Zone, as well as the most
important Sri Lankan firm, supplying nearly 50% of the exports in 1983.
Although several companies registered in the Zone, eventually only two
started production, one of which was discontinued in 1985. Thus currently
only two major companies are operating in the white fibre sector.23 These
two factories purchased second-hand weaving equipment in the '80's to meet
the plans for expanding production.24 Thus, neither the mechanized processing of raw material nor the export of finished products have functioned optimally up till now. Other factors contributed to this failure: the
present political situation, bordering on civil war, and the fall of the
dollar (linked to the Rupee), deeply affected the earnings on exports to
the mainly W. European markets. In contrast the national market remains
largely unaffected, and continues at the same level of production with
relatively constant prices.
The mechanization plans for white fibre correspond in broad lines to
those developed by international agencies 25> which were drawn up on the
bases of the market potential in W. Europe and aimed at providing Sri
Lanka a (small) sector of the export market of yarn/mattings, beside their
large competitor, India (Peiris, Risseeuw 1983: 1.3 and 2.4). The plans
were characterized by their focus on market mechanisms, more specifically
on the requirements of W. European markets, and by a total neglect of the
dimension of labourer the national market. Bol (1982) has masterfully
analyzed how "the discourse" in economic thought, developed by Western-

23) Apart from the local firm, the other company is to a large extent
financed by sections of the Netherlands Development Cooperation (F.M.O.).
24) The equipment was largely obtained from Dutch companies, which were
closing down or upgrading their machinery to meet the higher demands of
quality products: the only remaining but stable market in W. Europe.
25) Tropical Product Institute, Ministry of Overseas Development, London,
1979: the Coir Promotion Survey of the FAO/Unctad, Hard Fibre Group of
1975.
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based economics, from 1870 onwards slowly moved towards this dichotomy,
which formed a break with the central classical doctrine emphasizing the
distribution of the national products between the various social classes.

the conditions under which production took place became
external to theory, and the question of whether the entire
economic order and capitalist production methods were
legitimate or rational was not longer asked, let alone
answered (Bol 1982: 251).

This misrecognition operated from the similar principles of power described in part 1, namely seeming so "obvious" and matter of fact that opposition remained (for a long time) unformulated. And above all the reasoning
was gender-blind. Similarly, in the current white fibre plans the international advisory reports start by underestimating the number of female
workers involved (Peiris, Risseeuw 1983: 2.3.7); while the importance for
their livelihood (for themselves and their families) in an area where
unemployment figures account for 83 percent of the national total is
likewise underrated (Risseeuw 1987b: 188).
The dimension of labour is not only ignored. If it is mentioned it is
also misconstrued. One of the advisory reports for example assumes that
sections of coir workers are solely employed on a piece-rate to beat husks
for village traders (Tropical Product Center 1979). On this supposition
it queries adequate numbers of processed husks in future, as the low wages
and the unattractiveness of the work could seriously reduce the labour
supply. Thus the way is paved to accepting further mechanization in fibre
processing by assuming this will only be liberating lowly paid workers
from labour they are reluctant to undertake.
This misrecognition of the social/economic reality based on scarcity and
exploitation continues, inspite of the overal awareness that poverty is
rampant. For example over the last years yarn prices have increased,
mainly through India's intervention, which in its turn affects the western
manufacturers. The latter often told me they had been informed by Third
World manufacturers that unless labour cost was increased,

inadequate

numbers of workers could be found willing to undertake the labour. From a
commercial perspective and from their powerful trade position, the Western
manufacturers of course resist, consider switching to synthetic production
etc. But they do not query the argument itself and naively assume that
poverty can be a cause of women refusing to work and that higher yarn-
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prices would be translated Into higher wages. Here again one sees how
powerful and simultaneously how ignorant, the discourse of the powerful
Is.
The mechanization of fibre spinning Is not planned in the near future,
as past experiments have proved unsuccessful and more costly than manual
production. Thus, for the moment, the companies will remain dependent on
local manufacture, although, as was pointed out, ignoring the dynamics of
national trade leads to questionable results. In fact in a film on the
industry, a director of a major coir company claimed that whether he
received yarn from the mechanized units or from women coir organizations
made no difference. For several years now this company has obtained a
substantial share of its monthly yarn requirements from such a coir
organization (Risseeuw, Amarasinghe 1985). Statements like this, coupled
with the unsuccessful attempt to by-pass the interests of the national
market, make the proposed plans seem a dubious gamble. This is aggravated
by statements by W. European manufacturers (personal communication), who
question the feasibility of the plans on the basis that their markets
require upgraded mat-products, which the second-hand weaving machinery,
purchased (from them) by the Sri Lankans can hardly hope to produce. They
frankly admit that this was their main object in disposing of the inferior
equipment in the first place.
Although it can be argued that a small Third World country has few
options when it attempts to penetrate the world market with a new product,
the gender blindness of their policies remains. For example when the brown
fibre market was faced with falling export prices^" plans were immediately formed to subsidize the industry, because of the threat of unemployment for the (male) workers.
To summarize, it seems that women coir workers, ignored by statistics
and planners, as in the 1920's still have the dubious privilege of maintaining their trade on the basis of their exceptionally low earnings,
which up till now have formed their best defence against the trend of
"modernization".

26) Mainly Mattress fibre, while Bristle fibre remain constant, in the
beginning of the '80'a.
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Woman coir workers at village level

In these paragraphs a closer look is taken at the village context and
power relations in which the women workers carry out their home-based
industry. A comparison between the existence or a heterodoxy or counter
point on class, versus one on gender, sheds further light on the specific
relatione of power and resistance within which the women operate - both as
women and as workers.
The village setting
The coastal village of Mahagoda^? shares many common characteristics with
other low country villages: relatively high levels of education and
Westernisation; a substantial degree of dependence on migrant labour,
both in the country and abroad, leading to considerable external contact,
which was initiated during the exceptionally long period of colonial rule
(see Morrison, Moore 1979: 200).
There is relatively little cultivation, when compared to other agrarian
areas of the island. The coastal villages, populated by various castes
other than the main Govigamme or cultivator's caste, differ in this
respect. The population had traditionally little access to land due to
their involvement in occupations such as fishing, military messengers,
palanquin bearers, cinnamon peelers and elephant-hunters; and currently
these villages are characterized by small, uneconomical shares of land,
trees and houses which must support ever-growing numbers of people. This
process began at the end of the 19th century and was greatly influenced by
the British land policy (see chapter 2).
The last figures on landownership, published in the ^SO's, clearly
indicate the extent of the rampant landlessness, while destruction of
rural Industries and marked population growth combined to create a large
landless, or semi-landless class, on an even more pronounced scale than
the rest of the country. The coastal villages are estimated to have close
on double the population density of the already highly populated Province
of Galle - amounting to over 900 people per кш2 (Vittarana 1984).
Therefore scarcity of resources, both of land and employment, is an
overruling reality In village life, with as result that casual labour and
(petty) trade form the staple sources of Income for the majority of the
27) Fictional name.
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people. Gradually the shares of land, trees and houses have become so
small that nowadays such improbable properties as 1/6 of a coconut tree,
1/64 of a house or 1/132 of a few percha of land are more the rule than
the exception. As was mentioned in chapter 2 currently shares provide only
a "aenae of belonging" to the village, rather than bearing any correlation
to an economic resource. They are also a source of endless dispute and
struggle, whereby the more powerful neighbours or relatives slowly push
out the others, in a world where litigation is hardly a realistic alternative.
In the village of 480 households, approximately 60 of these are said to
still own some acres of coconut, cinnamon or rubber land: 10 to 15 of them
have an average of 50 acres or more, while the remaining 420 fall into the
category of the minute (land)-shares. The life-styles and living conditions of these three groups are clearly distinguishable as soon as one
enters the village.
The richest category, or "Pohosath Minissu" (Rich people), position
their large stone-built houses and spacious compounds with no coconut
trees hanging over their roofs, on either side of the small tarred road
leading to the interior. Only these well-established families display
their wealth in clothes, furniture and in the quality of their houses.
Their children attend school outside the village; sometimes the richest
own cars, while all have close relatives living/working in Colombo. Thus
apart from substantial tracts of land, lucrative pawnbroking business and
well-paying jobs, they usually also have connections with the political
decision-making centres. As over the last 20 to 30 years the political
leadership of the local Member of Parliament (M.P.) has become of evergrowing importance with regard to access to resources, these links are of
crucial significance. Therefore in each village one finds several families
linked through kin- and/or "friendship" with the M.P. and function as his
direct representatives in the village. Exponents of the village elite who
are connected to the political party in power can deeply influence the behaviour of the local representative of the government authority in the
village - the Grama Seveka; while all village associations, from those
centering around the temple to the Rural Development Societies are completely controlled by village factions related to the ruling political
party. Likewise the "good connections" usually extend to the district
government administration and the police, whose support can be swiftly and
smoothly called upon, if neccessary.
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The second category is "Samanya Minlssu". ordinary people; a group who
from the perspective of the poverty-stricken majority are called those
"who are slightly alright" or "who are just managing". Their lot is not
considered fundamentally much better than that of the poor majority, but
they enjoy some small degree of security: a steady job held by one of the
family, or some productive land property. The job is often employment as
labourer or clerk in Colombo or Galle, involving a daily journey of 4/5
hours by train or bus. They may have modest savings in the bank, sufficient to avoid pawning one's possessions or borrowing money at very high
interest rates (10% in 1978 and up to 20% per month since 1980/1). Their
housing conditions are often markedly better than the common coconut-leaf
houses in which the majority has to live.
A major difference with the first category is that the "Samanya Minlssu"
lack the social capital of extensive networks to the politically and
economically powerful in the district, as well as contacts with government
circles in Colombo.
The third and largest category would term themselves "Duppath Minlssu"
or poor people. Lacking any productive property, adequate housing facilities or a regular income, this category is characterised by a constant
insecurity. One "has to make ends meet" by finding a source of income dayby-day. The links, if any, with the "Pohosath Minissu" are of extreme
dependency. The exponents of the village elite still engage in patronclient relationships (as was done formerly with "their" men and women
workers), but in an markedly different manner than in the past. New
sources of income which do not require village labour; a tendency to go
and live in one of the main towns as soon as possible; severe underemployment (and thus abundance of labour) and the increased antagonism of
the poor towards their privileged position, are all factors which have
induced the village elite to play down their wealth and their involvement
with the have-nots in the village. The doors and shutters of the wealthy
homes close just before dark and even for "pawning" the door is only
opened to people whom one knows intimately. Due to this retreat from
village life by the rich, the poor find themselves forced to loosen the
individual patron-client bonds, although they are - especially in the case
of men - to a certain extent replaced by new vertical links arising along
party-political lines, and which only partly follow the former village
networks.
A second response to this withdrawal by the affluent villagers, one
which is mainly followed by women, entails an intensification of their
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relationship with the woman-trader. In the sense that poor women are
prepared to do ever Increasing work-loads for Inadequate and lessening
returns. It Is also understood that they will operate as "spies" for their
traders/employers In the village; keeping them Informed of gossip, economic transactions, theft, cheating by other coir workers, activities of opponent families etc. Especially for the elite families who are active in
village politics this kind of "information service" is of vital importance, In order to keep a "feel" of what is going on in the poorer sections
of the village community.
The landlessness of the poor also means that they have no gardens and
usually are unable to grow even minute supplies of vegetables and fruits
themselves. The men earn, on the basis of casual labour, as coconut
pluckers, toddy tappers, carpenters, masons, coconut dehuskers, ox-cart
drivers: while outside the village at times they find work on building
sites, in the tourist or lime industry. At home some men augment their
income by fishing, although it is mostly for home consumption.
Nearly 95% of the female workers In the village survey (Risseeuw 1980)
were employed as casual workers (compared to 66% of the men), involving
coir work (71%), lime industry, domestic service, cinnamon peeling etc.
Further, the women perform many income earning activities which they would
not even classify as casual employment. The more energetic among them,
having little or no support for their family, grasp any opportunity that
presents itself: this can include; preparing dishes for ceremonial occasions in wealthier households; making coconut leaf coverings; collecting
wild vegetables and firewood for sale: making sleeping mats from reeds
etc.
While on the one hand these forms of economic survival have led to a
great deal of resilience and creativity, they also imply a constant fear
and worry in case anything "outside the routine" - ceremonies, sickness,
death, neccessity to pay bribes - will force one to pawn one's possessions
or attempt to borrow money at very high Interest rates, thereby plunging a
family into debts which are extremely difficult, if not impossible, to pay
off.
The regularity with which the so-called "Duppath Miniasti" resort to
petty theft (stealing fruits, coconuts, husks from pits etc.) is also one
of the reasons people have abandoned attempts to grow fruit and vegetables
around their homesteads. Men from this class sometimes find employment as
odd-job-man/bodyguard

to wealthy males and their families. During my

period of research in 1977/78, to hire an assassin to murder one's oppo-
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nent cost Rs 800; that sum must be several times higher now. Usually a man
from another village Is contracted to do such jobs, but If a co-villager
Is Involved and lands In jail for the offence (which seldom occurs), a
code of honour requires the elite family to maintain the Jailed man's
family during his absence. As will be discussed later the patterns of
conflict In the village regularly result In murder, and at times come
close to resembling a form of "vendetta".
The scarcity of resources, the political interference, the constant conflicts at various levels, including the suspicion and jealousy, are the
main reasons why so many "Duppath Mlnlssu" describe their village as a bad
place to live In, and one they would prefer their children to leave, to
make their living elsewhere In the future.

Interclass-mobility

Although the village is described as being divided into the above three
classes, these are not seen to be Immutable. From colonial times and
probably even before, avenues of mobility were opened and closed, while
others were re-created. Currently the acquisition of wealth and important
social positions go far to obliterate the effects of one's "low beginnings". It is rare that one of the "Pohosath Mlnlssu" families receives so
many set-backs that it's members become "Samanya Mlnlssu", but individual
members can drop out.

For instance: one of the sons of a leading family became
an alcoholic after marriage. Due to a series of setbacks
(including the death of his wife which gossip attributed
to him (in)directly, and losing his job) his relatives
were forced to provide him with an income.
Then he started an affair with a woman living in a cadjan
hut at the back of the village. His family obviously
opposed, although such affairs were not uncommon. What was
uncommon however was that the man refused to be discreet
about the affair and could be seen daily, living "like a
poor man" in her house. He even sat on a chair operating
the spinning set. Finally this led to the complete termination of contact with his relatives and he lived with
the woman until his death.
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The wealthy recognize gradations within their category, and aim at bettering their position on the scale. Indeed one sees fluctuations occurring
over the years.
A far greater mobility

Is visible between the broad categories of

Samanya and Duppath Mlnlssu, the latter in reality of course are graded
once again. One can easily move from one end of the scale to the other
within one or two generations. For example:

A widow in her 50's spent large sums in attempts to cure
her husband's and daughter's illnesses and to break the
evil charm cast upon them. This charm gradually caused her
to lose her five acres of land and experience difficulty
in maintaining her small house. After the death of both
her husband and daughter, she had to intensify her ropemaking activities in order to provide for the family
needs. Luckily her elder sons were well educated

and

already earning, but she fears the moment when they will
marry and have less money to send back to her. She believes that her neighbours have inflicted this ill-luck
charm on her, leading to the death of her closest relatives and causing her modest wealth to dwindle away.

Other families are slowly progressing:

One man and his family managed to build a stone house
during the course of some years; they started a small shop
and kept a cow. The husband began his career driving a
cart for one of the big landowners. He augmented

his

wages by catching and selling river-crabs. At night he
stole husks regularly from the traders' pits. Now every
member of the family has his/her own line of business. The
sons catch fish; the mother runs the small shop; the two
daughters make rope, «dille one also has a pawnbroking
business. The husband himself manages the growing huskretting business, which he has now organized within the
bounds of the law.

The concept of going "upwards" or "downwards" economically and socially is
very alive in the people's minds. Sudden wealth is very suspect and
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gossipped about, and the one who climbs up gradually has to face a great
deal of jealousy. Similarly when going "down", one has to cope with many
amused glances and more or less crude jokes.
People often describe each other's families over a timespan of two/three
generations, in order to show whether the other is Improving his position
or not. It is certainly not seen аз determined by fate - karma - alone,
although regular visits to the astrologer are of course made in order to
determine the length of

a "bad period". But simultaneously the importance

of one's determination, discipline, ability to keep harmony in the home
and get each member to cooperate - although also described as "hardness",
"indifference" to the fate of others while pursuing the expedient vertical
connections with those more powerful - are all considered part and parcel
of the family who can succeed to move "upwards".2°
Discourse on the poor and poverty by the village elite
The opinions, "explanations", given by the wealthy fami lies on the topic
of the village poor show considerable consistency and repetition of
arguments.
In the discourse (or "orthodoxy") on the "Duppath Minissu", the latter
are described as unreliable, ignorant, lazy, thieves, murderers, people
with whom one can't reason. "They cannot look after themselves, they
gamble their money away; they fight and their families have no unity." The
wealthy are very alert to the dangers of rising sympathy for communist
philosophies in the minds of the younger generation, especially the young
men, thereby threatening the traditional Buddhist values and life-style.
More often than not education for the poor is described as undesirable,
and the sole cause of the still much feared 1971 Insurgency. Education
should consist mainly of Buddhist philosophy, otherwise the poor will
"forget their place", currently illustrated in the "lack of deference" and
outright "cheeky" behaviour of the young (men) today. Especially

the

descendants of the old leading families of village Headmen ("Aratchi's")
complain bitterly that their fathers would never have tolerated

the

treatment they are compelled to accept nowadays.

2°) In this context the
Lanka between the 1950's
do form an indication
between aspirations and
are undergoing (Kearney,

findings of a phenomenal rise in suicide in Sri
and mid 1970's, although not yet fully explained,
of the deep-seated social change and conflicts
reality, which large sections of the population
Miller 1985).
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Although relatively more deference/respect is still paid to the descendants of an Aratchi's family than to those of the recently emerged traders, this class as a whole indeed must be on the alert for the (open)
mockery or ridicule of the more outspoken poor, of whom the young, educated, jobless men hanging around daily at the village boutique form the
most visible core-group. An example.

One small trader, known for his weakness for women, was
told one afternoon that a good-looking woman had come to
visit relatives and was to be found near the boutique. The
old man went up to her to make conversation, which became
more coy as the woman responded shyly. Half-way through
the conversation the man realized he had been tricked, and
that the woman stranger was in fact a local boy, who had
been dressed up for his benefit.

This type of interaction obviously leaves the trader seething with fury:
he is ridiculed without being able to point to the culprits or their
intention to fool him. It had been entirely his own choice to approach the
woman, and he realizes how many people were watching and enjoying his
discomfiture. A generation ago such mockery would have been unheard of and
even now only happens to affluent who do not know how "to handle" the
poor, in other words, those who cannot or do not take revenge. One can
easily go too far in this unacknowledged arena of struggle:

Two young men from an opposing political party to that of
a rich trader's family stood alongside the road and openly
stared at the trader's young daughter in her short skirt
as she passed by. They repeated this behaviour several
tiroes and finally even commented on the girl's mini-skirt.
After which it was only days before one of the two boys
was found stabbed near the railway line.

No court case or arrests followed, but all villagers knew that the entrepreneur had demonstrated that no one was going to fool around with him or
his family, nor were the police going to stop him.
Thus, although the former overt expressions of deference have definitely
relaxed and form part of a process started in colonial times, the dynamic
interaction between the "high", rich, powerful families versus the "low",
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poor and relatively powerless families Is guided by a number of subtle
rules. The powerful are convinced that every mistake or weakness In their
dealings with (wealthy) political opponents as well as the poor, will re
sult in a loss of face and finally power in the village. In this context
a seemingly casual walk through the village can be seen as an instrument
of surveillance, in order to assess the degree of respectful behaviour in
others.
When meeting on the village road, a poor women will make
sure to be the first to greet the trader's wife as she
passes. From the way in which she does so - the expression
of the eyes, shy smile and the swiftness in which she
looks down, plus the whole way she holds her body as she
passes (emphasizing her shyness by a nervous rub on one
arm) - others can assess the degree of respect she chooses
to express and whether the other woman provides a (ir)regular source of income or not.
Thus the greetings, smiles, postures of the poor, especially those of the
young men hanging around the boutique, are important indicators for the
"Pohosath Mlnissu" in assessing to what degree their position is accepted
and/or feared in the village. The degree of respect the poor are compelled
to display to the rich, however insignificant and literally "passing", is
in fact one of the most effective manifestations of submission at the
latter'з command, because it appear so "natural" and outside village power
politics (Bourdieu 1977: 95). Nevertheless, although the nature of this
interaction may seem hidden, neither party is in fact unaware of its
double significance. The wealthy can complain of not liking "the look in
the boy's eye", "the way she spoke to ray child"; while the poor of course
ridicule each other for the "slimy" behaviour displayed by the other.
But the powerful do more than force the have-nots into submission by
underlining their inferiority at every interaction; they also construct a
social reality according to their own interests. Through possession of
material resources and above described symbolic means, each individual
exponent of the ruling village elite attempts to draw the line between the
universe of "orthodoxy" and the "doxa", or universe, of the undiscussed:
this, on the other hand, the poor attempt to delegitimize while articulat
ing an opposing, or heterodox, discourse on class relations in the village
(Bourdieu 1977: 169).
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The ability to draw the line between the dominant opinion and the unsaid
is a fundamental stake in the class struggle between the rich and politically powerful versus the poor and politically powerless", as it is no
less than a struggle for a legitimate definition of the social world
(Joppke 1987: 72). In this context the conscious and unconscious build-up
of the concept of "habitus" provides an adequate tool for pinpointing the
unformulated awareness each individual exponent of village power needs to
detect minute behavioural expressions, silences, or other symptoms of
opposing views. Without conscious formulation one is aware of the threat
of momentum from this "heterodoxy" or "counterpoint"; it could lead to the
incorporation of heterodox elements into the people's thinking, which
finally would result in a further delegitimizing of the wealthy's position
of supremacy.

Discourse on the power and wealth of the village elite by the poor

The views of the poor on the rich and powerful in the village are more
complex; to a certain extent they adhere to, but at the same time deeply
oppose, the legitimacy of hierarchy and the interpretation of social
reality given by the village elite. The adherence is expressed in the view
that the wealthy have accrued their merit in former lives, which enables
them to live in their present comfortable state. Likewise, politically
radical young men - sympathisers or former activists in the '71 Insurgency - can be heard in one breath ridiculing the caste system, the position
of their caste in the hierarchy and the class formation in their society,
while at the same time stating that a Prime Minister or a President of the
country should preferably come from the traditionally "high" caste, as he
would be better equipped to present himself and handle a position of
(public) power.
Such discussions make one realize that a rejection of one's low position
in an existing hierarchy of caste, or even a rejection of the legitimacy
of an emerging hierarchy of class, still has to be distinguished from a
more fundamental rejection of hierarchy as an ordering

principle in

society.

29) In reality of course wealthy families experience periods of political
powerlessless if the party they supported has not been elected. Nevertheless they usually have ample resources to bide over this period successfully.
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It is doubtful how often the latter rejection occurs in the minds of the
people, but clearly the poor, as representatives of their Salaagamme caste
and as landless workers, not only deny but also actively oppose the
legitimacy of the claim that they and their children should remain poor
and "low". The poor's dominant "heterodox" opinion of the elite fundamentally rejects and ridicules the latter's claim of legitimacy to their
privileged social position. I call this view dominant as it is far more
pronounced than that of the limited adherence mentioned above. According
to this perception, the wealthy are seen as having ingeniously filched
resources of land, capital and labour from one's ancestors, who were
foolish and helpless enough to allow themselves to be cheated. Thus the
rich, especially those not belonging to the traditional eiltest families
(of Aratchi's), are deemed no more than cunning thieves, and the traditional hierarchy of caste is delegitimized by the often heard slogan of
"Kaurut Ekai" ("We are all equal"). 30
Furthermore the growing poverty and changing power structure of village
society has led to an increase in blatancy (or a reduction of the degree
of mystification) in the methods of repression - even to frequent open
thuggery and murder - which have gone far in delegitimizing the justness
of claims to privileged position and supposed superiority. The elite is
usually deeply involved in the maintenance and control of the temple and
other religious activities, but such violent actions clash too obviously
with fundamental Buddhist values to escape accusations of hypocrisy.
Leading village families have often been exposed as being prepared to kill
opponents over land disputes or for political influence, but in only one
of the 19 murder cases related to me the class-issue was openly addressed.

A poor man whose family had lost land-shares due to subtle
pressure from a powerful family, one day could no longer
contain his frustration and walked up to the rich family's
gate, shouting abuse about the case and the unjustness of
the rich/ poor dichotomy. Finally he entered the compound,
baring his chest, provoking the owner of the house to use
the gun he had by this time produced. He continued to

30) "Peasants know, much better than researchers and planners, that their
situation is worsened and nowadays has less perspective for improvement
because of economic forces, including the market economy, and certain
development programmes are detrimental to them, causing loss of land and
indebtedness" (Huizer G., 1980:189).
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speak of all the things people know but never say; the
illegitimate affairs and children, dubious money transactions etc. and finally how such people only "want to
keep the poor down".
He was shot dead without having stepped onto the veranda,
and later the men of the house dropped his body from a car
in front of his home, firing their guns several times in
order to prove to the dead man's relatives that they meant
business. No court case ensued and, even during police
questioning the trail did not lead back to the family involved.

In the village this case is also remembered as unusual. The man was mad,
he transgressed a sense of limits. He had the people's sympathy, including
a sense of admiration, but he knew he would die as soon as he stepped into
the compound. His unusual behaviour however forced the family concerned to
articulate the otherwise unvoiced threat, that even a verbal assault on
their privileged position would not be tolerated. The case is often cited
by the poor, to illustrate to what lengths the elite are prepared to go
under pressure.
In spite of this, poor, usually unemployed young men, seek an opportunity to prove themselves in this arena, and seek means to test the limits of
the elite's endurance. These attempts are not suicidal, although they can
easily get out of hand.

A young man - in the opposition party - initiated a small
library on an (unmarked) border in the village. This area
lay between the influence and control of two parties. It
was in a section where the Rural Development Society had
been improving the roads, placing an extra well etc. as it
was considered to be the domain of the political party at
present in power.
Therefore the modest mud and cadjan house with its meagre
supply of books, was interpreted as a major provocation to
the recently established authority of the other half of
the comminity. After several lesser incidents, the "library" was burned down and the young man murdered. Again
police enquiries failed to get to the bottom of it.
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In many other cases the violent basis of village power politics comes to
the surface in the form of vertical links and forms of patronage.

For example when a Communist M.P. managed to enforce the
legally recognized limits of landownership to 50 acres (as
became law under the Socialist government) and redistribute this land to landless villagers, it was understood they
were all of his party and would pawn the rubber trees to a
leading supporter and elite family of the village.
At the next elections the M.P. of the opposing party
pointed out the illegal benefits gained by the Communist
leader. After he was elected, he got the responsible
government

department involved

to declare the trees

diseased, after which they were all cut down. Each plot of
land was further re-divided, and each "Communist" family
had to share its portion of barren land with a "UNP"
family.
On the surface this is presented as an expansion of a
scheme for the landless. Within the village the M.P.1s
counter-action

is expected

soon after elections and

recognized for what it is: the necessity

to show the

political opponents of his own class where he stands, and
demonstrate his strength and potential to friends and
foes.

These serious clashes are accompanied by many of a less dramatic nature,
and finally by many jokes - bitter in undertone - on the existing powerrelations in the village. When the people described these instances to me,
and those I witnessed for myself, they always distinguished

between

actions of the village factions (thus basically concerning the elite) and
those in which they as poor people were more directly involved. Thus even
if one needed one's vertical links at times, it was regarded chiefly as
the way the game was played, rather than that one had sincere faith in
one's "benefactor". Basically the poor always ended their analysis by
saying "the rich will always stick together, their fighting is not really
serious. In the final instance they will support each other and oppose
us". It is in this context that the 1971 Insurgency and the foreign
leftist ideas, speaking of revolution and justice, have captured the
imagination of many of the younger people in the village.
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This arena of village conflict Is primarily a world of men In which
women seldom directly participate, although they are alert spectators. If
not commentators, of the events. In the day-to-day contacts between women
coir workers and their traders, both men and women, the power relationship
does not take these violent forms; It is expresed more euphemistically, as
are the forms of resistance. Women who buy husks from various traders and
sell to another have the most straightforward, commercially-based relationship. But those who obtain husks on credit and sell back to the same
trader, are involved in a far more intricate connection. In the first
place they cheat the trader as much as they can; secondly they must
display polite, respectful behaviour to the trader and her/his family.
However, the women, who hire out their labour as cook, cleaner, to empty
husk-pits or other odd jobs, have entered a sphere in which power-relationships are repeatedly euphemized and misrecognized. The poor woman
comes to offer her "help", as she knows the woman-trader needs it especially that day. The trader pays her - always seemingly a little extra as she knows the problems the other faces at home. The employer in this
case is the type who understands to offer a second meal to take back home,
when the other says she is not hungry after her work and cannot eat the
offered meal. She understands the poor woman's signal that she needs more
food for her children and husband. Similarly if the woman brings her
youngest child along, her employer will also feed it.
Thus the interaction remains devoid of the earlier described violence
and threats, but nevertheless subtle expressions of power-inequalities are
clearly apparent. If the woman worker appears too often with the child, or
signals for extra meals too regularly, the woman trader will apologetically claim to have no work; no reject clothes; no cash for pawning; no time
to meet her husband to induce him to employ the other's husband etc.
Likewise the woman trader can sit in a chair on the river bank, gently
playing with her children - occasionally even petting the woman workers'
children - while the latter stands in the pit removing the husks. Both
women know clearly that the trader is only present to inhibit the theft of
husks.
Basically the only security the poor woman has is the need felt by the
wealthy woman feels to cover up the unequal character of their relationship. This is for her the only indication that the other regards their
relationship as one of long term, enabling her to make demands acceptable
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within such a matron/client relationship.31 Placing the long-term investment in her, on the other hand, is the woman-trader's best security that
she won't steal, either husks or in the house.
However peaceful and "balanced" this relationship is, as described by
the trader ("What can you do - you just find a few jobs because you
sympathise"), the woman worker will quickly summarize the inequalities of
her disadvantaged but not powerless position, if asked in private and on a
basis of trust. She will add that she has no other option - usually she
has no, or a non-earning, husband and several small children. She will
also point out that part of the "deal" is that on the surface she denies
the exploitative nature of the relationship vis-a-vis the woman trader.
She will even be expected to go to the extent of giving regular expressions of her "affection" for her employer ("I make this dish as it is her
favourite" etc). As a token of her commitment to the matron-client relationship she has to provide bits of gossip, for instance on her co-workers. Thus she will "tell" if others try to cheat the trader. One is not
proud of the latter activity, although it is admitted.
These examples indicate that, although relations between the rich and
poor are marked by different types of power-relationships, even the more
subtle never for a second appear legitimate in the eyes of the most
vulnerable who have to undergo them.

Counterpoint on class

In the previous sections I have attempted to balance the power-base of the
privileged class of (accumulating) productive property, permanent employment or trade, with a need of a "discourse" or "sense of legitimacy" which
justifies in the eyes of all these advantages in the hands of a few.
Although in absolute terms of productive property and capital-^ the "Pohosath Minissu" are probably more often than not expanding their wealth,
this sense of legitimacy has not kept pace. Rich people do not feel comfortable in displaying their wealth in the village and make serious attempts to appear less affluent than they are.

31) For an in-depth study of changing patron-client relationships see
Breman 1974 (Gujarat, India). For a debate on the nature of patronage and
further references in the latin American context see Huizer 1972: 14-19.

32) Especially after the current government's liberal policies and dilutions of socialist legislation of landownership.
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The previous total acceptance of the justification for their wealth has
gradually made way for a struggle whereby the wealthy make fewer attempts
to justify a legitimacy vis-a-vis severely underprivileged people. Slowly
the context of a shared sense of reality, or Gramsci's hegemony of control, is being shifted. What their parents could achieve in a total
absence of force now appears more arbitrary to the have-nots. Furthermore
this heterodox discourse has become so dominant that the wealthy have had
to come to terms with the realization of this other's existence. In other
words the "heterodox view" on social relations in the village has strengthened and can now be termed a "counterpoint" of substantial importance.
In Bourdieu's terms a process of the "awakening of political consciousness" is taking place:

Private experiences undergo nothing less than a "change
of state" when they recognize themselves in the public
objectivity

of an already

constituted discourse, the

objective sign of recognition of their right to be spoken
and to be spoken publically. (Bourdieu 1977: 170)

Subsequently the wealthy are losing the ability to determine the content
of the legitimate discourse in the village and find they have to invest
more and more resources in maintaining their privileges. Substantial
financial investments, social networks of alliances and time are required
in order to have allies when conflicts occur, while any "insolence" - read
surfacing of the arbitrariness of their view-point by the under-privileged - has to be answered successfully if one's position is not to deteriorate further. The same applies to conflicts with other elite families.
In the arena of struggle, any weakness on their side will be noted and
lead to more open mockery, gossip, ridicule, even insults and theft by the
have-nots, led by the "daring" young men."
As the forms of resistance become more vocal and visible in the village,
the forms of domination require a growing degree of open violence, which
exposes what Bourdieu terms "the disenchanted

economy of naked

self

interest" (Bourdieu 1977: 196). In turn this leads to transformations in
the habitus of people from the different classes. Just as it becomes more
"natural" for exponents of the wealthy to inflict greater degrees of open

33) In the example of the small village library for instance, plans and
actions must be planned carefully - also to avoid involvement with the
police.
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violence, so it becomes part of "common sense" (and subsequent "strategies") for the poor to expect them and to answer them as adequately as
they can.
To a certain extent this same process is operating within the classes of
rich and poor themselves - in the sense that physical violence has become
one of the regular "tools of conflict", to which one resorts as a matter
of course:

A city-based school inspector, from another part of the
country and with a privileged background, related to me
how dumbfounded she was when visiting a school in one of
the coastal villages. One of the teachers was missing, and
when asked, the children off-handedly informed her that in
the course of a village feud one teacher had murdered the
other. They added, not to worry, as they were managing
with their lessons more or less.

The use of (physical) violence has also become part of local party politics. Over the last 20 to 30 years party politics and the figure of the
M.P. (Member of Parliament) has gained in influence in village affairs. An
elected M.P. has a series of "supporters" who worked for him during the
elections and who afterwards have to be "rewarded" in the widest sense:
jobs, trainings; backing of various kinds during conflicts with others
etc. These supporters are found in each village and also serve as effective informants for the M.P. as they know their villages well. The strategies of control and the degree of ruthlessness displayed by this emerging
force have proved to fit the village reality more adequately than the
series of government appointed administrators (see also Perera 1985)
Currently the power of an M.P. is scarcely based on the "justness" or on
his analysis of potential improvements for his electorate: on the contrary, his ability to build up wealth for himself and his followers, added to
his success in destroying or "keeping his opponents down" have become a
much commoner criterion. In the process the margins between so-called
legal and illegal strategies have become very thin indeed. More than one
murder case was unofficially attributed to the orders of the M.P. during
my research in 1977-79, and latter years show only an increase in intimidation. With the recent initiation of Home-Guards, as an addition to the
police, the usual gang of "body-guards and supporters" have gained in
legitimacy. The past year marks the emergence from the J.V.P. of several
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splinter-groups, terming themselves the "Progressive People's Front" and
the like, who, on the basis of the ethnic conflict in Sri Lanka, have
uttered threats to the M.P.'s (and others), one of whom stepped down in
September '87. These developments contain all the hall-marks of swiftly
escalating violence in the coming years.
Of course the struggles and conflicts in the village are by no means
always between the privileged and non-privileged, although I have emphasized those In order to draw out the emergence of a counterpoint. I do not
wish to Imply that a clear-cut "class for itself" in the Marxian sense
(Marx, Engels 1975: 211) is emerging. Research done by Perera (1985) and
Alexander (1982) also contradicts this view. My point is that the existence of a small number of privileged next to the large number of have-nots
is no longer seen as legitimate. In other words, for the have-nots their
low position in the hierarchy is by no means internalized as just or
immutable, although some doubts are still voiced. Poor people not only
aspire to, but feel justified in their demands for better lives and
socially higher positions (e.g. teachers) for their children. Simultaneously this interpretation transforms the wealthy into oppressors and an
M.P. and his followers into little less than thugs in their eyes.·^ To
counter this situation the under-privileged have to choose between various
individual and collective strategies. Which one is selected at a certain
moment has less to do with an ascribed degree of "false consciousness",
than with the dynamics of choice, described by Bourdieu's concepts of
"strategies" and to a certain extent "habitus". People are not unable to
think of a collective response, but - given the current dynamics - it
seems an unrealistic option, or at best, one containing a higher degree of
risk than individual action.
A second point is that this sphere of increasing blatant oppression and
resistance is mainly a world of men. To a large extent women

remain

spectators: even if they stimulate action, they seldom become the primary
actors themselves. In the "Duppath Minissu" both men and women share the
heterodox outlook on village reality, but it is the men, more often the
young ones, who actively oppose the orthodoxy of the elite's position.
Women are faced with different types of violence and power, and subse-

34) See f o r example Breman 1974: 257: "It is the aggregate of inequality economic and political - along with social polarization that forms the
basis for a growing collective perception of injustice even if fear of
sanctions usually limits any expression of it to verbal avowals during
encounters in their own hamlets".
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quently develop different strategies to oppose them. Within the village,
it becomes more and more essential for a woman to have the protection of a
man (husband, brothers or father) in order to live safely.
When the (young) men attempt to outwit the wealthy, or purloin part of
their resources, these do so in order to establish themselves amongst
their own peer-group. They are often "strategies of honour", related to a
perception of self, rather than for calculated economic gain or survival.
In fact the degree of success in ridiculing the wealthy is usually reflected in the absence of possible personal gain. The momentum for this
counterpoint is further strengthened by various influences from outside
the village, while the past also offers counterpointal elements from which
the current generation can draw.
In the first place, the emergence of left-wing political ideologies and
movements, both abroad and at home, and the (aborted) 1971 Insurgency all
form powerful forces which further strengthen the heterodox discourse of
the have-nots. The fact that members of the 1971 Insurgency were nicknamed
"Che's", is but one small example of the international orientation of the
movement. Revolution and change in fact occur in other parts of the world:
the many jokes about the rich and the small incidents of resistance were
lifted out of their local context and placed on a wider platform of
conflict.
Secondly, the education boom from the 1950's onwards, strongly supported
during the periods of socialist rule, not only created high aspirations
for young educated people, it also gave them a different sense of reality,
whereby the village was not only oppressive, but also backward. Often the
village trader became ridiculous through his lack of education or knowledge of the outside world.
Thirdly, apart from these modern trends, certain heritages and developments in the past likewise offer "a logic" or "an experience" which
counteracts the propagated orthodoxy. As a major influence from the past
one can think of the long-term effect of periods of colonial rule. The
arbitrariness of the foreign governments and the appointment of intermediaries initiated the first attacks on the traditionally

established

feudal rule. In the British era this process was consolidated. In 1830 the
basis of the feudal ruler vis-a-vis the villager was destroyed with the
abolishment of "Rajakariya", or "free labour", due to feudal families.
Further, the British alternately re-established the old Mudaliyars, or
deposed them and appointed others, often flouting the traditional hierarchy, and finally, the government administration introduced by the British
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was based on the myth of "equality and consensus". Government servants
should be "reasonable"; Interactions between (European) Government Agents
with the "people" were decreed and policies should be adjusted accordingly. Experiments were made In the villages, for example the Initiation of
"Village councils", while the Ceylonese were gradually given the opportunity to join the civil service. One should not classify these forms of
"democratization" too highly, but the ideals served to provide an alternative to the former exclusively feudal rule.
Also from the heritage of indigeneous sources, such as Buddhism, folklore and tales from the past, counterpointal elements - discrediting
hierarchy, ridiculing the foolishness of leaders who believe in their own
superiority - are found repeatedly. These Buddhist values and tales of the
past are told to the children and form part of the common, if contradictory, upbringing of every child, whereby hierarchy is simultaneously enforced and discredited.
To-day these various counterpoints have fused and accorded the "Duppath
Minissu" a public legitimacy to their own totally separate Identity and
destiny, as apart from the rich and powerful, while the latter have lost
the legitimacy of their high hierarchical position in the process.
Although heterodox discourse has gained so much momentum, the level of
doxa - namely the credibility of hierarchy itself as an organizing principle of society - has remained largely untouched. So also the hierarchy
in relationships like that of gender, has remained undisputed and undiscussed.
In the next section I will attempt to answer the question how this
emerging counterpoint on class can be compared with a counterpoint on
gender, while in the last chapter (on strategies of resistance and organization) the consequences of these differences will be discussed.

4.4.1

Women Coir Workers and counterpoint on gender

To begin with I will describe the diverse work-relations between the women
and their traders, as background to:

-

The different dependency-relations which developed
within this home-based industry.
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The degree of atomlsation and disorganization caused by
these dependency-relations among the women workers.35

This background is intended to provide a context for a discussion on the
counterpoint of gender, as it exists in the minds of the women themselves.
Hierarchy among coir workers
One can broadly distinguish the following levels of (in)dependence amongst
the women workers, although the vast majority would be categorized as
"Duppath Minissu" in table 2 (see page 255).
The first category of women (see table 2.Al) consists of those who are
considered poor, but have nevertheless remained independent in their po
verty. They have managed to build one or more small husk-pits, in which
they keep an irregular supply of husks for retting.
These pits hold a maximum of 500 to 1000 husks, and many are empty most
of the year.36 Of the 114 rope-makers, 25 claimed to own pits, but only б
(5,2%) actually had their pits filled at the time of the survey. Pits are
filled in various ways. Some women own a few coconut trees, while others
collect the husks of coconuts used daily for cooking purposes in various
households in the village. In 1978 the price was Rs. 0/01 per dry husk.
One widow managed to keep her pit filled with 500 to 1000 husks all year
by sending a child daily to collect the left-over husks. Others steal
amounts of husks regularly from the traders' pits. When emptying a pit for
a trader some women manage to leave a small portion of husks under water.
At night they (or their male relatives) seize the opportunity to empty the
pit fully. Only women living near the river-bank can do this, as the pit35) Due to the village base of the industry, small variations in produc
tion and organization of the work can be found along the south coast. At
times husks are retted in the sea instead of river-pits, which makes it
feasible for poorer women to ret their own husks. Since the British co
lonial period, one has to pay rent for river-pits, which is currently
remitted to the Town Council each year.
Sometimes the yarn is weighed per bundle instead of bought per length,
while husks are split into smaller or larger pieces (4 to 7/8 or even 12)
in various places. These variations are unimportant for the structural
level of exploitation, but, in practice, they offer different strategies
of resistance for the women. In fact many of the variations are the out
come of the struggle between traders and their workers.
36) ]?or every pit a miaimum rent is required by the Town Council each
year.
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owners keep a close watch. If caught, they have difficulties in obtaining
this work again for some time. At times a trader gives away small amounts
of husks of bad quality to the women who have emptied his pits.
These women own their raw material, which enables them to sell their
rope to any trader they choose. It brings in a greater profit - raw husks
cost half the price of retted ones. As the content of their pits is so
small they are regularly obliged to augment their income by buying soaked
husks. In this category also one finds the women who have less financial
necessity to make rope as their husbands earn a steady income, at times
women belonging to families termed "Samanya Minissu" can be found in this
category. Nevertheless they make rope to provide an income of their own,
and also to avoid being classified as "uppish" by their less fortunate
neighbours.
The second category of women (see table 2,A2) is formed by those who are
partly dependent on the trader; they own no pits, but have the means to
buy soaked husks. As they pay in cash for the small amounts bought (100,
500 to 1000), they retain the freedom to decide what type of rope to make
and to which trader to sell (21%). The relative independence of women in
this category Is hampered by the fact that traders dislike selling the
small amounts of husks these women can afford to buy. Those who nevertheless consent to sell on a small scale are approached by the coir workers;
when several have agreed to be potential buyers and the trader is convinced they can pay, he has a pit opened. This process demands considerable
Investment of time from the women concerned. They have to make frequent
trips to various traders to arrange the transaction. Those who have
earlier failed to pay the trader have a harder deal convincing him anew.
Regularly disputes arise between the women when dividing the available raw
material. These working women must remain on good terms with the trader
and be prepared to do an odd job without payment occasionally. The traders
tend to give preference to those women who are (poorer) family relations.
The women complain that over the last few years the sale of retted husks
is dwindling, forcing some to buy on credit.
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Table 2

Wamn c o i r woritara. apeclfied by varioua lévela of participation In the ropeпакідд iaduatry^

Type of

Financial background of

уалі-інкіод

c o i r workers

1) Itechanized

λ . Independent coir wotkera:

apinning

Ntiobeia

Peroantagea

caah purdiaae:
Al. P i t cunera purdiaaing пвг huska

6

5.2%

24

21 %

22

19.2%

21

18.4%

A2. Nan-pit cunera purchasing
retted husks

B.

IntenrerKate

Category

Purdiaaing alternately on cash
and c r e d i t tema

Deppndpnt oolr workers:
credit terns
Obtaining retted husks on credit
terms

2) Hand
apinning

Dl, Purdiasing retted huska (n cash
tenus

8

7 %

33

29 %

D2. Obtaining retted husks en credit
terms, ілсі. a minority of wanen
who usually coly hire themselves
<xit as pit cleaners and/or husk
hammerers to others

Total

114

100 %

37) Based on a sample of 161 households (1 rope-making woman per house
hold is counted). In 27% of the households women (45) are engaged in
activities other than горе-making. The wives of small traders are among
them. See Risseeuw 1980: 82/91.
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A second major group of women is formed by those who alternately opt for
buying husks and obtaining them on credit (19.2%). Some women regularly
switch both systems, at times giving priority to spend their financial
resources on other items, and therefore opting for a credit relation with
a trader. When the opportunity arises (availability of cash or husks),
they will buy their raw material. Over the last few years this second
category has increased in numbers, as the rising cost of raw material has
forced several women to enter a credit relation with a trader, thus losing
their relative independence.
The third main category is formed by those women who buy their soaked
husks on credit from certain traders and who subsequently have to sell
their rope back to them (18.4%). These women are completely dependent on
the trader for the initial supply; for the amount of husks, and for the
price paid. The relationship between these women and their traders is the
most intricate one of all. The credit-traders usually have a small nucleus
of women, with whom they have had dealings for several years and whom they
will always supply. This unequal relationship takes on characteristics of
the matron/client nature as was described earlier. At a time of financial
crisis in the family these steady workers can ask the trader for a loan
(at 20% interest) and will be more likely to receive it than those who
haven't established a like relationship. The entrepreneurs also at times
help by trying to find a servant's job in Colombo for one of the women's
children or relatives. On the other hand she is expected to do many an odd
job for the trader or his wife. She will be asked to help prepare a meal,
clean the house, run errands, etc. Especially if the traders are women
themselves, a great degree of intimacy euphemizes the unequal connection
between the employer and her worker.
In contrast, other credit workers in this category have an openly distrustful relationship with their employer, and tend to switch frequently
from trader to trader. When supplying the retted husks the trader has to
calculate how many ropes can be produced: the worker on the other hand
always claims a lower target. The additional rope produced is sold elsewhere at a 100% profit. In order to prevent this, the more conscientious
trader is obliged to go around the village, checking the women regularly
on their work. He can of course stop the supply but he also needs the
workers. If he acquires a too severe reputation, the credit worker will
switch to another employer. Furthermore as the women and their children
warn each other when he enters their part of the village, his checking is
made almost impossible.
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Women in this category seldom qualify for loans from their traders,
which when the need arises forces them to obtain capital by pawning. Many
a time the money cannot be found to reclaim an article, and bitterness is
just under the surface towards those who have thus acquired the family
jewellery or furniture.
A fourth category of women is formed by those who do not own a spinning
set and spin rope by hand only (36%). A minority among them is formed by
older women, who are cared for by other family members but still prefer to
have a small income of their own (7%). They are supplied with money to buy
their small amounts of husks. 29% of the hand spinners obtain their raw
material on credit. Their relationship with their traders is similar to
those of the credit-workers owning a spinning set, only their production
and profit are even lower.
A minority among them, approximately ten women in the whole village
(although not all represented in the sample), hardly do any spinning by
hand and form the poorest coir-makers of all. Traders consider them too
unreliable and too heavily in debt to provide them with husks regularly
on credit basis. They have no other way of making a living than to offer
themselves as workers to traders and to "more affluent" poor women. They
carry out the most degrading work in the rope-making process, such as
emptying pits or hammering husks.38 This poorest group has great difficulty in feeding their families, in sending their children to school and in
obtaining reasonable housing conditions by village standards. They are
women who have pawned all their rice ration books since the day of issue
and have never seen them since.39 They owe the largest debts to the
traders and at the various village shops. This group is looked down up on
by the others, or at the best pitied. Apart from being the poorest they
are said to have organized their meagre resources badly. They are sometimes even described as being "musala" (bringing misfortune to themselves
and their kith and kin) - one of the worst ways to describe a person.

38) of the 114 rope-makers, 22 never hammer husks themselves and another
15 only do so if they have not enough funds to pay a female labourer. So
in total 37 of 14A women (32.4%) avoid doing the most demeaning jobs in
coir production (if possible).

39) In 1978 a rice ration book was pawned for Rs 40 at the beginning of
the year. Rs 20 halfway through the year. Currently the system is replaced
by Food Stamps, which supply at Rupee-value, rather than by weight as was
the Ration Book System.
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Mobility between categories of coir workers

Like the earlier mentioned class-mobility, the categories of coir workers
within the general class of Duppath Minissu are not static. All women
aspire to, and do achieve, owning their own pits and "hold their heads up
high" in their relations with their traders. Apart from being economically
dependent on the trader for supplies and sales, the shame vis-a-vis one's
own peer group of having to enter in a more or less extensive form of
matron/client relationship is great.
On the other hand, however shameful the credit system or working as a
labourer, it provides an answer to coping with a crushing poverty that has
lasted too long, eroding the stamina to fight one's way out. When a woman,
as sole income-earner faces set-backs like illness of herself or one of
the family, she usually has no choice. The recent growth of numbers in the
intermediate category (see table 2) indicate that more and more women are
fighting a losing battle in this respect. If the trend for traders to sell
their (un)retted husks in bulk outside the village to the (semi)mechanized
processing centres of crushers and/or decorticators (which the government
has been setting up with mixed success since 1982) continues, the expectation is that women will enter credit relations in increasing numbers, if
they are to find work at all.

Atomization between workers

The vast majority of the sampled women - 87Z - spin yam

with family

members only (Rlsseeuw 1980: 91). Women choose their family rather than
"outsiders" to minimize possibilities of disagreements, while the earnings
are kept in the family. A minority (13%) works with one outsider at least,
a neighbour, a friend or a child, who is asked to turn the wheel. The
reasons are negative: an outsider is asked if no family

members are

available or willing. Such a relationship is problematic in an economy of
scarcity:

- Who is to repair the spinning set if it breaks down? Not all the women
work with it for equal periods.
- How to divide the income from the ropes? Some women are called back for
home duties more often than others, while some are said to find excuses
to do errands constantly.
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- Some women bring fibre which is insufficiently cleaned, which leads to
dark patches in the yarn and the trader to reduce the buying price.
- When the retted husks brought from the pit are divided arguments can
arise as to whom is getting an unfair proportion of the inferior or
"hard" husks, which have been the top layer of the pit.

Not that such arguments (and many more) do not arise with family members,
but with "outsiders" there are fewer chances to make peace again: in the
family one has no choice but to do so.
These relatively

small conflicts are an expression of the strongly

individualistic outlook, developed because of the manner in which the
home-based industry is organized. The scarcity of resources, the reliance
on vertical links and the (theoretical) chance of upward mobility are at
the root of this individualism. The inflation of husk prices, which has
accelerated since 1978, has only worsened its effect. The work system
constantly divides the interests of the women, so that they have to remain
competitive rather than supportive of each other's efforts. The vertical
links give benefits to a few, and the temptation is great to augment them
by "informing" the trader of other women's cheating on yarn quality. This
individual, competitive outlook - also incorporating a sturdy resilience profoundly affects the strategies selected by the women to fool their
traders, even at times when they face a collective disadvantage.
Due to inflation, or a rise in yarn prices in Colombo, the local village
husk-traders swiftly raise the raw material prices. The most important
trader leads and is followed by the others. The village yarn-traders
profit from rising prices in Colombo, because they do not increase the
women's sales price. Obviously the women workers are caught between the
supplier and buyer and are faced with lower incomes. The credit workers
are the most vulnerable in this situation. If they refuse the lower yarn
prices, they receive no fresh raw material. The women in the first two
categories still have more freedom of action and approach the problem by
pressurizing any vertical links they may possess. Although this is done on
an individual basis, unwittingly they support the interests of all. When
one rope-trader agrees to increase prices, the "independent" workers will
flock to him/her, thereby forcing the other traders to follow.
During ray stay I witnessed this struggle twice in the village, and in
both cases it took approximately two months before the entrepreneur gave
way, by raising the yarn prices, relinquishing the extra profit and
returning to the "normal" percentage (60% to 100%). During these two

265

WOMEN AND POWER TO-DAY

months, those women who have any option reduce or terminate their yarnmaking, seeking substitution in other forms of bread-winning, and as their
numbers grow the trader is forced to adjust. If eventually more women are
forced

to work on a credit-basis, one can assume that this - partly

unwitting - strategy of resistance will become less feasible.
The women's individualistic approach to their work is also reinforced by
the nature of the coir product. When husks are retted and ready

for

processing there is no fixed time to "harvest", as with an agricultural
crop. This deadline can at times be used by agricultural workers to
enforce certain demands. However, an extension of the husk-retting period
with 2/3 months will only Improve the ultimate yarn quality

and the

trader's disadvantage is confined to a lengthening of the turnover rate on
his invested capital. This situation gives the entrepreneur a iron control
over his/her workers, as all know he can hold out longer than they can.
Apart from the atomisation of coir workers, one comes across the permeation in the concept of hierarchy. Women workers - even credit-workers will employ even poorer women to do the dirtiest aspects of coir processing: hammering and/or pitwork. In these situations they offer the same
working conditions as the trader does, although lack of economic resources
will usually

inhibit the development of further characteristics of a

matron/client relationship.

Strategies of resistance

From the previous account it is clear that although the trader represents
power vis-à-vis the women worker, she is resourceful in her individualistic counter-strategies

and thus is not without power herself. Among

village traders it is common knowledge that coir trade requires experience
and dexterity to achieve a profit, both in relation to the workers as well
as the wholesalers. Bargaining, haggling, cheating have long been the
trademark of the industry. During periods of economic recession and
contraction of the coir trade, the exploitative nature of the work-relationship did tend to increase, and slowly forced the workers to invest
more time and effort for relatively less compensation.
Today a woman undertakes every possible form of resistance to her
trader. She prefers to be independent if she has the financial means
thereto, to fool and cheat the trader if she hasn't, and finally to please
him/her if she is economically exceptionally vulnerable. A young girl is
taught by her (female) elders to cheat in rope quantity with the same
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matter-of-factness as she Is taught the household chores. She Is trained
to realize the exploitative nature of the work-relationship, but also to
deny it on the surface. An economically vulnerable woman will also teach
her daughter how to appear "loyal" and get close to the trader and his
family. Knowledge of their habits, food preferences etc. can all be useful
to bend the quality of friendship/intimacy to her own advantage.
Thus, although women are trained to share with men in an adherence to
what was called "the heterodox discourse" of discrediting the wealthy,
they are also taught to respond in a "feminine" rather than "masculine"
way in this context. The intimacy which she is allowed - walking through
most parts of the trader's house and preparing the meals - would never be
accorded to her husband. Unlike him her presence does not contain a potential of physical violence: her aggression is expected to remain "hidden",
consisting of gossip, mockery, cheating or petty thieving at the most.
Compared to her husband she is also expected to show less emotional stress
in subservience, in undergoing the endless lesser and greater humiliations
encompassed in the "closeness" of a vertical relation. Also she feels no
need - unlike the (young) men - to project a sense of daring, of provoking
the entrepreneur, in order to gain recognition within her peer-group. The
idea would seem ridiculous as it could so easily defeat the purpose of the
deceit invested in the relationship: namely of obtaining as much social
and economic security for one's family and oneself as possible.
As we shall see the strategy of deceit rather than revolt reiterates in
her relations with her husband and in-laws. Her margins for open revolt
are more limited than that of men, making deceit of superiors appear no
more and no less than common sense, or in the terms of Bourdieu, part of
her habitus of gender.
Both relationships^ seem characterized by Bourdieu's concept of "symbolic violence". When a coercive force or judicial guarantee is absent, a
way of possessing is created by giving:

the only recognized, legitimate form of possession
is achieved by dispossessing oneself - i.e. obligation, gratitude, prestige and personal loyalty.
(Bourdieu 1977: 195)

40) of the women-trader relations I'm referring only to the dependent
worker in her vertical relation with the trader.

WOMEN AND POWER TO-DAY

267

Nevertheless there is one important difference, which also remains intangible with the application of this concept: the uncertain factor is in
how far the weaker party remains (un)deceived by the nature of the relationship. Although Bourdieu, through this concept of habitus, claims that
both take place simultaneously, this does not solve the problem. A coir
worker is never deceived as such. It is an expression of her vulnerability that she agrees to appear deceived, in contrast to her more independently operating co-worker. The power of the trader lies in the fact
that the woman worker avoids confronting her/him with the ultimate violence of her/his behaviour, as both share a common morality which in the
final instance condemns this form of exploitation. Thus she operates from
a deep awareness of the "illegitimacy" of the trader's behaviour, who, in
spite of his power, cannot stop her thinking in this way. As well as her
relationship with the trader, she can place herself in an opposing "discourse" based on her membership of a distinct group of "Duppath Minissu".
In contrast, as a wife and member of a family (or in-laws), her position
of inequality is also to a degree internalized, thus operating within her
own self. In this relationship Bourdieu's terminology seems to fit, as the
hierarchy of the relationship is both recognized and misrecognized. Here
we are entering the terrain of implicit principles of "doxa", where
decisions do not seem like decisions at all. In this case a woman cannot
place herself mentally in another "discourse", in another group, as her
identity is fused with that of her male relatives. I will return to the
implications

of this difference more fully under the heading of the

discourse on the relations between the sexes.

Sexual division of labour, and a habitus of gender

In the coconut white fibre industry a clear cut sexual division of labour
exists.
Men's work seemed to be associated with implied strength, which at
closer scrutiny seemed to entail a perceived proximity of (acute) danger,
which in its turn appeared fused with the notion of hierarchy and the fact
that traditionally a man in Diga marriage was seen as the head of the
family rather than as its sole provider. Traditionally both men and women
were expected to provide, which is also reflected in the sexual division
of labour of an ancient, relatively unchanged industry as that of white
fibre production.
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Sexual d i v i s i o n of labour

Cooonutfl

- picking
- toddy tapping
- preparing toddy/kassipu
-

Copra-production

HahnaUng

male
forale

- preparing usais with oooonuts

forale

- making roof алгегілд

forale

- carpentry (from coconut timer)

male

- s p l i t t i n g note

male

- аюкіпд oqpra

male

- transport by Inrry/oart

male

-

debusking

forale

male

- transport t y cart

male

- making husk p i t s

male

- cleaning husk p i t s
- f i l l i n g husk p i t s
- aiptying husk p i t s

Coir production

male
famale/male

- debusking (houeehold purposes)

- transport en foot

Coir production

male

male
fonale/male
female

- hannering ratted husks

fanale

- drying fibre

forale

- spinning rope hy hand

forale

- spinning the superior quality by hand

fonale

- spinning rope by machine s i t t i n g
standing
- transport on foot

forale/male
fonale
fannie

(Peiris, Rlsseeuw 1983: 33. For a more detailed description see Rlsseeuw
1980).

On the whole men's jobs were relatively more prestigious and strikingly
better paid: from double to fifteen times more. Kluyver's study in the
1920's shows that this proportional difference was the same 70 years ago.
Furthermore men's duties were more irregular and they were entitled to
more leisure, which was used to talk, discuss village politics, gamble, go
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to films, visit relatives and friends or in doing odd repair jobs. If one
of the rare job-substitutions occurs between the sexes, a man will take
over the least repetitive, or demeaning tasks of the woman while she has
to be content with the least acceptable and lowest paid male occupations.
Male labour is always recognized and is carried out for a fixed wage,
women's labour is characterized by its informal quality. For instance the
female jobs of fibre cleaning and drying are not considered as work,
although they take up considerable time. Any other woman coming in for a
chat will "automatically" help, just as she would with some household
work. The women themselves are usually unaware of how much time is invested in these activities.
Finally, all women's duties are characterized by a restricted mobility.
Her place of work is close to the home/compound; she moves around on foot,
while only older women go out in the evening, the usual time to sell rope
and obtain money for an evening meal. Man's mobility is not restricted by
geographical or time-factors, which expresses the latitude and the greater
freedom he enjoys.^
Many parallels can be found in comparing the division of household
duties. The notion that the household is a woman's domain in which men do
not participate is incorrect and too simple. Under "normal" conditions
indeed he will not undertake daily repetitive household chores, and he
would be mocked if he did. But if faced with a crisis - f.i. illness of
the wife - husbands will often take over more easily than a woman neighbour or relative, due to the current level of isolation between families,
which is also reflected in the low level of cooperation among the women
themselves. Nevertheless he shies away from the core of these activities,
such as care for breastfed babies, fetching water and collecting firewood.
Children will be co-opted for the latter two activities as they are not
recognized as actual work and are thus too unimportant and demeaning for a
man. Looking after breastfed babies will hardly occur, as this is so
strongly associated with pregnancy and birth that it remains firmly in the
domain of the mother, however ill she might be. If this is really impossible, another woman will bottle-feed the child. That the husband is exonerated in this case can be best understood by taking into account the
continuous time spent with a baby.

41) In a sense a pattern in the use of space emerges: a woman is bound to
the compound, the village and the surface of the earth; but a man may
leave the village (at all times of the day or night), use any vehicle,
climb a tree, go under water to clean husk pits, or sail a (fishing)boat.
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Furthermore, the fact that the baby has to be kept clean plays a role.
Here one touches on an up till now undiscussed part of the woman's life.
In contrast to the man the woman is associated with "impurity" and "dirt"
(Killa). A woman is considered impure when she menstruates or gives birth.
She is closely associated with keeping her offspring clean, removing their
excrements from the compound and cleaning the toilet if the family has
one.
Thus, as in coir, in the household women are associated with the "lowest", most repetitive and dirty tasks, confined
regularly

to the compound

and

unrecognized even as work. That women themselves experience

household work as repetitive and dull becomes apparent not only through
their comments, but also by the fact that wealthier women always employ
servants for these household chores, while they concentrate on the more
pleasurable tasks of looking after the children. A similar distribution of
work is apparent between the mother and the daughter-in-law.
Secondly, while it is expected of women to care and nurture the old and
sick, a husband only steps in at times of acute need, e.g. finding transport for the sick at night. He will escort them to hospital under these
conditions, as he is under obligation to protect his wife and offspring
against danger and physical violence. During the day however many husbands
would not get involved in such an errand. It needs the element of the
night, the danger, before it seems logical for them to participate.
Thirdly, in contrast to the daily activities, less regular duties which
bear less drudgery and are not restricted to the compound are accepted by
the husband. He will wash his own clothes, play with and carry the young
children around, do the special purchases in the large town. As the women
say: "I buy the little things, while my husband buys the big things".
Although both women and men depreciate the household work in their own
fashion, it is probably not accidental that during my research several
(older) women were living alone, thereby missing the protection and
support of husbands, whereas no man lived alone. Even if unmarried he was
part of a larger household containing women, and never had to breach "a
sense of limits", in which he would be compelled to fulfill his own
household needs.
From the parallels in work-division in and outside the home indications
of the content of "habitus" can be drawn, which is not the same as describing role-models. Unlike role-models which are seen as structures
"habitus" is seen as a mediator between structure and practice. It consists of a system of durable, transposable dispositions; inclinations
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which endlessly engender thoughts, perceptions, experiences, actions, and
whose limits are set by the historical and socially situated conditions of
its production (see 3.5.2). It created a way of being and makes certain
practices iamediately forseeable and intelligible to the group of people
possessing the same dispositions - thus they are taken for granted. That
men cannot "stoop down" in the widest sense, without experiencing severe
emotional stress is at the core of the habitus In this context. The
principle that he is "higher" than a woman, and more specifically his
wife, permeates the actions, thoughts and emotions of both men and women.
Handling dirt, faeces, cleaning toilets, being impure, doing repetitive,
relatively less prestigious work, which often lacks the status of work as
such or "prestige" of the proximity of danger, is the female expression of
the principle of gender hierarchy. This is taken for granted by both men
and women, whatever specific activities are enacted by specific Individuals. Thus whether women give birth or not, bring up children or not,
have paid employment or only work in the house, this core-principle gives
people a sense of limits in the widest interpretation of the term. It also
offers a legitimate transgression of these limits. For example, a woman
can educate herself, obtain a high post and operate on a social level in
which she is the superior of many men of lower background and achievements. But if she marries, her selected partner should be slightly "superior" to her in achievements and background for the match to be considered well-chosen and promising.
If one attempts to surface this principle in a concrete situation and
exceed "transgresseable limits", one is entering the terrein of doxa and
can expect to evoke strong reactions from both sexes. Opposing or transgressing the principle of hierarchy in relation to the sexes lacks the
momentum of a counterpoint or heterodox discourse. Mockery of men; revolt
against men; expressions of anger and madness are all apparent among women
who as individuals attempt to come to terms with the principle of gender
hierarchy. But they are seen by both sexes as "private experiences"; they
are not part of an already constituted discourse - they remain isolated
occurrences - and thus lack the legitimacy (the heterodoxy) of public
expression.

Discourse on the relations between the sexes

The described sexual division of labour, both outside and inside the home,
is not only socially, but also symbolically sanctioned. One cannot spend
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long in a Sinhalese village without witnessing (c)overt hostility between
the sexes, or hearing the justifications put forward (mostly by men) on
the "soundness" of the existing gender hierarchy.
In this context it is impossible to do full justice to the complexity of
the ideological material, but I will refer briefly to the writings of
several scholars of Sinhalese social and spiritual life in order to give
an impression of the nature of the existing discourse. For instance, as
far back as the 1960's Obeyasekere wrote extensively on the conceived
superiority and purity of males versus the inferiority and impurity of
females. His writings and those of others (Kapferer 1983, Yalman 1971:
Aroarasingham 1978; Obeyesekere 1963a, 1984) leave the current political
rhethoric on sexual equality sounding hollow and distant from the minds
and lives of the villagers. The initial differentiation between sons and
daughters starts even before a child is born; a boy is thought to remain
ten months in the womb and to entail a more difficult delivery than a
girl. Likewise mothers believe that boys require more breastmilk, care
and nourishment during their youth: they should not be left crying too
long as babies, out of fear that they will become impotent. The possibility of baby girls becoming infertile if left to cry does not arise. "You
can easily leave them crying" women say smilingly. Although all children
are treated with indulgence and love, a girl is trained from a young age
for her serving role as a wife and mother. She helps her mother with the
daily chores and tending the younger children, while the young son is left
free to roam around the compound and village.
When she menstruates for the first time, her "Coming of Age Ceremony"
marks not only the onset of her fertility, but also her inherent impurity.
She is taught to guard her virginity and honour, a responsibility she
carries alone in contrast to the young men, from whom the moral code does
not require a similar virginal behaviour. Traditionally, or ideally, a
marriage is planned for both sexes by their parents, although in this
process a girl is accorded less freedom of choice than a boy. In the South
of Sri Lanka it is still customary for a mother-in-law to check the
nuptial bed for signs of the bride's lost virginity. If the girl's virginity

is established, elaborate positive approval follows; negative

proof brings shame on the bride, which does not leave her for the rest of
her life.
For a more detailed description of how a woman's inferiority is expressed during her life-cycle I refer to my earlier publication (Risseeuw 1980:
108-132). The guide-lines are clearly defined:
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She is devoted, faithful, a person who does not question
her husband, but merely obeys him. A good wife should not
even look her husband in the face, but look aside when
addressing him. She should not trample the mat he sleeps
on. She must look after the interests of husband

and

children, and see that the latter are fed and clothed. She
should regularly and faithfully cook the family meals,
never take offence at her husband even if he is idle and
never hurt him by word or deed (Obeyesekere 1963a: 326).

In spite of this men complain about the reality of women: they are incapable of idealism and fidelity; their seductiveness is feared, as they
are sexually easily aroused and thus threaten the stability of the family;
they are untrustworthy; they are "jara" (unclean) during their menstrual
periods, as well as during childbirth. A woman is of low birth (pahatjati), unlike the noble (utum) jati of the man; her birth as a woman is a
result of bad karma (sin), but once b o m as a woman it is very difficult
to achieve malehood in subsequent births (Obeyesekere 1963a: 326).
The virtues of submissiveness, motherhood and self-effacing caring are
the highest ideals attainable In womanhood, and there are many examples in
Sinhalese history and mythology (Vihara Mara Devi being one of the most
outstanding, Seneviratne 1969). Likewise negative examples abound of a
women transgressing her womanly boundaries, asserting her sexuality, her
will-power and her desire to rule, and thereby leading to the downfall of
her family or even her people (Queen Anula; Kuweni. - See Risseeuw 1980:
chapter 6; Amarasingham 1978).
As Obeyesekere stressed, although women are conceived to be socially
inferior, they are also seen as psychologically powerful

(Obeyesekere

1984: 454) and are therefore, paradoxically, also feared by the men who
dominate them.
The hierarchy between men and women does not stand on its own. It is
deeply embedded in the pyramidal structure of a world termed by Obeyesekere

"the Little Tradition", or religion of the Sinhalese masses, as

distinct, but not dissimilar, form the "Great Tradition" of the scriptures of Theravada Buddhism (Obeyesekere 1963b). Within this conceptual
framework, Buddha is in a sense "living" and the supreme being of the
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Pantheon.^2 in prayers he is not directly propitiated, but "some notion of
his presence" will be addressed. Just below the Buddha is the King of
Gods, Sakkra, or protector of the Sasana (Universal Buddhist Church:
Obeyesekere 1963c: 9), who is constantly referred to in the myths although seldom or never directly addressed. These two supreme beings are
followed by a great number of guardian and district deities. These gods
are substantially inferior to the Buddha, although they are conceived to
become Buddhas In births to come.
Then there are the human beings - men above women; rich above poor; high
caste above low caste - due to the greater degree of "merit" amassed in
former lives, enabling them to be wealthy and or comfortable in this.
Humans are followed by the animal world, after which one enters the
degraded world of Demons and finally spirits such as "peretahs" and
ghosts. The latter two are considered sinful and inferior. They are born
into this low status because of their bad karma. In myths they are portrayed as caught up in a vicious circle of being compelled to do evil,
thereby increasing the load of sin which will once more cause them to be
reborn to this low status.
So one sees how deeply a woman's inferiority is consolidated within the
symbolic world, although this world must not be seen as immutable through
the past

(Risseeuw 1987a). However history, mythology and the famous

Jataka Kata concedes one positive role for a woman, which must be briefly
mentioned

to complete this short overview. This concerns the revered

mother-figure and her great love for her children, especially her sons.
Examples from Buddhist history are Queen Maya, the beautiful and pious
woman who was the Mother of the Lord Buddha: Prajapati who became his
stepmother after Maya's death; and Anula who was the first woman in Sri
Lanka to join the Sangha initiated by the Buddha. The Mahavansa also
contains instances of mother love and great service by women, of which

* 2 ) According to the "Great Tradition", or doctrinal Theravada Buddhism
of the Pali Cannon, Buddha no longer exists, as he has achieved Nirvana.
"Cognitively then the Buddha is viewed as a non-being, psychologically he
is perceived as human" (1963c: 5-8).

WOMEN AND POWER TO-DAY

275

Vihara Maha Devi is the most striking example.^3 But it is the decision to
step down after using her capacities that remains the crucial point in
the positive sanctioning of the woman's role. If she uses her accredited
insight for her own benefit, her intelligence is termed cunning and is
severely censured, as in the well-known case of Queen Anulla, whose
behaviour led to the downfall of her people. In the Jataka Kata one sees a
strikingly similar polarization of women's roles. Many stories portray her
fickle nature and her inherent inability to rule successfully and thereby
enter the world of men.**
This final condemnation on a woman, conceived as inferior, who asserts
herself rather than the interests of those she should serve - her husband
and family - while creating a pedestal for the women who use their abilities through motherhood, is at the core of diffusing any development of a
counterpoint, a heterodoxy on gender. Not only men, but women too have to
a large extent internalized this dichotomy, which even if one does not or
cannot adhere to it in one's own life, remains the matrix through which
one's own actions and those of other women are judged. In the case of
gender, the legitimacy of heterodoxy is complex and has not attained the
momentum of the earlier described counterpoint on class. In the next
section forms of resistance undertaken by women will be discussed.

*3) When her husband is too weak and effeminate to fight the Tamils (who
are Hindus), she encourages her famous son Dutugemmunu to become a strong,
brave man, who redeems the island for Buddhism. Any villager can describe
the scene when one day Dutugemmnunu was crouching on his bed after refusing his father's request to refrain from fighting the Tamils and his mother tenderly asked him why he did not lie down comfortably. He answered
there was no room; on one side there was the sea and on the other the
Tamil Kindgom. She then accompanies him on his military ventures, and
guides him to victory. The Mahavansa describes her as pious, beautiful,
self-controlled and keen-witted; as a woman without blemish from the
golden age. She is the perfect daughter, wife, mother and also a benevolent lay attendant of the monks, seeing to their daily needs. She earned
this high reputation by never forgetting her place as a woman. After the
victory she gracefully stepped down to allow her son to become King and
rule the island.
^4) The Jataka Stories, stories of Buddha's former births. Translated
from Pali by Francis and Neil under editorship of Cobwell. Pali Text
Society 1957. F.i. the following legends: no. 32, 61, 62, 63, 64, 66, 102,
120, 145, 318, 374, 402, 433, 436, 537.
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Counterpoint on gender

There was once a king who was lonely and bored In his
palace. He could not find a woman whom he wanted аз a
wife, till one day he saw a beautiful girl from a very
poor family, living In the woods. He made her a princess
and married her. After some years he was bored with her
again and told her to leave. She refused and claimed she
wanted to stay with him in the palace. They fought and one
day he said "I'm going off to sleep and when I wake up I
don't want to see you again. You may take one object that
four men can carry out of the palace".
What did the woman do? After several attempts at guessing,
the answer to the story is given. She had the four men
carry her sleeping husband on his bed out of the palace to
the forest, while she herself remained in the palace for
ever after.
This one of the many riddles/stories women asked me to solve, in the
evenings sitting in front of the house with the children. It was of course
told far more elaborately and amusingly than the above precis and the
woman's solution made all of us burst out laughing. Some can hardly stop,
as the story's solution is so obvious and so impossible at the same time.
The woman does not contradict her husband, which she indeed should never
do, but succeeds in fooling him within the bounds he has the power to set.
Stories like this are not usually told when (many) men are present and
women will not laugh so loudly if men do happen to be there.
Women among themselves often joke about men and listen to each other's
problems at home, although actual support is seldom given outside family
circles. Women expect other women to cope individually with such difficul
ties, although, at the same time, they recognize the similarities with
their own situations as wives, daughters(-in-law) and mothers. For example
if a woman is beaten by her husband many women will sympathise, but she
will also be critisized for having strayed from the womanly ideals of
submission to her husband. If confronted by the husband, women will
usually refrain from giving any indication that they know what happens at
home. This is not "done"; it shames the man, it shames the woman, and most
of all it only gets the wife another beating. In the village such beatings
are expected. If one asks which wives are not beaten, one receives a short
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swift answer of a only a few names. Most women have figured this out In
their minds already, so It requires little thought.*'
Although direct criticism or abuse of a husband is never expressed to
strangers, a woman easily vents her ambivalence indirectly. The question
if one would wish to be born a woman in one's next birth is answered
negatively by most women. Excepting one or two younger ones who have jobs
and a (reasonable) education, all state vehemently that they would prefer
to be men, if they got the chance. Although all know it is very difficult
to become a man.^ It is only as a man that one can pursue the ideal of
Buddhahood. Women describe the life of men as an easier one than theirs.
They don't have to give birth and they do not menstruate, both expressions
of impurity "kllutu" (Obeyesekere 1963a; 1984); they have no day-to-day
responsibility

for the home; they are not beaten and they have more

freedom of movement. Even if the woman is rich, most of them still claim a
preference to be of the male sex. Only the choice between a clever woman
as opposed to a foolish man could lead women to prefer the former, for how
could a fool make use of his privileges? Here, indirectly, women surface
their ambivalence towards being women and their awareness of a man's
dependence on strength to implement his privileges. Implicit remains that
otherwise his wife and other women will ignore hira.^^
Tension between the spouses is a very recognizable item for many of the
jokes and stories told in the village (Obeyesekere 1963a: 333). Like the
man from a coir village, who coaxed a young girl to become his wife by
promising her this special wooden club, which, if one hammered with it,
would create gold. "So you also believed the story of the club?" women
joke or call to each other with a wry grin, when passing. The foolish
45

) Other writers (Obeyesekere 1963a: 331; Kapferer 1983: 94; Schrijvers
1985) have noted similar findings.

46) "Women often made a wish that they be reborn as men In their next
birth". Obeyesekere 1963a: 334.
*') In this context it is interesting to read Obeyasekera's analysis of
Sinhalese society and the paradoxes contained in the myth of Pattini, so
masterfully described in his work: "The Goddess Pattini". This analysis,
which, contrary to many sociological and historical works, also draws
heavily on a Freudian psycho-analytical framework, emphasizes the prevalence of the fear of castration. This fear, expressed and ridiculed in
plays, is also part of a deeper-lying mental framework, which places the
wife as one's social inferior and subordinate, but at the same time places
the mother as a powerful person on a psychological level. Obeyesekere
1984: 444. See further: chapter 10 and 11.
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husband who is bullied by his wife occurs repeatedly. As one gets to know
the women better, they explain matter-of-factly how to fool their husbands.
The coir women on the whole do not inform their men of their earnings,
and many men do not give their total wages to the household. It is understood and considered as his right that he takes at least one third for his
own "needs", cigarettes, drinking, gambling, entertaining friends. Women
usually hide their money in different parts of the house, so that, after a
beating, they can disclose one place, thereby giving him the illusion she
has handed all her savings to him. These are all common sense strategies,
opted for by women when they consider their husband's need for cash
excessive. I often asked husbands about their wives' earnings from coirwork, but no man could adequately assess it. No woman ever stressed to me
that she never told her husband how much she earned with coir-work; most
probably it seemed too obvious to mention.
In several other ways women indirectly voice their ambivalence to men,
f.i. when asked to describe the kind of man they would like their daughter
to marry. His visualised qualities are often put in the negative: "He
should not drink" is always the first point brought forward, followed by
"He should not loiter around, get into trouble" and "He should not beat
her". If he works and brings money home, especially on a regular basis, a
wife is considered exceptionally fortunate, or someone who has acquired
substantial merit in her past births. The point is not that no men share
in the responsibilities of the home, but that they have the option to do
so or not and never have to do so constantly.
Discussing the value of having sons or daughters exposes more contradictions in a woman's position. Most people want sons, so also women, but
daughters are considered more of a support. One can be sure they won't
leave one in old age. As one woman expressed it: "If you are a woman, it
is better to be born a man in the next birth, but as a woman, it is better
to have daughters than sons" (See also Obeyesekere 1963a).
Finally if asked what was the happiest day of her life women quite
likely will mention the wedding day. They happily recall the attention
received. Many add though that the next day was the worst they can remember; grinning they continue with anecdotes about mother-in-law, the in-laws
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and the new household. Many women marry within their village or relatively
close by, so the break from home is not so severe.^"
Thus without portraying the marital relationship as one of constant
strife - which would be incorrect - I attempted to highlight those moments
where one can witness the woman's ambivalence towards her vulnerable position in her marriage and family. On the whole she handles her position
with a great deal of humour, and to a large extent, takes it upon herself
to succeed as a wife and mother within the prescribed limits. Failure is
something she will blame on herself more often than not. It is only at
times of severe friction in the home that the vulnerability of her position will surface completely, forcing the realization that she stays not
so much out of her desire to do so, but more from an awareness that there
are hardly any realistic alternatives. As one example the story of a young
wife, who, after a few years of marriage, faced the problems of her
husband losing his job as a guard, his drunkenness, and several costly
court cases to clear his name, after being accused of theft. Her case is
considered grim in the village and she is described as an exceptionally
good wife for having born it all so well.

When he is told something he listens like a small child.
You saw how good and well-mannered he was when you spoke
to him. He started drinking heavily after the child died.
No power, no will to think rationally. Though he is a man,
he is very weak and foolish. I say foolish as he takes no
responsibility. He does not like to face troubles and he
thinks only of himself. That is foolish, I too can think
like that; that I'm too tired to go to Colombo to my job.
I have thought of leaving him, when I'm angry. Then I
think again - What is the use of a woman without a man?
Our elders say that such a woman is worse than the coconut
refuse (kohu-bath) that we throw away. So I bore it,
thinking that though he drank this week, he may give it up
next week, or next year, and so on. So I made my mind up
to stay and it is still the same. Now he is ill, Saturn
rules his horoscope.

4°) Obeyesekere also stressed the traumatic experience of a young girl
having to leave her secluded home on the day of her marriage to join another, where its members are often waiting to be critical of her slightest
mistake: Obeyesekere 1984: 1963.

WOMEN AND POWER TO-DAY

280

He still loves me, but when he drinks he is not conscious.
He is the first person to whom I gave my word - so my mind
won't change. That is the way. he has got drunk and hit
me, he injured me.
When a big trouble like this has happened I don't even go
and tell him my troubles. It would make him sad, no? It is
a sort of feeling I have. Something like mother-love. That
is ray fate. I always think that after about 10 years when
the children are big and married I can have some peace of
mind.
When he assaults me, he does not tell me to "go". Other
men do that. He will come home drunk and fight other
people too. That is my heart-ache. I have to think he will
change some day. Otherwise you have to face the pride of
other people. Then you have more trouble again and it will
be like going into the great big sea.
When I think of going I also think of my children. I have
seven and if I leave, I can only take the youngest two - I
will have to leave the rest - but I have the same love for
all. So I will always be thinking of them, whether they
are well and whether they ate or whether they are hungry,
so even if I go somewhere else and eat, it will be useless.
Even if people tell you you are right to leave him, they
will still say this woman has no man. Or they will say
this woman has other men. But there will be talk, I'm not
old yet. It will reflect on our children. After living all
this time with hira, it will hurt him too. Otherwise I
would have gone long ago. Because he is bad. Any woman
would have gone. One day my eldest aunt told me to my very
face that I shouldn't stay with him and told me to go
away. So many days she told me. But when he hears that he
says angrily "no, no, she is my wife. I love her". My aunt
tries to hit him, saying "Yes, I know your love and the
troubles it gives.

This story, which is only one of many, shows the dilemma's a woman faces
when she starts thinking of possibilities to end her marriage, and to
start a new life. She has to think within the "widest sense of limits".
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What would her actions have been, if she had a realistic alternative,
which would

bring no shame and poverty to her children and herself?

Deciding to leave your husband and your family is an option very few women
have. On a material level she usually lacks the economic base to do so: on
the conceptual level likewise, the expectations with regard to her submlssiveness are substantial - not only in the eyes of her male relatives, but
also to a large extent in her own.
The formidable forces, on both material and conceptual levels, make a
final break - even from an unhappy marriage - seem an Impossibility for a
woman on her own. Like the woman cited above: it is not that she doesn't
think of leaving him, but to actually do so would be like walking into the
great big sea. Outlets that have been used are the labour opportunities
outside the village. In the 19th century this was domestic work in the
towns. Currently this is still done, while working in the Middle East and
in the Free Trade Zone offer new opportunities. But most woman have to
find ways of coping with their feelings of antagonism and frustration,
within the "system". In Bourdieu's terms, there is little legitimacy in
the minds of men and women to do otherwise. A woman has no "discourse",
"heterodoxy" nor "counterpoint" of sufficient public force to provide her
with a frame of mind to start thinking on alternative lines. In other
words, she must "acquiesce" to her situation.
Nevertheless within the system women have developed many ways of resisting which go further than concealing their incomes from their husbands
(see also Kapferer: 1983 chapter 5). They can refuse to cook his special
dishes; refuse sexual intercourse; refuse to speak to him; set the children and others up against him; if she has male relatives in the village
she can attempt to make them act on her behalf, although this is rare.^9
Finally, one of the most common and open strategies is one of abuse,
cursing and ridiculing the man in public. Obeyesekere, in his analysis of
the (c)overt hostility between the sexes, also emphasizes vituperation on
the part of the women, as opposed to physical violence on the part of the

4°) I came across two wonen with brothers who would occasionally beat up
the husbands, if the latter had been particularly oppressive.
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husband (Obeyesekere 1963: 331). 5 0 He further adds adultery to this list
which he found was committed by nearly all women in his research village.
He interpreted the women's motivation for this "heinous act" as an expression of resentment and revenge against their husbands (1963: 331) and thus
represented one of their strategies to cope with their otherwise inexpressible feelings. I have also often heard women when together mocking their
husbands. The more outspoken will say they only "let him come to her" at
times when she might be pregnant by another, so that later he won't doubt
his paternity.
Thus, although a woman can resist in many ways and not all - like the
one cited above - would so deeply internalize her "helplessness" and name
it a "kind of mother-love" or "just the way I am", the male view on the
relations between the sexes provides the dominant discourse.
The strategies of women, their jokes, their abuse, their gossip about
each other remain on the level of "off-stage comments", and up till now
have failed to gain a platform from which women (and possibly also men)
can review the reality of their lives. An individual woman's resistance
tends to rama-In her personal idiosyncrasy, rather than an expression of
claims shared with other women, who together form an oppressed group of
people.
It is this subtle working of power, which delegitimizes resistance and
progress towards alternatives within the oppressed, which forms one of the

50) "Various manifestations, covert and overt, of such antagonism could
be observed in the social structure. Such antagonisms are not ritualized
as they are in some societies, but receive expression in culturally uncanalized directions. The most obvious manifestation of inter-sex antagonism
is overt hostility, in the form of physical violence on the part of the
male, and vituperation on the part of the female. Our field-notes show
that all men beat their wives or, in the case of older women with grown-up
children, have beaten them when they were younger. Most of the physical
assaults are on wives who are capable of bearing children (those addressed
as Kella girl) and not the older wives who have passed the menopause (addressed as pavula) and have grown-up children. The younger the wife the
greater the physical punishment she receives at the hands of her husband.
Husbands often tell the anthropologist that the younger wives are beaten
so often because they talk back to their husbands; they are so cocky and
full of spirit that they have to be tamed in the first years of marriage
(not at all a surprising fact).
These physical assaults are sometimes quite serious, often causing bodily
injury to the wife. Some cases called for hospitalization. The typical
provocations for wifebeating seem to be (a) abuse by the wife; b) failure
to obey the husband or look to his needs, such as preparing food at the
right time; c) suspicion of infidelity. The wife incidentally, is no passive recipient of assaults - she often abuses her husband, particularly
for idleness, and when she is beaten, out rushes a spate of filth and
obscenity" (Obeyesekere 1963a: 331, cited also in Kapferer 1983: 9A).
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major challenges faced by feminism in the development of its strategies.
In the next chapter I shall discuss a small example of an attempt to
create such an alternative platform of thought in the context of the coirworker's world.

CHARTER FIVE

RESISTANCE AND ORGANIZATION

5.1

From covert to overt resistance and the degrees in legitimacy

In this final chapter some tentative points will be made in relation to
the potential and strategies of resistance of women coir workers. It is
based on the village situation described in chapter 4, emphasizing the
difference in legitimacy between the counterpoint on class and that on
gender and the consequences thereof for strategies of resistance.
The main part of this chapter is devoted to an experience in organizing
women workers, as a first modest move to translate covert into overt forms
of resistance.
The workings of resistance in the process of decreasing access to
resources and decision-making described in part I had to be deduced from
the available documentation, mostly drawn up by the rulers themselves,
resulting in a scrutiny of the workings of discourse - misrecognition by
the powerful - apart from their more direct forms of violence. The resistance of women in this historical process seems to be lost, to a large
extent.
In relation to the village today (Chapter 4) the situation is markedly
different. The operation of resistance can be assessed against the background of the current village setting and discussed with the people, who
can comment on their actions, or in Bourdieu 's words, on their chosen
strategies. In such a context there are opportunities to delve into the
apparent silence, or assumed misrecognition of the oppressed, and understand what it consists of in practice.
An analysis of the differences between the two counterpoints will be
followed

by a description of the experience of organization, and the

chapter is rounded off with tentative conclusions on organization and
future strategies.

Counterpoint on class

With regard to a counterpoint on class and the village elite's response,
the following points can be made: The dynamics of resistance take place
daily, constantly and usually covertly. The community of the poor can in
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no way be seen as passive victims of the growing oppression they face.
They work the system to the minimum disadvantage, reaping short term
benefits and often covering their tracks thus inhibiting the counteractions of the village elite. Apart from the "reckless" young men, who at
times openly defy the rich and powerful and thereby forfeit any minor
benefits from the latter, the majority opt for indirect strategies; petty
thieving; attemps to manoeuvre the trader into a (traditional) form of
patronage; or being "supporters" and sychophants to the newly emerged
political leaders in the village.
These multi-forms of resistance require no organization, they are fluid,
undertaken often on an individual basis. It is a form of resistance which
persists and survives. As Scott emphasized (Scott 1985: 331) we see in
this context how the ideas of the poor on their relations with the village
elite are of a far more radical nature than their actions can be.
The notion of shared community interests had disintegrated, which is an
important criterion for the degree in which the counterpoint on class has
emerged.

Disparatity in legitimacy between counterpoint on class and gender

An indication of the disparity in legitimacy between a counterpoint on
class and gender is found in the response of the village elite to the
former. They are aware of a delegitimization of their own hegemony and
respond with their own specific forms of repression (see also Huizer 1980:
175). They opt for increased violence and greater reliance on the power of
the state to maintain their position - to which I will return later - but
there is another dimension. Members of the village elite devote a growing
amount of time and effort in euphemizing their wealth and power. This
indicates not only their knowledge of the views of the have-nots, but also
their doubts concerning the legitimacy of their own position. To a certain
degree the dominant and the dominated always share an awareness of each
other's motives and their widest sense of limits. Due to the unequal
nature of the relationship however, the latter are forced to acquire more
knowledge about the other than vice versa. This phenomenon was apparent in
the relationship between the colonizer and the colonized male elite,
currently between the village rich and poor, and finally between men and
women. The very fact of exercising power inhibits the knowledge of the
other's experience within the relationship, and fear of this unknown
factor is a real one in the village context, leading the "Pohosath minis-
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su" to expect the worst. In their effort to impose their view of village
relations (their hegemony) as the only legitimate one, the privileged are
forced to make certain concessions and promises, which are - as we saw at the core of the coir workers' p/matron-client relationship. The trader
is pushed into making concessions, while (s)he strives to extract labour,
minimizing these concessions as far as possible without openly denying the
intrinsic right to demand such privileges in the first place. This "balancing" in their dealings with the less privileged is precisely "the
effort" about which the privileged complain. "The villagers just make all
these demands on us, they think we have money growing on the trees" etc.
Without wishing to under-rate the degree of threats and actual coercion
and violence on which their hegemony is ultimately based, the privileged
simultaneously rely on the claimed legitimacy of their position. The
powerful do not only desire obedience from the exploited, but also their
total acceptance of the justness of the existing hierarchy, and fear
mounts with the suspicion that this might be denied. This fear is not unfounded. There are many examples in history of the consequences for the
privileged when they have lost this legitimacy. If it does not lead to
their downfall, it entails a greater degree of physical force and violence, in other words, an unmasking of the true nature of their domination.^ This process has also been extensively described in the Latin
American context, where (c)overt intimidation, occasionally resulting in
acts of violence - termed "culture of repression" has become part of daily
life (Huizer 1972).
As Bourdieu stressed, the more the degree of authority and power appears
"legitimate" and thereby sanctioned

beyond

the specific

interaction

between individual people, the greater the potential for the powerful to
act as if their privileges exist beyond their involvement to enforce them.
As all people experience ("acquire habitus") power-relationships of
various kinds in their lives, the privileged appear almost "instinctively"
aware of the danger of pennitting an opposing view to be voiced. This is
why the village elite can react so violently, even when their position is
only verbally attacked. Having an unblemished reputation and keeping
"gossip" from becoming public are not only the expression of a human need
for recognition, they are also essential strategies in maintaining one's
hierarchical position. As soon as an opposing discourse is voiced - becomes public -, it can become a tool to further delegitimize the hegemony

!) See also Huizer 1979.
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of the powerful. In the context of this study we saw this happening
between the colonizer and the colonized; here the myth of democracy was
the final value - the logic which the colonized linked with the public
acknowledgement of their own underprivileged position and turned it into a
countervailing ideological force. The village poor are engaged

in a

similar process with the local elite, whereby the legitimacy of their
social contract is constantly pushed further back. The village privileged
are further threatened by the substantial degree of legitimacy of the
poor's cause, also outside the village. Within a widest sense of limits it
has become fused with notions of morality. Among the powerful themselves
poverty is seen as something to be eradicated through (state) intervention
and conflicts emerge only on strategies in pursuit of this goal. The
counterpoint is reflected In the statements of left wing political parties, trade unions and other activist organizations, while even the more
right wing movements are constrained to regard poverty as a curse and, on
paper at least, commit themselves to its abolition. The heterodox view is
too prominent, too fully established, although this does not necessarily
entail a sincere commitment to its implications.
In contrast, the discourse on village gender relations contains no counterpoint of comparable legitimacy. Many moments of resistance, non-acceptance of the prevailing gender relations, can be observed regularly by
those who are sensitive to them. But such small actions - in the nature
of a counterpoint - have little legitimacy or recognition outside the
village, although a feminist activism has started recently to voice the
claims of women on a national level. This is different from saying that
village women lack "consciousness" of their exploitation as women and
workers, an analysis which has been developed from a traditional Marxist
perspective (see also 5.3). The women are both aware and unaware, but
above all, there is no perspective of an alternative. Male and female
behaviour is imbued with notions of "being natural"; one is accustomed to
being a man or a woman almost before being human. When a girl is reared
she acquires a "habitus of gender"; she learns to play within her limits,
to choose strategies which are the most promising in a given situation. As
Bourdieu emphasized it can be most appropriate to comply with certain
forms of oppression as antagonistic strategies could lead to a loss of the
(minor) benefits one already enjoys. Or in the words of his critics: one
is taught to become an strategist rather than a struggler (Di Maggio 1979:
1470).
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This overall strategy can become a way of life, taught by mothers to
their daughters. It is not that daughters are not taught the good qualities preferable in a husband, but, above all they are taught to fool,
trick and endure it if he hasn't got them. A woman is taught to withdraw
her objections, to efface herself. For her the crux of power entails a
readiness to remain silent, even to feel shame at the thought of expressing her feelings or rebelling against her fate. She is prepared to judge
herself and be judged by other women. Here is a similar process to that
described by Nandy in a colonial context (1983); by accepting the man, one
also accepts being a woman, with all the subsequent possibilities and
limitations.
Women take part in the process of misrecognizing their own contribution
to the home, of accepting their husbands as head of the household knowing
how lopsided their individual contributions are in practice. To a certain
extent one's interests and emotions become merged with the dominant other
and one can not always conceptualize one's own feelings, nor the humiliation felt. This process appears to be the final and most intricate expression of the workings of power. One is led into a relationship or psychological contract in which one cannot voice clearly the ambivalence one
feels. Moments of doubt, rebellion and mockery are many, but they have as
yet no platform on which to gain public legitimacy, to create another
vision which could serve as a strong counterpoint or heterodox discourse.
The above described differences in counterpoint on class and gender have
several implications:
a. In relation to class
Any organizational attempt to resist cannot operate in a vacuum, but
will have to fit itself into the daily struggle for economic resources
and the validity of the opposing discourses between rich and poor.
If repression is severe - for example legitimized by the state - such
organizing strategies will have to start with a low profile. In a sense
they will have to form an extention of the covert strategies currently
employed.
b. Parallels in resistance on class and gender
The forms of power faced by individual women present parallels with the
struggle of the poor versus the village elite. Its strategies are often
covert, it persists and crops up everywhere without organization, while
even contradictions on the level of discourse evoke a violent response
from their men. The main difference is found in the lack of public
acknowledgement of their conflict of interests.
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c. In relation to gender
For women it is not only the fact that they are oppressed as women, as
workers in the sectors of the economy in which they have to operate
(low wages increasing the economic vulnerability in comparison to their
male peers); but also that the ideology operating both inside and
outside the home places them on an inferior level in relation to men in
the widest sense.
d. This can lead to a conflict for prominence between the two counterpoints.
The growing scarcity of economic resources and intensified struggle
between the haves and have-nots has implications. The struggle of the
poor is gaining momentum, even if it must still remain covert. This is
reflected in the fact that the village elite can no longer maintain
their privileged position unaided. They need the support and legitimation of the state to contain the mounting claims of the have-nots.
But it is precisely this escalating repression which further inhibits
a counterpoint on gender from attaining a legitimacy of its own right,
as it seems to become of a lesser inportance than class. In contrast,
this increasing violence can lead to resistance on the issue of class
and poverty (Huizer 1980; 175).
This situation bears parallels with the transformations in women's
access to land, labour and trade in the 19th century, taking place in
the wake of the formation of the colonial state, and the struggle of
(mostly) males to enter the new avenues of income and social mobility
created. Men were not in the first instance actively curtailing the
women's position, but, as they became engaged in an intensified battle
for resources among themselves, women's interests seemed to dissolve.
On the conceptual and the material level of the individual family,
women's interests were "matter-of-factly" talked out of the system.
This danger also looms large to-day. In the specific case of the coir
industry, uneconomic decisions to subsidize the Brown Fibre Industry
were taken to prevent (male) labour from becoming redundant. In contrast, the White Fibre Industry - bearing a relatively greater economic
potential - is further mechanized, but in this case the plight of the
(female) labour (nearly double the number of brown fibre workers) is
ignored. These steps are taken under pressure of competition

from

Western manufacturers - again a situation of heightened struggle - but
apart from commercial considerations, clearly involve an ideological
decision to promote male labour at the cost of female labour.
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Further, the gender transformation in the 19th century took place

during the formation of the colonial government, but the transformation
threatening now seems to gain momentum under the increased

repression

of the present government. Once more, to a large extent, due to powerstruggles between men. Therefore, it becomes more problematic for
women to work towards recognition of a counterpoint on gender, as their
men may regard this as a "knife in the back" at a time when they are
facing mounting hostility from the village elite and repressive tactics
from the current political structure.
e. Towards a legitimizinn of a counterpoint on gender
As mentioned in Chapter 4, there has been a substantial increase in
coverage of feminist issues on the media and an expansion of feminist
organizations with various objectives in both rural and urban centres.
So village women are aware of, and at times have been confronted
with, the experience that their "off stage comments" are shared by
other women and taken seriously by certain strata of their society.
Although a counterpoint on gender has no legitimacy, there are indica
tions of change, both on village level and in the country as a whole.
The lack of legitimacy of the counterpoint on gender has several concep
tual consequences. The individual women are up against an insidious power
operating largely in the sphere of "consensus", for lack of a better term.
I prefer the word "acquiescence", as in contrast to the term "consensus"
(which implies "agreement"), it emphasizes the subtle interaction taking
place. Acquiescence is described as "submission with apparent consent" or
a "disposition to submit or yield". More elaborate descriptions speak of:

to rest (apparently) satisfied, or without opposition,
discontentment, usually implying previous opposition,
uneasiness or dislike, but ultimate compliance and submis
sion (Websters New 20th Century Dictionary).
The theories of Foucault, Gramsci, Bourdieu, Nandy and Wertheim саше
closest to this perspective of the phenomenon of power, while Sanday and
others provided material which assisted in applying these theories to
gender relations.
The concept of "symbolic violence" (3.6) proved inadequate to define the
resistance of a coir worker in a vertical relationship with her trader,
and her resistance as a woman in her family, marriage and society at
large. The trader's power lies in the fact that the woman agrees to appear
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deceived as to the nature of their relationship. Nevertheless she operates
from a deep awareness of the "illegitimacy" of the trader's behaviour,
who, in spite of his/her power, cannot stop her thinking in this way. She
can place herself in an opposing discourse of "Duppath Minissu", which
provides her with a platform of thought from which she can reject the
trader's hegemony. Therefore in this context one can speak of "coerced
doxa", as was argued in 3.6.
But, as a wife and member of her family, her position of inferiority is
to a degree misrecognized by herself; she lacks an opposing discourse with
a comparable public legitimacy, which discredits the oppression of which
she is nevertheless aware. In this case I suggest to speak of "acquiesced
doxa". to make the distinction with her relationship with the entrepreneur
To use the concept of "symbolic violence" for both forms is to overlook a
crucial distinction, described in the differing degrees of legitimacy
between the two counterpoints.2 With regard to her trader, the coir worker
feels extremely oppressed by her forced choice to appear deceived, expressed by her efforts to protect her children from ever having to undergo
the same humiliation. In contrast most women - however unhappily married
themselves - actively promote their daughters' marriages.
The most far-reaching consequence of this confusion between the two
forms of resistance is that it subsequently can inhibit further understanding of what is required to enter into collective forms of resistance
(see 5.3).
Because of inadequate answers in the past, certain questions must be
asked again. Why, and how do people resist? When does covert resistance
become overt? When does individual resistance combine its strength with
others, and how do such processes become sustained? Such questions can
only be answered in specific contexts and specific historical periods, and
have to distinguish between counterpoints of differing degrees of legitimacy. Nowadays the examples at hand are predominantly derived from maledominated peasant and workers struggles (Cohen, Gutkind and Brazier 1979;
Gough, Sharma 1973; Wolf 1969) which tend to rely on strong leaders, emphasize mainly economic and class oppression, at times leading to open
revolt.

2) It also implies that the term "habitus" in itself cannot form the basis
of the two divergent sets of strategies, developed in response to the two
forms of oppression, but at least will have to be further refined lest
the concept becomes no more than the "black box", of which it has been
accused.
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In the case of women, especially if they are rural, unorganized selfemployed women workers, the initiation of a movement will seldom be so
spectacular. Apart from economic and political oppression by the elite where open revolt, if seeming hopeless, is at least conceived as legitimate - as women, wives and daughters they face an intertwined, but subtle
oppression from those nearest to them who are also fellow-sufferers from
the same class oppression.
A leader of a worker's movement may be discredited as a bandit, thug or
such like by those in power, but he quickly becomes a larger-than-life
hero in the eyes of those for whose cause he fights. Due to the nature of
gender oppression however, not only the establishment but also women's
impoverished male peers - and at times their own sex - will criticize and
discredit those who defy patriarchy in their society.
Female leaders face the threat of being disqualified by those whose
cause they attempt to promote. Therefore, the first struggle must centre
around building up the legitimacy of the cause, strengthening counterpoints and breaking the strategy of silence so many women elect to follow.
By emphasizing the complexity of the women's double oppression and the
level of doxa or unsaid on which her resistance is articulated, I don't
imply that any strategy for change would neccessarily involve "more time"
than an organization concerned solely with the interests of workers. One
of the attractive moments in Bourdieu's distinction between orthodoxy,
heterodoxy and doxa, is that changes in the constellations between these
three areas were not conceived to be lineair and were thus freed from a
certain profetie mould. An issue of heterodoxy can rise in momentum, but
it can also, under pressure of orthodoxy, be pushed back into the area of
the unsaid and can thus re-become "unsaid". A great deal depends on the
opposing forces, but also on the adequacy of the resistance strategies
chosen. Furthermore, research into forms of resistance has shown repeatedly that the lesser the advantage of an oppressed group in a system of
domination, the more radical and absolute their resistance will be, once
it manages to surface (Scott 1986: 329). Similarly, resistance increases
dramatically at the slightest intimation of social support for it from
peers (Scott 1986: 329).
The following slender example of organization attempts to describe and
analyze a possible beginning of a process of initiation. It is by no means
put forward as a success story, but rather as an opportunity to discuss
and pin-point difficulties as they occur, within the context of a concrete
situation. This study is not intended to imply that in a wider context the
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oppression and violence faced by a vulnerable venture inaugurated by women
should be be-littled. The threats are all too obvious and almost devastating by their looming presence. It is based on the conviction that, coming
from either a right or a left wing perspective, solutions are at times
formulated without serious involvement of the people/women concerned. This
form of approach is not only unpalatable from a moral perspective, as it
relies heavily on well-meaning but patronizing actions from outsiders; but
is problematic also as it tends to perpetuate internal power-relationships, which obstruct the growth of such ventures in the long run, or even
sow the very seeds of their destruction. Indeed one can ask oneself how
much time is needed before people in hierarchical societies can create
successful forms of organization and radically different structures of
"doing things together". However idealistic they may seem in the current
context, these questions have to be asked, not only out of idealism, but
out of pragmatic necessity.
I concentrate on problems of starting; problems of "within"; the internal power-dynamics and to what extent it was, or was not, possible to cut
through them. It refers to a small group of coir workers - with whom my
(and others) personal involvement began in 1978 - which has grown into a
modest, well-functioning organization. Nevertheless the group faces many
internal problems, apart from outside threats to its existence which loom
as large now as they did ten years ago.

5.2

An experience of organizing

By the end of the research period the initiative for organization of the
coir workers was slowly taking form and currently has functioned for ten
years. After describing the actual process and giving wide scope to the
initial phases - which are always the most difficult - I will discuss its
achievements and failures.
From a previous chapter (chapter 4) a picture emerged of isolated women
workers, exploited as a group and as individuals, living in a society
where exploitation, repression and violence are embedded and inslduously
on the increase. The polarization between the rich and the poor leaves a

3) The approach was one of "trial and error". In writing up the experience, I have not altered this description of events to fit in the theories
on power described in Chapter 3, as I do not want to create the impression
that our action was based on these theoretical insights at the time.
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thin basis on which to organize sections of the community, and the minds
of the people seem to fluctuate between two extremes: either ineffective
elite-led cooperatives units (so often described to me in bitter amusement) or a revolutionary force with its unavoidable bloodshed and suffering, as was seen in 1971. The events during the Insurgency and the ensuing
period of unrest form a kind of unseen matrix through which social relations in the village are viewed. The failure of this attempt to turn from
covert to overt resistance operates as a threat of violence on behalf of
the powerful (Huizer 1980: "culture of repression"). The privileged class
remember all minor forms of protest which took place concurrently with the
large scale violence. They know which sons of which families marched past
their houses, shouting slogans or wearing red, the colour of the Insurgents. Often they had to hide in houses of poor families who remained
"loyal" to them, out of fear of being murdered if the chaos increased. The
poor families remember the callousness of the army and police by the many
brutal incidences of rape and murder, often inflicted on people mistakenly
assumed to be part of the Movement. In their eyes this period was merely
an intensification of the police violence inflicted to them, often instigated by exponents of their village elite, in more so-called "peaceful"
times. Currently one is coming dangerously close to a repetition of this
situation.
How the traditional patronage between the landowner and his dependents
was transformed into a new relationship between the powerful and the
powerless, in the form of party politics and further repression by the
state, has been already described. We will see in the course of the casestudy how the new power relationship was to affect deeply the development
for this initiative and the strategies chosen. A further reason making
women wary of organizing and the possible resultant conflicts, was due to
the already high occurrence of violence in the village, which was discussed in the previous chapter. Often they do not reach the authorities as
murder, because they are represented as suicides.'* The women seldom
actively share in the struggle of words and deeds of their male peers with
the village powerful. Their wariness of violence, their responsibility in
the home and the constant work of coir, added to their low participation
in village organizations, based on the prevailing view on gender relations, are at the root of this spectator's role. Although at times they do

*) For instance, one of the known tactics is to fake suicide by throwing
the opponent in front of a train, which runs through all the coastal
villages.
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their share of instigating physical violence among their men, more often
than not they are involved in attempts to restrain them.
In the organization male violence was one of the ultimate and most
dangerous threats the women could voice against each other; in their many
quarrels the losing party would finally threaten to tell her brothers
and/or husband of how the other women were opposing her. Especially women
who had married in the village of their birth often had more males "at
their disposal" than others in this respect. Up till now we have always
managed to diffuse such threats and keep the men out of conflicts as they
occurred.5 Within the organization we also witnessed the dimunition of
this threat, as larger numbers of women took an active part in curbing the
development of internal conflicts. They would stress all their achievements and refuse to have it destroyed in the "usual way", by which all
stood to lose.

The search how to organize and the role of the outsider

The women's interest in using me as an agent to help form an organization
which would raise their income was first manifested by their dissatisfaction with my role. I had stayed longer than most officials/outsiders
- subsequently

I understood more of their lives - but where was the

benefit for them? Some asked me outright, others showed it in their eyes.
If I was not just one of these wealthy European children on a perpetual
holiday (like the hippies), why did I not use my influence to do something
concrete for them and assist in forming some kind of organization? By that
time I had been living in the village for over nine months and regularly
visited women (around 25 households) in their homes. Questionnaires, or
any form of systematic interrogation were not used, as the women rejected
such an approach and I wholeheartedly agreed with them (see Risseeuw 1980:
5-12). At times some of them would visit me, although this was limited to
families who had some kind of positive relationship with the two families
in whose house I rented a room. These were also poor, landless families.
Due to hippy tourism I could live in a poor household and was not compelled, as most foreign, especially female, researchers would have been to
stay in the home of a teacher or another "respectable" family in the

5) How important that was was seen several years later, when a small village initiative to start a public library led to the murder of the initiator, as the library issue became the platform on which disputes of a longer standing were fought out (see Chapter 4).
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village. Although this had certain disadvantages - the rich regarded me as
a dubious entity, poor families belonging to other village factions than
my hosts avoided me - it did have the advantage that I was more a part of
the day-to-day life of the village itself. Also I did not start with the
usual "advantage" of a researcher, known to be doing something "important"
even if it is slightly ridiculous. I was classed in the category of a
hippy, and attempted to make the most of the freedom conferred by such a
stigma (see Appendix 1).
Especially at the beginning of the research, I was repeatedly confronted
by the people's deep dislike of the foreigner;

formerly colonizers,

currently wealthy money spenders whose behaviour confused the people's
expectations with regard to the white race. For the first time in history
one could vent their ridicule and hatred openly on the privileged, who
thus formed a safety valve for much of the hidden frustration felt towards
their own village elite. This experience taught me a great deal about the
bitterness which is otherwise so often hidden behind a smile. I witnessed
fights and verbal abuse in and outside the home, as people took little
trouble to be on their best behaviour in my presence. Maybe because of
this I was made extra aware of the tensions underlying the society I was
in, and after some months had as few illusions as the people themselves on
the possibilities of overcoming long-standing conflicts and forming any
kind of organization. Also it had not been in any way part of the research
task to become involved in building an organization. Furthermore, the
dislike of a white foreigner, however understandable, made me doubt for a
long time if I could be a suitable "outsider" in this context. I had
little experience of "organizing", even in situations far less complicated
than this one. I did develop a growing sense of understanding and identification with the women and the problems they wanted to tackle. When I was
in their homes, they would quietly start discussing what they could do for
themselves and how they envisaged my role in this process. Such conversations only began after approximately nine months of living in the village.
Initially they had very little idea themselves and directed me to village
leaders, with whom, in the long run, cooperation would definitely fail.^
After listening to these people I would return to the women's homes and
discuss my doubts. "Did they think their organization should be led by

6) It was directed to the usual party links, either of the ruling or the
opposing parties. Their proposals entailed the cooperative structure or
that of small scale factories, in which the women would be employed as
workers, supervised by male personnel.
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someone of another class than themselves? Did they think it possible to be
hammering husks daily? Could such an organization be led by someone of an
opposition party, in conflict with the M.P.?"^ Although the women smiled
at my objections to start with, they were at a loss to devise possibilities outside the usual village organizational structures. Slowly they
began criticizing each other's solutions and saying how negative it would
be to organize along party lines. Doing anything independently seemed
unfeasible though, for other reasons.
The second problem that cropped up repeatedly was that of their mutual
distrust. Any pooling of raw material or stocks seemed impossible as they
could not envisage anyone being sufficiently impartial. All homes have
some ropes in stock and if in the evening one of the children falls ill,
the stock is quickly sold to a local trader to finance medical care etc.
If a child cried hard enough - the mothers would sell any amount of stock
they happened to have in the house. "All mothers are the same" they said,
"what would you do yourself?" The problems seemed unsurmountable and
subsequently plans were dropped, till they were brought up again at a
later date.
Gradually my position in the village had changed, as is described in
Appendix 1. The fact that I had negative experiences with authorities
myself made it easier for them to discuss the problems they encountered.8
I could only be of use if my reputation vis-à-vis the authorities and
village powerful improved, which it did over time, due to visits from Sri
Lankan colleagues and friends from Colombo, who explained the purpose of
our research. I did my utmost to behave differently from the white tourists in the area. Only by maintaining this approach and becoming more and
more knowledgeable about the problems in the villages and among the women
themselves, could I go on questioning on a level that required increasingly serious answers.

') At a later stage a city-based women's organization did in fact start a
small coir project for women under such opposing party leadership, and
the organization was defeated by political interference.
8) When I had gone to meet the Assistant Government Agent in the area to
introduce myself, he shoo-ed me out of his office, being under the impression that I was just another hippy who had lost her passport.
Or, when the husband of the family where I was staying was arrested one
evening by four policemen in a jeep, I was asked to go and talk to them.
One of the men banged the butt of his rifle on my hip and shouted angrily
at the family "why they were getting white people to talk to them?"
The people greatly enjoyed such incidents and said I now knew how they
were treated.
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Against the will of a number of the women I opted for building up
contacts with the village elite, by regularly visiting all the leading
families in the village. I explained the purpose of my stay and asked them
general questions on coir and the history of the village. It gave them a
chance to decide for themselves if the stories about me were true or
not.9 As I was living (at first unwittingly) in the home of known sympathizers of the 1971 Movement, the leading families were very aware of the
alternative village history I would have been told. Nevertheless, after
these initial introductions I was accorded access to their homes and, as
time went on, this opening was extremely important when starting up the
organization. Thus I attempted to neutralize the rumour that I was an
instrument in the hands of the "Che's", the nickname for sympathizers of
the 1971 Movement.
I give these incidents in such detail in the first place to make clear
that I was in no way in the best position to become part of any attempt at
organization. On the other hand to indicate that there was no ideal
starting position in a village that is divided into numerous factions,
like so many villages along the coast. Being a foreigner had disadvantages, but also advantages. I could claim ignorance where Sri Lankans could
not, and secondly I was less vulnerable to threats and violence which
occasionally cross the path of outsiders staying in the village.1" The
connections I was assumed to have outside the village protected me from
such treatment.
This detailed description also gives an insight into the process of
forming an organization. Discussions take a relatively long time, before
the women themselves can envisage new forms. The all-pervasive reality of
patronage and strategies of deceit to deal with one's superiors, initially
colours any concept to work for an alternative. Over a period of three
months the discussions with a small group of women, still carried out
individually in their homes, slowly took a firmer shape. There were no
heated arguments, but rather going through the requirements and possible

°' Stories that I had no money, no visa, was trying to start my own business, was looking for a husband, even to working for the C.I.A. On the
whole I think it was decided that I was "a very well-mannered young lady",
whose nalvity was a source of mild amusement.
10) F.i. the official government midwife and a teacher of a small Sarvodha school had both clashed with exponents of various village factions. One
left after a physical assault; the other had just been threatened, but her
jewellry was stolen one evening as she walked out of the village.
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strategies again and again. Looking back I feel that my doubts and my
vulnerability vis-à-vis the powerful activated the women. I had no clear
idea myself and felt intimidated by the depth of the long-standing problems: the almost casual resort to violence, which even if unlikely to hit
me personally, could so easily be directed against locals who became
directly involved. My role was confined to commenting on their plans as
they presented them. I also attempted to expose them to other initiatives
rather than making proposals myself. I provided information on rope, the
various forms of coir mats being manufactured

in private and

public

ventures in other villages. One or two women would accompany me visiting
coir factories which vastly improved the research; I was usually detained
by the factory officials, while the village women could go unnoticed among
the women workers and get their - often contrary - information. Back home
we compared notes, discussed with the other women, while usually hilarious
stories were told of the manner and type of information that had been
handed to me. Although I could gain access to these institutions which the
women could not, I had to rely on them to get the relevant information.
From the start this diluted any "charisma" attached to my role.
Until the women saw for themselves they simply disbelieved what I told
them about

other village organizations, and support from government

departments. At a later stage we expanded on this approach of exposure to
knowledge and alternatives. After procuring permission from the relevant
authorities, with funds I had received, the women hired a bus. The faces
of the officials at these various institutions made it abundantly clear
that the whole venture was an absurdity which they had seldom

seen.

Nevertheless the women spoke individually with other workers, saw different levels of organization; witnessed foreigners and members of their own
city middle-class buying coir mats in the sales centres and, most of all,
registered the prices on sales tags dangling from these articles.
On completion of the official visits several women pleaded with the
organizers to take the opportunity to visit the Zoo in Colombo. As there
was time over we did, and this proved to be the forerunner of several
trips each year, planned by the organization after it finally took shape.
The women all greatly enjoyed the day, were united in a different and more
positive way than at home and had the chance, while they were still full
of their experiences, for discussions in other formations than their usual
village groupings. Of course the women recognized the weak points in the
organizations visited, but the seeds of imagination were sown. It started
them thinking not only along strategies of survival, but also on how to
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change them. The discussions continued, still quietly in their homes, as
we found official meetings unwieldly instruments for exchanging information and mutual understanding. Slowly ideas/opinions emerged and finally
six points could be formulated, agreed to by the small group of women
involved.

-

An organization based on an increase of income and
nothing more; they wanted to learn how to make coir
mats.

-

An organization which would not be controlled by
members of the local village elite.

-

The rejecting of the form of a cooperative, in the
sense that one persons's financial interests would be
tied to the work activities of others; each should be
paid for her individual production.

-

Organization of payments should be attuned to the dayto-day budgetting usual to the women. In the past
cooperatives had always paid at longer intervals than
the trader, and reacted with even less flexibility to
price changes.

-

An organization for women workers only, as this was
their only guarantee to retain their influence on its
structure and decision-making.

-

They warned

against

unequal distribution of power

amongst themselves within the organization, and stressed the importance of clear, just rules to which all,
including the leaders, should adhere.
These points were already a long step from the initial suggestions made
when the idea was first conceived. I also feel that if we had discussed
longer, or rather if I had questioned further, the emphasis would have
changed slightly. Maybe we would have come to a more concrete concept of
an organization which was not a cooperative. But we had no alternative
example as working basis and had to work it out as we went along. Apart
from formulating these points, the women voiced many fears. In fact most
of the problems that were to beset us later were predicted by the women.H

'•'•) My role was adapting the points into a "project proposal" acceptable
to the government department active in this field; to link the venture
with this larger structure in order to reduce its isolated position; and
to obtain a small fund through my own Government (60,000 Rs - Dfl. 9,000).
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In the final proposal for support the women's strategies of deceit were
also applied. I added the component of health information (baby and infant
care, family planning, dietary information etc.) which was fashionable in
such projects and which I hoped would augment the chances of funds being
granted. However we had already decided that these aspects held little
interest for the women; their primary concern was whether their plans
could get off the ground at all, in view of opposition they, not unjustly,
feared to encounter. Likewise information on obtaining bank loans, training and job opportunities were also included, although no existing bank
would incorporate women of the income groups we were dealing with. Furthermore, the proposal omitted any description of the reality

of the

village power structure, in order not to scare donors off the venture
before it started.
I also avoided large inputs of funds. Instead of financing a building we
requested access to an unused government building in the village. The
Department who owned it also offered an instructor free of charge and
produced all the necessary equipment, which was paid for by a small grant
received from the Dutch government. The Department guaranteed the purchase
of the women's products, if they were up to standard, and spoke about the
possibility of supplying fibre direct in the near future. Thus we had all
the official government permits necessary and, roughly five months after
commencing discussions, the organization could start.

5.2.1

Start of the organization

The strategy

of deceit and avoidance of open conflict with the more

powerful

Although we had all the necessary permits from the official government
authorities, we had nothing from the exponents of local power, except a
letter of introduction to the local M.P., signed by the head of the
involved Department. Although I had personally taken great care to maintain a courteous relationship with members of the elite I lacked their
open support, which frightened the women and myself. For the women to rely
on an inexperienced outsider, a foreigner at that, bore very basic disadvantages, but nevertheless our decision was to make the attempt. We had
one advantage: we were all harmless and certainly of little political
importance. Thus we banked on the possibility of partly by-passing the
local and regional power structures. We were not altogether that fortunate
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however. In many electorates the power of the M.P. had grown (even in
1978) to the stage that any job or training etc. is generally only allocated after having obtained his signature in support.12 Thus many "development projects" in practice support the local political party structure
of repression, and form a substantial base on which it can be consolidated. In Chapter 4, it was described how an informal, efficient and untraceable network of power is created, steering the few jobs and other
opportunities to those who have supported and voted for the party during
elections.
Some of the women realized that a one-party "project" would create great
jealousy among others who could not join. I supported their view strongly,
as there was a strong tendency for women whose families had voted for one
of the other political parties, to try and monopolize this venture to
compensate for their exclusion from the main sources of employment, etc.
Although during a discussion all agreed that this was a short-sighted
viewpoint, a day later one would fall back to protecting one's own people.13
Nobody wanted to go to the M.P. and be the recipient of his list of
appointments. Again we opted for a strategy of deceit. The decision was
taken that I should go, as I could pretend ignorance and present him with
a ready-made list for his approval. There was a chance that in the presence of a foreigner he would be reluctant to reveal how the system worked in
practice.
The women were asked to register in small groups of four or five as we
hoped that at a later stage these small groups would be able to pool their
financial resources to buy raw material. As these groups of friends or
relatives were formed, it became apparent that quite a number of groups
consisted of women from different political parties, bound via vertical
links with their own traders or richer relatives. This could be used as
another argument against deleting names within the small groups. Further-

12) In a large project where foreign donors are involved, this factor
usually remains (intentionally) obscure, as the donors are not concerned
with the actual selection of people for training activities, jobs, etc. In
some cases they may be presented with a prepared list of candidates (who
have the blessing of the M.P.) and from which they can make a choice.
13) I had the advantage that throughout the year I had, without systematic questioning, always noted the political preference of each family
(and its individual members) with whom I came into contact or knew about.
Therefore I did not have to rely on advice from anyone who might be
tempted to give the wrong information.

RESISTANCE AND ORGANIZATION

303

more the women registered in their own names. In Sri Lanka the women use
their own family name and not that of their husbands. This was to be
another advantage as the M.P.'s local representative would not know the
women's surnames; locally they were known as so-and-so's wife. Therefore
initially they would be at a loss to identify them.
Armed with this list (in total 150 women) and the letter of recommenda
tion from the Director of the Department involved, I visited the M.P. At a
later stage I will discuss the mistakes we made in retrospect. This action
I feel was one of them, and should have been undertaken by a group of
women representatives from different political parties. The question
remains what such a delegation of women, supported by a outsider, would
have achieved. Several factors made it impossible in this case, to form
such a delegation.
Firstly as a foreigner was involved, I had to meet the M.P. personally,
within the given power structure. In 1978 Government Department officials
did not admit openly that their cooperation and positive sanction alone
was not enough. At that time a sort of power vacuum existed between the
authority of the political M.P. and the administrative G.A. In the 80'з,
the control of the M.P. is greatly enhanced and they are often openly and
officially recognized as an authority with the power to veto government
activity in their electorates.
Secondly, due to the strong village support of the Communist Party in
the recent past, the newly elected M.P. for the U.N.P.l^ had made a point
of impressing on the villagers that they need have little hope of his sup
port.
These factors finally led me, alone on my first visit, to go to the M.P.
during his visiting hours; when rows of villagers are waiting to obtain
their "permits", and generally a group of young men - his supporters stand around, available for any Job that might come up.l-> When it became
clear that I was staying in a "wrong house", in a "wrong village", I was
told that the small organization would not be allowed to function. The
curt rejection took me by surprise. Although I knew how the mechanisms of
power operated, I had believed that such a small venture for women might
^ ) United National Party.
15) In 1987/8 the M.P.'s were accorded the right of armed home-guards,
thus giving the option for those who chose to do so, to institutionalize
the gangs of young male supporters, which were already a threat to their
opponents at the time of initiation of the organization.
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escape scrutiny. But as the M.P.'s refusal was very abrupt, ignoring the
request for support in the Departmental letter, I contradicted his statements. From the silent and, at times, shocked faces around me, I realized
that this was not done. On my return to the village the news had already
preceded me. Next day the factions were clear. People of the leading party
barely acknowledged me, those of the C.P.I" smiled knowingly and expressed
their willingness to support me. Rumours began circulating that the M.P.
would have me removed, as I was an instrument in the hands of his opponents. The people I was staying with suggested I should leave, in case
the women blamed them for the failure. Several women lost faith in their
chances and said they would not blame me for leaving; this was what always
happened and why nothing worked in their village.
Again this detailed example is given to indicate how quickly even the
smallest initiative for change becomes fused with the wider political
power structure, and subsequently a platform

for the existing

rival

forces. When I started receiving visits from the rougher elements of the
leading party from a neighbouring village - so-called "to check on my
activities" - the women's fear increased. I held off these visits with
various excuses. Once I even said I did not meet unknown men after dark.
Some women were worried that these young men, not necessarily sent by the
M.P. but nevertheless using his ticket, would

create antagonism and

political violence could erupt. Therefore it was decided that I should
meet them the next time they came.'·' In a side room, invisible for the
men, a woman sat throughout the conversation, cleaning vegetables. She
nodded yes or no to me, to indicate if my answers were diplomatic enough.
My vague replies were facilitated by the indirect approach necessary in
discussing these issues with a foreigner, who by her behaviour now com-

16) Conmunist Party.
'•') I insisted on speaking in Sinhalese, because with my many mistakes I
could confuse and hold up the conversation and introduce an innocent
touch, which combined ill with accusations of being a dangerous tool in
the hands of political opponents.
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manded more respect than a hippy.1° They left finally and told some women,
seemingly casually chatting nearby, that I was indeed difficult to bribe,
as all they could offer was drink, cigarettes or women.
Eventually we were saved from this crowd, due to a quarrel in their
ranks which absorbed all their attention and they ceased to bother us. We
discussed the strategy to follow next. It was decided to openly acknowledge the M.P.'s power, but publicize the fact that we could not proceed
because of his stand; to diffuse my image as an instrument of the left;
seek contact with persons who could influence the M.P. and to continue
paying visits to the leading UNP leader enquiring if the list had been
returned. Contrary to the people's advice I decided against leaving the
house where I had been staying, mainly on emotional grounds. However,
several months later it became necessary to do this also.
I was given names of influential families in the district, who could
meet the M.P. on an equal footing and who were known to oppose the growing
despotism of M.P.'s in general, irrespective of their political party.
Lastly I was to visit the M.P. again as I had failed to hand over our
list. After several visits on which I was usually accompanied

by Sri

Lankan (female) friends from Colombo, we managed meekly to hand him the
list. We assured him that any changes he cared to make would be carried
out inmediately although the donor, in this case the Dutch Embassy, would
be informed as a formality. Thus through the women's guidance, my presence
was used to tackle the village power structure, without following the
usual lines of provocation followed by their male peers.
A silence of 2$ months followed. I carried on with my research, continuing the regular meetings with those in power in the village, while
discussing "neutral" topics. The spinning and matmaking equipment (manufactured by the Department) finally arrived. As the prospective building
had not been repaired, it had to be stored in a large house of a wealthy
family; but no member of the leading party was prepared to do so and we
finally found a place outside the village.
The tension remained just below the surface. Through the networks of the
influential families I was invited to several functions at district level,

1°) No representative of any party (except the M.P.) ever overtly put into
words that only his party members should benefit. One spoke of "appee kattiya", meaning "our people" or "our crowd". Although this is perfectly
clear, as a foreigner I could pretend to mlsundertand and take it to mean
the people of the village or his family. Therefore I always wholeheartedly
agreed that they should join in while they were left in doubt if I had
understood the question.
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presided over by the M.P., thus getting the chance to profile myself as
"respectable" researcher (in local terms) and whose political interests
appeared to be nihil. One is tested in many small ways. One day during a
public function the M.P. asked me to take a seat. If I had followed the
direction of his arm I would have passed in front of several high priests
attending the function. Unlike most foreigners, I had the advantage of the
time spent in the village, where I had long been trained to appreciate the
crudity of such a move and could thus avoid it. I am convinced that these
seemingly small, often unspoken incidents, did more to alter my image as
an impulsive world reformer in the hands of the M.P.'s enemies, than any
verbal communication could have done.
The approach was never to answer aggression with aggression; part of our
strategy was an attempt to dilute the conflict and provide another answer.
For instance, at one public meeting a minor party official, frustrated
in his original plan to use me to start a coir factory under his leadership, described me as a "stupid white bitch", who was trying to interfere
and steal Sri Lankan government money to start my own business. Long
discussions were necessary with each other and the young men on our side
to prevent them from retaliating in public by exposing his alcoholism and
illicit affairs, which were well known but never mentioned. The public
setting of the abuse especially was extremely hard to take, in a society
where one's reputation is of such grave importance. Here one sees that my
efforts had also entered the struggle on discourse in the village. Finally
all realized that retaliation would only draw us into the conventional
grooves of conflict and divert us from our final aim. All the women known
to have taken part in thinking out the organization were likewise, and
repeatedly asked to avoid confrontations.
Finally we made use of any opportunity whenever it arose. For instance,
the minor political official, charged with checking each name, fell
seriously ill with a very contagious eye disease from which a growing
number of people were suffering in the village. We got the message that he
would be unable to look at the names till his eye trouble was over. However we used his illness as an excuse to visit him regularly to enquire
about his health and offer any help we could. We did not mention the list
very often, but obviously pressure was put on him. Finally we received the
list of 150 names, all okayed, just before his eye disease was cured.
It remains uncertain which incident or strategy specifically finally led
to our success. The whole process had taken nearly three months. It came
almost as an anti-climax, after a period of constant tension as to what
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would happen next; if tension would grow further and if major conflicts
would erupt, which could well have resulted in serious physical harm to
people. No doubt the insignificance of our plan, which appeared to bear so
few chances of success, and involving only the negligible entity of poor
coir-working women made its success possible. Still this example gives an
impression of how the close-knit and invisible networks of power operate
in the village, and how difficult it is to avoid polarization and the
inevitable ensuing pattern of conflict. As an outsider at times I experienced this pattern as almost ritualistic; the moves and counter-moves
seemed so rigidly dictated and to take on a greater importance than the
final outcome of the conflict itself. One can imagine the consequences if
greater issues were at stake. In practice, this reality of ever-looming
conflicts and the steady, almost ritualized pattern of their expansion led
us to be forever searching for conflicts before they took shape, and
diffusing them in the bud.

Approaching the distrust and atomlzation of the women workers; Optimizers
or stragglers

To describe the relations between the women and the various power struggles that emerged among them we have to go back to the point after the
discussions in the small groups had ended and the bustrip had taken place.
At various places women who had been involved in the planning informed
others of the possibility of registering and the conditions under which to
do so. We also drew a few placards, which were attached to trees at
junctions, to warn those living further away or outside the networks. Very
rapidly a large number of women registered, 150 in a village with a total
of approximately 450 households, of whom I personally did not know more
than half. No doubt the enthusiasm had to do with the presence of an
outsider and a foreigner, which means "easy money" and short term effort. 1" People take a cynical view of attempts from outside (government or
not) to intervene in the local power structure. Their optimizing strategy
is to obtain the right position as quickly as possible and reap any
benefits for as long as they last. Especially the "cooperatives" are

1') The village people are well acquainted with the occasional visits of
representatives of N.G.O.'s, who come for various activities such as doling out clothes; "educating" them on family planning or starting small
cooperatives. Government officers also appear sporadically explaining the
plans for their respective departments. Some of these projects are still
functioning, but on the whole they have not been very successful.
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sneered at; the rich and powerful take over at the first opportunity;
sooner or later the money gets mishandled; without good leadership it will
fail; even a poor woman starts behaving like a "nmdalali" (trader) as soon
as she gets the power or money to do so.

Representatives of a large women's organization came to
the village and distributed second-hand clothing to the
poorer sections of the village, especially those attached
to their small centre. Not all women dare to stress their
poverty blatantly by accepting free clothing from a wellto-do stranger. Many feel too proud or shy to do so.
The less inhibited came home triumphantly with the clothes. In front of someone's house they are tried on and the
nice ladies who gave them mimicked in speech and manner
with great gusto and amusement, while the shyer women, who
refrained from asking, look on ambivalently.

This "fooling" of outsiders during their visit and mocking them after they
leave is a common reaction, due to past experiences. Also it is a surfacing of the frustration at being forced to accomodate patronage and appear
deceived. With those most closely involved we thought to change this
mocking interest into a sincere effort, and it was decided that unless
women gave some proof of being capable (and thus willing) to make the
higher quality of yarn required by the Department for mat manufacture,
their participation had to wait. Three times the trial attempts to make
the higher quality yarn would be purchased from the organization's funds,
thereafter the rope must be consistently of the right quality to be bought
and stocked. To achieve this high quality rope more work and care were
required in cleaning the fibre (removing dark fibre and dirt) and in the
spinning technique itself. Thus more time and effort were involved, but
also a slightly higher price was paid for rope according to the Department
standards.
This requirement

imnediately affected the optimizing individual ap-

proach; we became unpopular, difficult people and were left with a residue
of women who were really determined to carry on with the plans. Initially
their number only amounted to four women, who became matmakers, while the
women in their homes made the ropes required. These four women were to
become the initiators of the organization. Three of them had been part of
the discussions from the start.
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After six months they completed the training in matmaking and their rise
of income fascinated the others, resulting in a renewed interest and a
gradual expansion over three years up to approximately

20 matmakers,

supplied by 80 rope-makers. The stamina of these four women, instructed by
the craft instructress who came several days a week for a few hours, was
completely due to their own vision on alternative possibilities to improve
their lives.20 Thus, from the beginning we were confronted with extreme
divergences in the women's approach towards a joint effort for change,
which (among other things) makes generalizations as to their "consciousness" problematic.

Support of husbands, male relatives

During my absence from the village, several young jobless men (all from
the Left) undertook the repair of the building for 1/3 of the cost estimated by the government contractor. Their effort was spontaneous, after
seeing the government contractor checking the place and hearing his cost
estimate. Their offer was a great support and we accepted it, in spite of
the danger that certain UNP exponents would again say that we were leftist. It was also an expression of the usual attempts to provoke the
powerful. We did attempt to dilute this effect. As every political party
has a colour in Sri Lanka, we avoided all "political colours" in any of
the painting done on the building. In the homes of (mostly) the wealthy
it is common practice to indicate one's political affiliation by colour
schemes on walls etc.
The young men's initiative

was the first example we had of the overall

support received from their side for the women's activities. As their
women had always worked and earned money, the men felt no threat to their
positions in the home by the women continuing to do so, in an organized
manner for a higher income. On the contrary, it was seen as a very positive development! Frictions only occurred later; when the raised income
had to be put to use. The repairs vere completed and the four women
trained by the time I returned. For the following year I came to the

™ ) Although it was planned that all women accepted as trainees in matmaking should receive a small daily sum to compensate what they would
otherwise earn making rope, due to a misunderstanding in fact they never
received it. Amongst other things this was due to my leaving the village
for five months, for an unexpected hospitalization.
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village several days a week, while attempting to finish the required
report writing in Colombo, which was my official job.

5.2.2

The handling of conflict

Opening ceremony; reflection of power relations

When the women suggested holding an official opening ceremony for their
organization in their new building, we noticed again how narrow our space
for manoeuvring was.
The importance of such functions lies in their reflection of the position of those in power. Normally they are organized by middle class
people, as they have the networks to do so. As contrary to the usual
situation none had been invited to participate on any committees of the
organization, none would agree to come for the opening, even if they were
invited. In personal communication I had attempted to present their nonparticipation in the organization as being due to the minute set-up (four
women) for which they were really "too important" to be asked. I was not
able to convince them, however, although it did help to avoid a total
conflict. After receiving the M.P.'s refusal to attend, we persisted in
personally

inviting the lower members of the party. Finally the most

important responded by sending drinks (coconuts) for the ceremony, although she for obvious reasons could not attend herself.
We were faced with a dilemma, as on the other side the women wanted the
opening ceremony for precisely the same reasons; to assert publicly in the
village what they had achieved. Secondly an auspicious time to start any
undertaking is still very much part of rural life. But a grand opening
without the representatives of the real power in the village would be
nothing less than a provocation. After several meetings the women, laughing at the impossibility of their aim, finally decided just to start and
not bother about opening it at all. Inside the building itself, unnoticed
by the village, a small ceremony was held; at the auspicious time.
The option to avoid the usual village mechanisms to assert one's power
and Influence was another example of side-stepping the usual pattern of
conflict. As all the participants were women and not involved like many of
their husbands in local politics, they could remain unprovoked by the
unuttered, but menacing threat of the M.P. and sectors of the village
elite in their refusal to attend.
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Relations with the department

Any form of friction with the Department was avoided also. The instructor
sent from the Head Office did not have the necessary capacities for the
organization. To complain about him to the Department would be foolish and
ungrateful. We decided therefore to appoint another lady, a retired
instructress recommended by several minor officials who understood our
problems for her tact and ability to handle both the women and the young
man. She had been trained in her youth, and had no previous exposure to
our more informal approach, but as a person she was open and secure enough
in herself

to experiment quietly and tell us where we went too far,

according to her experience.

Conflicts between the women in the group

Within the group itself we also had problems with the seemingly endless
progression of conflicts that emerged as we proceeded. The highly articulate, but individual, strategies of survival needed in the village, were
carried by the women into the organization. Some realized this and some
did not, but more importantly none had an alternative. Together with their
plain inexperience of working in a group these individual strategies were
the causes of most of the fights in the beginning. Initially the women
refused to cooperate even on the smallest items - such as who would keep
the building clean - while slower workers were pestered because several
mats had to be made on one wooden board causing one group of matraakers to
wait till the last one was finished. The fibre-cleaning equipment was
available to all women in the village, as it provided women who had not
joined with a chance to witness the activities going on. This arrangement
also led to constant irritation of many of the insiders, as they felt it
unfair that these outsiders could reap benefits (the equipment was cheaper
than that supplied by the traders) while they had taken no risks to join.
They claimed that these women used the equipment as they were accustomed
to utilize the traders'. They were careless and did not tidy up the fibre
dust heaps, created by their cleaning operations.
Finally those in charge of the cleaning equipment slowly commenced a
hierarchy of preference, by which they allowed befriended women to work
free of charge while others would be told the equipment was "closed", when
they arrived. Again the all-pervasive reality of patronage relations,
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which the women had lived and breathed, was recreated in the new relationships that were being formed.

Conflicts in relation to the two main work limitations

In relation to buying raw material

All women refused to buy up raw material in the small groups of five as I
had hoped they would do. Acquiring raw material, retted husks, was complicated by the fact that women could, on an average, only purchase 500
husk portions, while a trader's pit contained from 2,500 to 5,000 husk
portions. He or she would be reluctant to open the pit unless all could be
sold at once, as a delay could cause deterioration of fibre quality. As
the women came at diverse times, several traders were being tempted to
sell in bulk to larger establishments outside the village. This process
was accelerated when in 1983 the government installed mechanical fibre
processing units along the coast (see 4.3.1). For several reasons it
proved

impossible at this stage to persuade the women to pool their

resources. Having money available at the right time was problematic, and
secondly tensions arose regarding the quality of the husks distributed.

E.g. If one worker had the preference of a trader, in the
sense that she would get the first pick, she would try to
mobilize others. Those others then proceeded to complain
that the husks were hard in the first place (caused by too
short retting) and they would never have bought them if
they had not been manipulated by the organizer, who herself obtained a good quality.

This was the only plan I tried to push through against the women's advice
and it failed miserably at this stage. It was an example of how little an
outsider can push for cooperation, while ignoring the women's individual
approach to their work. Only six years later it was bought up once more by
the women themselves at their meetings. By that time they had decided to
buy not only retted husks, but unretted ones, while they themselves would
guard the husks from theft during the six months retting period.
Under the initial conditions, however, it was unthinkable for the
organization to have its own husk pits although this gave such obvious
economic advantages, the trader's profit to a large extent being trans-
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ferred to the women themselves. The women could not conceive guarding a
jointly-owned pit, as most of them (or their family members) regularly
stole husks themselves, making It impossible to trust each other. Also
women were reluctant to leave the house at night for long periods and over
distances longer than a few minutes walking, but this difficulty was less
serious than the first one. Nowadays (older) women in small numbers go to
check their pits at night, and care not one bit what other villagers say
about it. We made a lot of jokes about these limitations, for which much
time was alloted in the discussions, as the women had to explain to an
outsider that as all were thieves, they were unable to guard joint property!
A further difficulty was posed by repeated requests for raw material
(retted husks) on credit. The women insisted they could work for their
organization regularly if the initial difficulty of finding and paying for
the raw material was solved. In the process they were attempting

to

manouevre the organization into a position of "enlightened matronage". The
aim to make the rope-makers more independent and creating a capital to
this end, frequently annoyed and angered the women. Especially these
accustomed to imposing their ideas, vented their frustration and some
times supplied less rope to the organization.
Six years later the approach was changed, as macro-economic developments
indeed had led several husks traders to sell in bulk outside the village.
To hold the traders, we had to start operating in a similar large-scale
fashion, having long-standing agreements concerning several pits a month.
Then the women obtained husks on credit, as they initially wanted, but, by
this stage repayment in cash was no longer a problem. We never opted for
repayment in ropes, as the trader did, as this would bring back the
temptation to trick their organization as they did the trader.

In relation to the selling of yarn

Another area of constant dispute alongside the buying of raw material was
the selling of yarn. Here again many women attempted to continue the
strategy of deceit to the more powerful. Making the high quality yarn
required extra effort and time, and, although it was paid for, the women
always tried to slip in badly spun ropes. As they were all stocked in the
building and later redistributed to make mats, an individual did not have
to suffer from the delivery of inferior spun ropes.
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The habit to economize on the time and effort put into making yarn was
one of the few defences to the constantly increasing pressure to work
harder for an income which was deteriorating due to inflation and exploitation (see Appendix 2). Although the women could admit and joke about it
in the group, many when selling their ropes individually to the organization got into fights and accusations when some of their products were
turned down.
Initially, the coir instructors refused to buy up the stock, as the
threats uttered by the women Intimidated them. Especially the male instructor was vulnerable to threats that he would be beaten up by their
men when he left the village after work. Both were new to the village and
had no protective networks; the instructress especially had to be given
time to build up a relationship of trust and respect, so it seemed unwise
for her to enter the centre of the arena at this time. Furthermore, she
left in the afternoon and the women wanted to maintain the possibility of
selling yarn in the evening, when they needed cash most. One of the women,
young, educated, offered to take on the responsibility. She had been
involved from the start in thinking about the organization and has always
accompanied me when visiting factories and government units. She knew the
importance of rope quality and felt free to match the (at times) furious
outbursts of the women speaking of the need to feed the children etc. with
hard logic on their short-sightedness.
In the course of time Just two or three women persisted in their individual resilient attitude, which is a perfect survival strategy in the
village, but if projected on a group becomes a source of weakness for all.
As we went along we were to develop different strategies to deal with it
(see "the rotating and expanding of possibilities").
The women were relieved that one of them was willing to take on the
responsibility for buying up the yarn. Although they had stressed that no
one should get extra advantages, they were eager to accept this solution
as none of them wanted the grave responsibility. Not only to argue about
the quality with other women whom one saw daily, but also guard the yarn
from theft (the building was initially felt to be too unsafe to leave
stocks there) and keep accounts of the small funds to pay the women daily.
We saw the dangers of this arrangement but found it difficult, at this
stage, to think of alternatives At a later stage we were to pay heavily
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for absconding the responsibility In the group, and placing the potential
for power on one of the members (see "leaders and followers).21

Relation with the traders

Another area of potential conflict, was that between the traders and the
women. The village traders sell their yarn monthly to wholesale traders in
other towns, or directly to one of the three wholesale traders in Colombo
who control the entire local market of over 4,000 M.T. per year. The
different levels of dependency relationships maintained by the women with
their traders has been described earlier.
Although not all women have a typical matron-client relationship with
their traders, it is the aim, especially of the poorest. In this context
the strategies of the organization could no longer be covert, although the
women were free to supply both their organization and their trader(s). Nevertheless on a material level the product was extracted from the traders,
and some forms of overt conflict had to be expected. In this situation we
opted for conflict with some of the traders rather than with all as a
group. The variety of rope needed by the organization was different from
most types bought in the village, but corresponded closely to those of one
trader, and we priced our ropes slightly higher than his, in accordance
with the prices issued by the government/department. As relatively his
rope took more effort to make he had but a few women working for him from
various parts of the village, but they were intimidated repeatedly by him
and his family to boycot the new organization. Two of his workers began
supplying the organization on the sly. They took another path, bypassing
his home, when bringing in their rope. Those living nearby even began
delivering rope after dark. Nevertheless he became aware of the goings-on
and refused to buy anything from the women concerned, and abused them. One
woman who only bought on credit from him for convenience, broke off
relations with him. The other one, much poorer, the recipient of loans or
old clothes and living opposite his house, opted to beg him to take her

21) Looking back I feel I acquiesced partly due to the implicit pressure
linked to receiving funds. Although the money was minimal by aid policy
standards, the donor wants to see the effect of "giving it" on a fairly
short term (6 months up to a year). One has to compose a request for
funding written within these time limits, if one wants a positive response. I knew it was more difficult, but also that no real dialogue was possible and that I had to dissemble, as the women did with their traders.
Like them also I at times got entangled In my own deceit.
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back. She asked me and the other women involved to refrain from visiting
her, and from then on communicated through messages, explaining why she
felt it too risky to join as yet. She did not want her actions to be
mistaken for indifference. Later she was to become one of the solid and
strong members of the group, who saw through short term benefits easily
and would sarcastically ridicule those who were prone to get into fights.
Other women were in trouble with their traders when they deducted some
of the husks they received on credit, to make rope for their organization.
The rope-trader with whom the organization was in competition equalized
his prices. When this did not have the desired result, he raised them
further by 12.5%.22
In addition a totally unexpected situation arose when traders from other
areas joined the local trader in attempts to buy up the ungraded rope at
the higher price. This manoeuvre clearly exposed the wide divergencies in
the women's awareness of the potential of the organization in their midst.
When some traders paid only one cent more per rope than the organization
did, the latter's total rope production dwindled to half. Most women fell
back to delivering the minimum that had been jointly set, and twelve
groups delivered none at all during the second month of this situation.
Many women saw little harm in their actions and thanked us for being
instrumental in achieving a higher rope price. We only survived thanks to
some women with greater vision and wisdom, who increased their own output
so that the matmakers could continue. Eventually price levels were equalized and more women sold rope to us than ever before, tripling the stock
in comparison to its level before the confrontation. Many women were
working for the organization because it was a viable asset in the struggle
against the traders, and not because they believed that the organization
could end the necessity to work for traders in the first place. These
differences in optimizers and strugglers were some of the severe constraints we faced from within the women's group and which had its effect
in dealing with the powerful reality of traders.
In the course of time we experienced changes in attitude. Initially when
husk traders raised their prices, the women discussed the viability of

22

) Rs 0.02 per rope.
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raising prices accordingly.23 When the women raised the rope prices the
mat prices also increased, which reduced their marketability. On the other
hand if they raised their rope prices independently, the traders would
raise husk prices in a matter of days. The traders could easily find out
what was being discussed by the women, as the building was right in the
centre of the village and people, especially young ones, could stand and
listen at the open windows or door. Sneaking back information to a trader
is - as we saw -a well-known tactic to receive a favour from him, so there
was always someone available to do so. This situation could well be easier
in a less congested village. Finally at one meeting, after the women had
decided to raise their price of yarn (to maintain their income) they saw a
well-known sneaker standing at the window. After

further

discussion

amongst themselves they decided to stick to the old price, and shouted
this news to the boy, telling him to go quickly and inform his trader. By
this time their motivation had obviously deeply changed; their experience
over the past few years had taught them to weigh the possible advantages
of their efforts differently.
The open conflict with the traders had proved to be not only an obstacle, but, also an advantage, as many had to learn how to face it as a
group rather then individuals. This was only possible as the village had
several traders, some dealing in husks only and others in ropes, so a
strategy not to attack all their interests at once, thereby perhaps
provoking to a joint response, could be avoided. In other villages where
one trader family operates in coir, combining husk supply and rope sales,
the situation could deteriorate more rapidly. Violence and plain thuggery
would be quickly applied to any group or individual who opposed their
interests.

5.2.3

Assessment after three years

During the three years that followed the initiation of the organization
positive and negative developments took place, which in their turn were to
influence the course of the organization after this period.

23) This was after a period of three years, when we had decided to stop
comparing prices with those of the Department, as the latter no longer
consistently followed a policy of supporting village ventures. The new
government Department's policy was slowly shifting to macro-production and
mechanization.
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Gains over the first three years

On the level of product, quality, sales and maintenance of equipment

The growth of the women's commitment to their organization was expressed
in the ease with which the yarn and mat quality remained high, thus
facilitating (export) sales.
The written security by the government department of buying up quality
stock fell through due to the switch of government policy from a cooperative structure to commercial production. By (my) finding a non-commercial
outlet in W. Europe their sales were secure for five years, before the
women, through diversification of products, were able to find regular
sales outlets in Sri Lanka, which have continued to function well since
then.

Incomes and loans

Income initially increased four to six times, although after several years
the women shared a loss of real income with the poor in general, due to
inflation.
The effects of the increased income only became apparent after a year,
when most had paid off debts and extra's could be kept in their newly
opened

bankbooks. Through assistance from the bank (which the women

initiated themselves) and the working capital of their organization, a
loan scheme was developed to which a member could apply, provided she had
two guarantors in the group. The extra income was used on an individual
basis, improving housing, buying clothes, bicycles, dowries, paying bribes
etc., while also more was spent on care for the sick, schooling for children, funerals, ceremonies etc.

Relations amongst the women

On the one hand the relations between the women improved over the years,
through sharing the experience of gaining knowledge of the outside world
and the achievement of their Joint undertaking. They themselves emphasized
as one of the greatest non-material assets the new friendships they had
made. They spoke of more trust, lending each other money without interest,
supporting each other in conflicts at home. Most of these friendships
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gained in depth in later years, as during the initial three years conflicts still regularly erupted.
The poorest women, whose participation was initially opposed by the
others, refusing the extra provisions needed for their participation (they
could not buy the raw material to make ropes for the organization, while
many lacked a spinning set) finally fought their way in. These poorest
women - all having long standing matron-client relationships with traders - managed via loans or by using the spinning sets of others at night
to meet the requirements, and in time broke off their relations of raatronage.
The women gradually became more accustomed to tackle their obstacles as
a group, although conflicts in later years were to test this development
(see "Leaders and followers"). Although I would not say that their individualistic strategies of survival had become transformed

to one of

open struggle as a group, there definitely was a shift in their awareness
of having to choose between options, which were often discussed at great
length.

In relation to husbands and male relatives

Once the savings became quite substantial by village standards, several
women for the first time encountered interference from their husbands or
male relatives. The men often attempted to control decision-making over
allocation of funds. The women's response was a joint one and avoided
conflict. They all delivered their bankbooks to the custody of the male
treasurer (see point 7) and maintained that his consent was required when
they needed the bankbook to withdraw money (from the bank), although all
women knew that in practice he would not interfere. The husbands were not
aware of this and were told they had to discuss it with him when they
proposed to use their wife's earnings for some purpose. If ever they went
that far, the treasurer knew enough to refuse. The women had thus used one
of their well-known strategies - playing out two parties with more power
than themselves against each other.

In relation to the trader and village powerful

After the initial frictions at the beginning and the conflicts with some
of the rope traders, to a large extent the women were ignored by the
powerful, who behind the scenes seemed to be waiting patiently till the
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organization would fail on its own account, without hastening the process.
Apart from a few anonymous petitions, which are regular occurrences in
(village) life, no concerted action was undertaken by the elite. This was
also partly due to not provoking the husk and the rope traders simultaneously.
Many women fought back hard when others attempted to bring party politics into their organization, and as years passed the determination to do
so only became stronger. When leading party-representatives pushed membership for their followers, they were always answered, non-provocatively,
that these women would have to meet the practical requirements of being
able and willing to produce the superior rope. This rule - logical from a
commercial perspective - was accepted. On the level of discourse, the
organization, its building, its repairs, the annual bus-outings and the
women's growing income all served as indications of their achievements,
and discredited the village elite's view that poor women were incapable
of such combined efforts. For the women this was a tangible result, of
which they and their husbands were extremely proud.
Some, enjoying their new security, couldn't help themselves and occasionally began openly abusing members of the elite when they were mocked by
them, but on the whole most of them held back so as to avoid open confrontation. The women also enjoyed manifesting themselves as a group in the
village. For example as a group they offered to carry out repairs at the
temple, usually the prerogative of the rich, serving as a display of their
power and wealth. Like their men the women thus attempted to discredit the
discourse of the powerful, although they opted for less violent strategies
than some of the (young) men.

In relation to the government authorities

Although the organization was using a departmental building and was giving
a coir instructor free of charge, it was not directly linked to the
department concerned, and could not be when the latter changed its policy.
Other departments, such as the Department of Cooperatives, provided no
solution, as the latter was not functioning optimally due to the earlier
mentioned changes in government policy. Further, for its "supervision" it
required 10% of the yearly profits, which was unacceptable for the women.
On the other hand the organization needed some form of registration to
export their goods, and also as a protection from the village elite.
Through various means we managed to overcome these problems, while main-
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taining the link with the department supplying the building. The relevant
point in this context is, that the government structure provides no means
for such initiatives (independent of party politics) to be incorporated
profitably, from the letter's perspective. The requirements to do so
arises mainly from the need to protect oneself from the culture of repression as it operates in the villages.

In relation to decision-making within the group

When I had to leave Sri Lanka a year after initiation, the women feared
the loss of an informal arbiter in their midst and also that they needed a
substitute for the protection my presence gave vis-â-vis their elite. As
was illustrated in the previous point, neither of these functions could be
provided in the government structure. For lack of alternatives we opted
for a Board of Management, consisting of three women (of divergent political parties); the rope collector; the coir instructress; a male treasurer
(a retired

departmental officer involved from the start) and, as an

honorary post in order to maintain the link with the Department offering
the infrastructure, the director of the local branch as president. The
treasurer had become known to the women and myself by his supportive
attitude to their initative when he was still a government officer, and
all of us trusted him with the funds. The group also needed an Englishspeaking person to deal with government, bank and export formalities. The
dependence on outsiders created by this solution for the women worried us
all, including the treasurer, and remained a worry leading to changes in
the coming years.

Points of rpmaining concern

In the seven successive years we have tried to come to terms with the
problems that remained, inspite of the gains achieved.

Dependency on outlets

In the first place the dependency on export outlets had to be altered,
because of the economic vulnerability entailed and secondly because it
reduced the women's direct knowledge of marketing.
During the last four years the variety of coir mats has been greatly
expanded, catering

for different markets in the country and abroad.
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Although occasionally export orders are still accepted, the vast majority
of production is currently sold locally, while the women, on rotationbasis, deliver the goods to the buyers (see "rotation of responsibilities"). The present political instability in the country has reduced trade
and affected some of the trade connections but the women have, through
support from others, expanded their numbers and production to meet orders,
the most important of which they had located themselves. If they encounter
trade problems they can fall back on members of a Sri Lankan based organization, initiated by Sri Lankan colleagues/friends and myself a few years
ago.
Being involved with the buyers of their products has greatly enhanced
the women's commercial insight and knowledge of the coir trade on the
island. If the market for mats should fail in future, the women have the
option of selling yarn direct to the local market or export companies,
without the intervention of middlemen, as with the help of the abovementioned support organization they have built up the necessary contacts
and knowledge. At the moment small groups of women in various villages are
being mobilized by the support organization to attempt the sale of yarn
direct to the factory, but the matmakers prefer to continue with their
trade for the substantially higher profits it offers. Nevertheless some of
them joined the other groups as a side-line to their main activities.

Dependency on outsiders

This dependency was, and remained, considerable after three years, as the
Board of Management, due to factors of class and gender, allotted to the
outside members an overruling influence. It required a great deal of
discussion with everyone involved to change this slowly. Several examples
are given in the following discussion on developments during the last
seven years. The women found it extremely difficult to speak openly to a
director of the Department, who was appointed president of their board.
With some who were closer to them, like the treasurer and the coir instructress, they often opted for forms of p/matronage; placing the others
in a position of authority and then pusuing individual paths of "friendship" and privilege, rather than taking responsibility as a group.
The Board of Management proved a too formal and rigid a tool for promoting decision-making among the women themselves. Later this was to be
changed to group meetings without outsiders, where decisions were taken by
joint (secret) vote before meeting with the outside associates. In this
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way the women felt less overcome by feelings of Incompetence and Insecurity when dealing with social superiors, and were compelled to take their
own decisions. Later the president's function was dissolved, the director
having less time for these functions as the result of his department's
changed policy. Likewise after eight years, the coir instructress also
left, all her duties having been successfully taken over by the women
themselves.
As the women gained confidence and mutual trust, the financial task of
the treasurer could be substantially reduced, although his signature and
consent is still required when large financial amounts are involved. Thus,
although the dependency on outsiders was not terminated, it was greatly
reduced, while among the women the knowledge and ability to take decisions
has been expanded.

Relations between the women

In the relations between the women themselves one still has to face the
consequences of the various individualistic strategies for survival versus
the interests of the group as a whole. In other words, at certain moments
many tend to fall back on what Di Maggio termed the role of "strategists"
rather than becoming "strugglers" in a joint enterprise.
Internally, pressure groups emerged; the older ones trying to control
the younger (in terms of age as well as years of working in

the group);

the younger ones attempting to outwit the more senior etc. This situation
encouraged some women to seek and obtain more power, the weaker ones being
coerced into silence. Of course these situations can be expected

as

hierarchy and repression are evident realities of the village world, and
the group had had no accepted hierarchy of leadership from the outset. The
challenge lies in creating means to overcome these developments, both
within the group and in relation to other women's (coir) organizations.
This point will be further discussed in following sections (5.2.3 and
5.3).

Counterpoint on gender

One final major drawback of the organization is that although it pursued
the struggle in deeds and words in relation to the discourse of the poor,
it never directly addressed the issue of gender.
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Indirectly the women benefitted by gaining more control at home or by
contributing to their own dowries, enabling them to make a match far away
from home if they had been suffering from forms of social ostracism (for
instance after having been raped, being an illegitimate child etc.). The
women also mentioned it was a great source of support and enjoyment to
come together during the day. One could forget troubles at home or at
least have friends to discuss them with. How important this was for them
was revealed when hardly any woman opted to make mats at home, when this
was suggested as a possibility. Thirdly, simply by knowing more about the
outside world, travelling to Colombo, dealing with manufacturers and
meeting other women's organizations, their self-confidence greatly increased, at times exceeding that of their husbands. Nevertheless gender
issues were not directly addressed with the idea of changing them. As
argued

in chapter A, a counterpoint on gender has substantially less

legitimacy among the poor than a counterpoint on class.

5.2.4

Some points on the development over the laat seven years

As with respect to the quality of products, market outlets and growing
numbers of women participating no problems worth mentioning occurred, I
will concentrate on the internal difficulties, which were manifold.
The government's policy of mechanizing the production of fibre initially
created one serious obstacle. As a trader in a nearby village obtained a
crusher to accelerate the process of husk-retting, several husk-traders in
the village elected to sell their products in bulk to this unit. Due to
the women's organizational level they were able to meet this challenge, by
purchasing large quantities of husks and retting them in their own pits.
They also bought fibre from the new unit, but as it proved too inferior
for their purposes, this was not continued.
The crusher-unit - like the other

units - consistently turned out

inferior fibre, due to technical and operational difficulties which have
not been solved. Therefore after two years its turnover dwindled and from
the perspective of unorganized workers, its threat lessened. If the fibre
had been of adequate quality, the organization could even have benefitted
from this development.
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Problems within the organization

Leaders and Followers

After I left, the intention was that the Board became the official decision-making body. As time passed it became apparent that the woman appointed to buy the rope was becoming an informal leader, using many
methods to exert her control outside the official meetings. By pawning and
"helping" women with loans she gradually enlarged her power-base, although
such practices were forbidden by joint decision. Furthermore she proposed
several new members arbitrarily and supported others applying for loans,
whereas the rule was that every applicant had to have two guarantors
within the organization. Her protegees were the first to default on the
regular repayment of their loans. The rope-collector persisted in demanding understanding for their special financial difficulties. In turn, these
women operated as "spies" and kept her informed of any antagonism voiced
against her in her absence. Finally, if such antagonism did arise, she
threatened to inform me by letter; stressing that the women should be
grateful to her, as she had been instrumental in guiding the outsider to
undertake this venture initially. Thus via the well-known mechanisms of
matronage, instlgnation of fear and the strategy of divide and rule, she
gradually established a firm grip on the whole group. None of the women
dared to oppose her openly, nor inform the treasurer and myself of what
was happening. On visitors from outside she always made a good impression,
with her intelligence and ability to adjust the ideological outlook of the
organization to the sympathies of the visitors concerned. Her husband had
led the young men repairing the building and was still regularly called in
for small "male" jobs, which further strengthened their position. One day
she made a mistake. She openly abused some of the young girls. From that
moment plans were laid, drawing her into a conflict without her enemies
appearing to be directly involved. One of the girls was engaged to a young
man whose family held shares in the land crossed over by the path to the
building. A few weeks later, overnight a fence was erected over the path.
This happened shortly before I was due for a visit, and when I arrived I
was told that the family owning the land was antagonistic to the group.
The women asked me to go and speak to them. I refused, saying it was their
responsibility. The problem remained, and initially no reference was made
to the rope-collector. Later I was told that the landowning family bore
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the latter a grudge. They invited me for a visit, during which I explained
that I could not become involved as my role had officially ended.
When the women became convinced that I was not going to act, the fence
was removed one night. Only after long discussions did the truth finally
emerge. The women were also testing my possible reaction to the ropecollector, before openly

complaining about her. When they had, they

expected me to propose her removal from the Board. I stressed it could not
be done by me, and there the matter rested as many women were indebted to
her through personal links. A friend from Colombo and myself held long
talks with everyone separately, to examine the issues at stake. Again
nothing happened and it was a year later before the women, in a joint
meeting, removed the rope-collector and turned out those who had not
repaid their loans. Her spies were slowly forced leave through group
pressure. In the year leading up to this decision many women had terminated their dependent relations with the rope-collector.
This lengthy example is given to indicate how informal power-networks
overtake the official decision-making in an organization and intricacy of
the strategies employed. Playing those with (informal) power against one
another is a successful strategy of the weak, and for the women it had
become second nature. These situations arise not only if one person
attempts to control others, but more often because the others sit back and
let it happen. This attitude can be expected from the women and openly
opposing it - at the newly initiated group-meetings - was not a usual way
of dealing with conflicts, especially as the latter extended beyond the
group, to the village as well. In a context like this it remains a tremendous challenge to transform such meetings into realistic tools of decision-making. Creating a "Managing Board" - as a remnant of the cooperative
structure - failed to work because the described mechanisms kept recurring.
We altered the procedure, holding only joint meetings, where decisions
were taken by secret ballot if neccessary, so that all were free-er to
make the decision they wished. Secondly, we opted for a wide-spread
rotation of (small) responsibilities, thus Involving all the women, many
of whom who had preferred to sit back and ridicule the leaders behind
their backs.
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Rotating and expanding responsibilities
In the years that followed an extensive network of responsibilities was
built up. Instead of the Department dyeing the yarn, two/three women
undertook it in turns. With the right information and improved dyes the
quality was even substantially improved, which facilitated sales.
In turn women were responsible for guarding the stocks of mats and yarn,
the latter especially posing a great challenge as ropes are swiftly and
anonymously turned into cash. Per two weeks three women were appointed to
select the yarn offered for sale, always in the presence of the other
workers so that no горе-seller could bully another into buying inferior
stock. Dealings with the bank and petty cash all became part of the shared
duties. Women often preferred to go in pairs on the bicycle with cash
through the village, being afraid of theft if they went alone, or on foot.
The younger women who could read and write were trained in administration
and salesmanship.
When the innovations became established, women took their products to
Colombo for sale - and with help - learned all the procedures involved.
These things do not happen overnight. I happened to be present when, for
the first time, a large stock was being transported at night, by hiring
space in a passing lorry. Arriving in Colombo, two selected women would
have to wait several hours on the pavement till the sales point opened its
doors. First one lorry-driver refused, then a second one's lorry broke
down. The chaos was enormous. Many women became frightened; husbands
grumbled about the unconventional procedures; the women were also afraid
of the unknown men they would meet on the way. They selected the largest
and toughest-looking woman in their group, saying she just could not be
raped, but she was so fat it was difficult to find a very thin one, to
squeeze in next to her on the available seat in the lorry. Some of the
women tacitly showed their irritation with me when I did not step in to
solve the problem when things started to get out of hand. I could drive,
knew Colombo and travelled at night - so why wouldn't I use these assets
now?
All these little innovations engendered a great deal of insecurity Ini
tially, but are now so much part of the procedure that no one thinks
twice of them. Also becoming accustomed to taking responsibility led
effortlessly to expanding activities together.
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When sales outlets in Holland became uncertain'^, outlets were found in
Sri Lanka itself, while the variety of products was expanded to meet the
new requirements. Here again the women were instrumental in discovering
the most important of these new outlets, a firm in Colombo, via their own
networks.25 Slowly the women used their dexterity to locate the firm's
other buying points, compared the prices, and negotiated a price increase.
As mentioned, after eight years the instructress was able to leave, her
duties were over. About this time also the women undertook the retting of
husks themselves, thereby increasing the profit substantially. Of course
conflicts remain: other leaders attempting to dominate, the older women
bullying the younger ones constantly, especially newcomers. Nevertheless
the deepening of new friendships and the experience with the rope-collector (which proved a basis for discussion on the "leadership" and "followers" complex as we termed it), provided sufficient checks to deal with
such developments up till now. Finally, the concrete experience of taking
responsibility gave new momentum to the determination to safeguard their
achievement.
We supported the gradual development of contact with other groups in
rural areas and the Free Trade Zone, and exchange visits started to take
place. Currently the treasurer only comes two/three times a month to help
out with remaining financial problems; the women have built up their own
support fund for those members who fall ill or cannot work for other
reasons, such as injuries from wife-beating. As the latest form of support, young girls from the country-wide support organization (which I
later helped to establish), began living in the village and attending the
meetings. I will briefly discuss the changes they are attempting to
implement at the conclusion of this chapter (independence

versus link-

ing).

" ) The small, non-commercial importer in Holland no longer wished to
support groups in a country where the government was abusing basic human
rights, as was becoming public knowledge from press reports on the racial
conflict in the country.
25) One woman had a relative working in a mat-factory in Colombo; he
became friendly with the manager, laid the contact, which the women then
consolidated, also incorporating external supporters they had acquired
through the years.
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Conclusion

This experience of organizing, started in isolation in a hostile environment and initially with no wider back-up networks could proceed only by
elaborating on the women's existing strategies of resistance. In our
better moments they guided the leader (which I was initially), in our
weaker moments the leader had so much responsibility that it led to
vulnerability among the women as a group.
As it grew, the organization opposed the hegemony of the powerful and
translated covert forms of resistance into more overt ones, thus creating
a choice - dilemma - for the women to begin thinking of the effects of
their individual survival strategies and the potential of their group
resistance. Through the success of their own actions the women were
confronted with the consequences of being either a strategist or a struggler. None of us possessed any theory or adequate perspectives on how to
face these dilemmas, so we followed a method of trial and error, attempting to deal with the problems as they arose. As it had to start from the
existing strategies of resistance and the degree of legitimacy of the
struggle against the powerful, the discourse on class became more prominent than the discourse on gender. Nevertheless it is now rauch easier to
directly take up the issue of gender than it was ten years ago.
In the next section I will analyze in more detail the issues of organization from within, the linkage with other organizations and the struggle for legitimacy of a counterpoint on gender, attempt to initiate a
dialogue on the implications of these three points for new perspectives
for resistance on gender.

5.3

Use and elaboration of existing strategies of resistance

In the coming sections I will base the discussion mainly on the coir
workers' experience, as I decided against commenting on the many other and
larger organizations/movements only on the base of existing documentation
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and short visits I made in the past. Nevertheless a relatively large body
of literature exists.26
The experience of organizing was based on the premise that the poor, far
from being ignorant, agree to misrecognize the power relationships vis-àvis the rich and influential, as a consequence of the power relationship
itself. It aimed at strengthening the legitimacy of the opposing discourse
of the poor on class. It did not see the covert, individualized strategies
as isolated acts, lacking revolutionary consequences, or something of a
fundamentally different nature to "real" resistance of organized "political" movements. As described in chapter 4, the discourse of the poor is
far more radical than their actions can afford to be. Scott also elaborated this argument, and the bias to view only open forms of rebellion and
revolution as "political", leading to the underestimation of the covert
forms of resistance.2'
I would prefer to speak of a "strategy of silence" in this context. By
starting from the women's awareness of their own oppression, it was
possible to work with what I called the "coerced doxa", as the legitimacy
of the counterpoint on class was relatively strong in their own minds, in
that of their men and in society at large.
In the case of "acquiesced doxa" in relation to gender, the situation
was not principally different, but the covert forms of resistance used by
the women vis-à-vis their men were markedly different in strategy. The
disparity lay mainly in the level of legitimacy accorded to the counterpoint on gender. It was more prominent among the women themselves, but was
absent in the minds of the men, and, to a great extent, in society at
large. As a consequence the women find themselves, like all people faced
with seemingly unalterable oppression, managing to cope by a combination
of "knowing and not knowing", in order to save themselves from the worst
frustrations. As one women once remarked to me: "It is not that I don't
26

) To mention a few: Bhasin 1978, 1980, 1983; Daga Documentation 1986;
Fais Borda 1984; Hoytink 1987; Huq 1987; Kalpagam 1985; Kidd, Rashid 1984;
Kronenburg 1986; Omvedt 1980; Sebstad 1982; Sharma, Hussain 1984; de
Silva, Mehta, Rahman and Wignaraja 1979; Slida 1981; Tillekaratne 1982;
Wicramaaratchi 1984; Wignaraja 1984.
27) "This position, in my view, fundamentally misconstrues the very basis
of the economic and political struggle conducted daily by subordinate
classes - not only slaves, but peasants and workers as well - in repressive settings. It is based on an ironic combination of both Leninist and
bourgeois assumptions of what constitutes political action" (Scott 1985:
292).
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know and understand, but It is that I'm afraid to know and understand".
The question arises, whether these disparatles in degrees of legitimacy
will require other strategies of resistance to that of class. Before
discussing this question, I will analyze what the elaboration of existing
strategies of resistance on class entailed, and in which ways the women
did - as women - sidestep some of their men's strategies in relation to
the more powerful.
a. The first main strategy was one of deceit, which pervaded the whole
approach and is at the core of the oppressed's resistance to the power
ful. Although the women shared this strategy with their men, they
opted to refrain from certain provocations the men would have pursued.
As an example one can think of the opening ceremony of the organiza
tion.
b. Secondly, a great deal of energy was expended on mobilizing one set of
powerful forces to counteract another. As we saw, this reaction was
second nature to the women and we also used it on a larger scale: by
not antagonizing the husk- and rope-traders simultaneously, by opposing
the local political power structure with the authority of government
departments; and by using the authority of the treasurer verses that of
the husbands.
с

Thirdly, although such an organization emphasizes the economic side to
their activities, it nevertheless entails a struggle in deeds as well
as words. Within the dynamics of the two opposing discourses of the
poor and the rich in the village, the women experience their organiza
tion as a proof that the rich's negative interpretation is incorrect.
Thus, quite apart from any economic advantages, it serves as a counterelement on the level of discourse.
Initially the women were ridiculed, told their attempt would fail as
soon as their dubious, foreign, do-gooder departed, and

that they

would have to eat their mats for lack of buyers etc. These verbal
attacks cause a great deal of fear and anger. Nowadays, the organiza
tion is accepted in the village and new members no longer require the
leading political party's sanction. The women (and even their husbands)
are exceptionally proud of this achievement, which they consider to be
of different quality to that of their individual economic gain.
d. Fourthly, the approach avoided retaliation, by never stepping into the
almost ritualistic grooves of combat between the poor and the privileg
ed in the village. At times some women could not stop a torrent of
abuse at those who ridiculed them, but others would remind them never
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to show this anger unless there is a specific advantage to be gained,
and a good chance of achieving it.
This approach differed markedly from that of the (young) men in the
village. For example, they would have answered with hostility when the
party-representative claimed to be too ill to approve the candidates
for the organization. The women, on the contrary, took the sting out of
this provocation by visiting him during his illness and offering all
the help they could.
e. Fifthly, it did not imply the avoidance of conflict altogether, as at a
certain stage some of the rope traders had to be confronted with the
fact that women were no longer working for them. But the process was
gradual and left room to combat the threat or conflict at a level which
the group could manage, and which strengthened it as well.
f. Finally, it entailed a great flexibility. Somehow drawbacks had to be
transformed into advantages. Here also in contrast to many of their
men, the immense practical sense of the women refusing to be provoked,
was a great asset and closely linked to their strategy of deceit and
avoiding reprisals. The example of the illness of the party representatives has been given, but one can also think of the guidance and use
they made of the foreigner in their midst.
Thus one sees that these strategies were largely based on existing
ones and, on the level of discourse, were consolidated with elements of
the counterpoint on class, although the women regularly infused insights based on their oppression as a sex. However, an outright use of
the counterpoint on gender was not made. In the first place my position
was too vulnerable to bring up the issue of gender relations from the
the perspective of changing them. Also I would have felt ambivalent in
doing so. The signals and advice one receives on this issue are many,
but unlike those on class, they do not point strongly in one direction.
On the class issue the women forcefully directed me and my task lay
mostly in making them think again on the strategies proposed and
exposing them to alternatives; the issue of gender is far more complex.
Of course one joked about it; sympathized with exceptionally unfortunate women; joined in the grumbling about useless raen, etc. But our
opponents were waiting for the first mistake and a white female foreigner who talked openly about changing the relations between the
sexes would a be too good an opportunity to miss.
When the women asked me privately about women in other places where I
had lived they showed great interest. For instance the information on
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"battered women's houses" left the women in awe, saying they would need
one in every village all over the country. Likewise stories in African
contexts, where women саше together to sing mockingly in front of the
house of a man who abused his wife, left them pondering. "If only we
could go jointly to a husband who beats his wife and discuss it. We all
know what's going on, but that is not the way things are done here.
Those other women are lucky". My vulnerability coupled with the lack of
legitimacy of the issue inhibited further action. While urban Sinhalese
women from the higher classes (and different caste) experience similar
problems to a lesser extent, it is feasible for those of similar
backgrounds to maintain a fruitful dialogue on these issues. Similarly,
if linked up with larger organizations the chances are further increas
ed. Under the headings of "counterpoint on gender" and "independence
and alliance", I will return to this point. First a look at the inter
nal organization and the greatest obstacle met at this level.

5.4.

Within organizations: hierarchy and matronaee

On the one hand the initiation of the women's organization

succeeded

because it operated on the premise that the women were not powerless, but
were actively involved In reducing their exploitation to the best of their
ability. But the women's survival strategies bear one major disadvantage.
They are extremely individually oriented, due to the structure of the
industry which atomizes their interests. This is not peculiar to the coir
industry, but is a characteristic of many of the rural industries along
the south coast (f. ex. Alexander 19S2).
Although the mistrust and cheating among themselves was an enormous
obstacle to which endless discussion was devoted, there was a positive
improvement, based on the women's experiences as they went along. When
the rope-collector was appointed basically the women refused to tackle the
"cheating" mentality within their own venture. No one trusted the other to
buy up the stock. But not facing up to this inherent weakness only led to
a larger problem; by avoiding responsibility they allowed the rope-collec
tor to build up substantial control over them. Only after several years,
when networks of friendship, understanding the running of an organization
and breaking the vertical links with the traders had taken place, the
women finally faced the challenge of protecting and expanding what they
had achieved, (joint husk-retting, rotation of stock buying, handling
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petty cash and other financial transactions), thereby reducing their need
for outsiders and leaders. The process was not easy, especially the stockbuying was feared for a refusal to buy rope can create an enemy who is
also active outside the organization. In another women's coir-organization^B, this problem was solved by numbering the bundles, so that the
selectors operated without knowing to whom the bundles belonged.
There are several ways to combat and transform the individualistic
strategies. Solutions are found, not by the outsider, but by the women
starting to think creatively how to handle their own vulnerability,
paradoxically by using their strength in another way.
I found one of the most difficult strategies to influence to be the
"logic of matronane". embedded in the organizing principle of hierarchy
operating in society at large. While the women broke off their vertical
links with the traders, having gained faith in their organization

(a

decision the group did not demand, but left members free to choose) they
brought to their organization "a habitus" of dealing with other group
members in a similar way. The example of the rope-collector was given, but
examples occurred repeatedly. "Getting close" to those with more power
like the coir instructress, treasurer and myself, and boosting them in
this position was another favourite strategy. Once this relationship was
established it was used as a form of "symbolic capital" to bind others;
only they could approach the "outsiders" on certain topics. As seen this
development led to the total dissolution of the Board, for by its very
structure it created room for such matronage to flourish. If power becomes
located in one person, however informally, this development will inevitably follow. It does not mean that the organization does not look successful from the outside.

Take for example a strategy which is used regularly in
rural women's organizations. The leaders acquire funds on
the basis of which credit is distributed. Each recipient
is part of a smaller group, who in turn receive loans via
the woman in the intermediate position, who is in contact
with the leaders. The intermediary is usually also made
responsible to the leaders for making the others pay back
the loan. As long as the money lasts, groups will be

28) Kamburugammuwe Women's Coir Group, Matara, shown in the film: "The
Wrong End of the Rope", Risseeuw, Amerasinghe 1985.
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formed in great numbers and will be successful in terms of
paying back the credit.

Success is high precisely because it is based on the matronage relationships developing on various levels. From the outside all looks well. At
joint meetings it will be easy to find women to claim the great benefits
of the venture, in any emancipatory jargon required by the ultimate
leaders. They agree to misrecognize, just as they were used to with their
traders. Getting "close" to the intermediary becomes the first requirement, while the intermediary in turn invests effort and time in remaining
the confidant of the ultimate leaders, who appear as no less than fullyfledged benefactors. For the top leaders confidants are likewise necessary, to maintain their links with an otherwise amorphous group.
These forms of organization do not enhance the women's experience of
acting jointly on the problems they face. And it is only this latter
experience which provides the momentum to think creatively about the next
step. The leaders themselves and their possibilities to misuse their power
do not represent the main problem: it is rather the fact that the majority
become passive and begin opting for the time-honoured

strategies of

dealing with the powerful, as long as the resources last.™
As a cause of organizations crumbling once their leaders fail them, this
aspect is less often emphasized than the failings of the leaders themselves. A strong leader often inhibits her/his followers from realising that
their organization will only be what they themselves put into it.
Huizer has differentiated two ideal types of leaders along the following
characteristics. One the one hand of the continuum leaders have qualities
which are termed participatory, democratic and rational, while on the
other hand one has those who are termed authoritarian, dependent and
traditional. Within movements one can see the leadership swinging from one
side of the continuum to the other, while on the whole the higher the
degree of organization and institutionalisation, the more difficult it is
to maintain the participatory sides of leadership (Huizer 1972: 157-164).
Once the leader becomes dominant and relations of p/matronage

become

entrenched, an open dialogue within the group becomes virtually impossi-

29) Maybe superfluous, but I don't mean to imply that matronage, misrecognised for "friendship" or supportive relationships, only occurs in situations of poverty or among rural Third World women. It is present in all
situations of scarcity of resources, where the allocation mechanisms are
diffuse and personalized.
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ble, as all see the procedure through the matrix of their agreement to
misrecognize the power-relations really in operation. Here again one perceives one of the earlier-mentioned problems of the powerful: the impossibility of ever really knowing what the other is thinking.
The problems with hierarchy experienced by the women in a small village
in Sri Lanka echo the problems faced by so many feminist organizations all
over the world, with which they have to come to terms (for example Rowbotham, Segal, Wainright 1979). Coming from individual-oriented societies
with deeply engrained notions of hierarchy does not seem to help in
creating alternatives, as one repeatedly falls back into thinking along
the traditional or orthodox lines of thought. "Banning" these problems of
imposing an ideology of equality is not functional as once these issues
become "unsaid", they become virtually intangible and are relegated to the
area of doxa, where paradoxically, they can operate with far greater
effectiveness. Likewise starting from the premise that people are basically rational, or even good-natured, is not effective either. Unfortunately
(or maybe not) human beings are more complex. People who, on one plane,
fight oppression to gain some autonomy for themselves, simultaneously
attempt to gain control and power over others, including their own group
members.
Trying to surface this ability to undertake such contradictory actions
at the same time, we followed several strategies as the organization
developed and those of other women coir groups facing similar problems,
whom we came into contact with. We started by identifying "power" and the
dynamics of the group, calling it a "leadership" and "followers" complex;
we discussed this using examples from outside and inside the group, in
that order. We always attempted to keep power, knowledge, responsibility
on the move within the group, never allowing it to "settle down" under the
guise of "charisma" etc. It must be a continuous process. Also we never
attacked the need for power among the women as a moralistic judgement on
them as persons. It was put forward as a common human failing, which could
in turn affect us all. This was done jokingly and through the misabused
word of "trust", which gives the other the feeling of remaining an integral part of the group. Even if it led to a parting of ways, we tried
not to view it as final and accredit each woman with the ability to review
her position. In our case (and that of others) relative success seems to
be attainable only if the groups remain small; therefore as the group
grows, care must be taken to keep creating these smaller units within the
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larger structure. I admit It did not always work and I don't expect that
It will do so In the future either.
But a first step Is that we further understand the dynamics of power
from within, to realize how crucial it Is to the forming of organized
resistance, and to find means to reduce, If not end, It. This realization
does not arise from a moral judgement, but from the pragmatic awareness
that It Is the paramount requirement If group resistance is to grow
qualitatively and quantitatively.If possible the requirement applies even
more to groups of women than those of peasants and workers In general. The
degree of internalization of the dominant discourse on gender, the seeming
dearth of alternatives, coupled with lack of experience of organizing even
on the legitimized counterpoint on class, inhibits the articulation of
another vision. To a large extent one is forced to reason along the
orthodox categories of thought. Rather than through the guidance of
outsiders, it is in the setting of one's own experience of a shared
ability to move the stakes of struggle, however small, which gives further
courage and momentum to start thinking on alternatives. As one coir worker
expressed herself in a film about her organization (Risseeuw, Amerasinghe
1985):

We didn't know we were making an organization. We just
handled one problem after another - stepping from flowerpetal to flower-petal. Now when we look back we see we have
a very good organization.

Although having been unable to envisage an organization, she was able to
help create one, through handling and discussing obstacles as they presented themselves. And her current organizing experience will form the
basis for thinking out further steps. The challenge thus lay not in
"awakening" them to resistance but rather - with them - creating a change
in their reality, from which they - more than any outsider - can reflect
and discuss new strategies based on the altered circumstances they have
achieved.
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Between organizations: Independence and Alliance

Questions in relation to independence from, and linking up to, other
village women or to other organizations occur on several levels.

A. In the first place it takes place on the level of the village itself.
In the described experience it was seen how the coir women could
develop their own initiative by creating an area in which they became
to a certain degree "independent" from both the village hegemony and
their men. Especially side-stepping the former was a important, if rare
occurrence, in the village. It gave them organizing experience to gain
further control over economic resources, as well as a platform of
thought on which together they could re-evaluate their lives and
ensuing strategies. On the other hand, the degree of this independence
was limited:

- The group had to start from nothing, enforcing a low profile approach. It had no wider organization to link up with, which could
support its efforts and counter the oppression of the village powerful on another level.
- Secondly, we had no estimate of the final number of workers the group
could incorporate, as this depended on the reliability and the size
of the orders received. Although the number of matmakera trebled over
the years, this structure curtails expansion. Furthermore the organized women tended to regard themselves as an in-group, harbouring
strong friendships within and a certain aloofness to outsiders who
had not shared in their risk and struggle. Some women even went so
far as to ask others, unorganized, to make them yarn on payment, so
that they could increase their income further by concentrating on
matmaking only. This inspite of the agreement that each matmaker and
others in her home would supply the yarn.
Thus, outside the organization also one sees matronage relations
developing, although in practice this did not hinder rope-making
women from forcing themselves into the group, if they wished to do
so.

These developments arose from the decision to produce a finished
product - even a wide variety of mats, catering for different markets of which sales depended on demand. It not only curtails numbers, it can
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also demand an ad hoc expansion which is difficult to realize overnight, as the approach depended heavily on a woman's determination and
struggle to break with her trader, rather than on a simple employment
basis.
It also demanded discussion in the group; on how far one would invest
a share of the surplus in the training of new women; which ones would
be reliable workers etc. It did teach the women a great deal about
marketing, planning, relating to the village powerful and

to the

outside world. It did not yet teach them to grow as a movement.

B. This became apparent when meeting up with other coir organizations. For
example, one women's coir group, which produced yarn for an export
company, sought contact with the matmakers for training in their
skills. Such a yarn producing organization is in a fundamentally
different position, as the more tons of yarn the group delivers to the
factory, the stronger their bargaining

position is vis-à-vis the

trading partner. Teaching the skills neccessary to manufacture the
required rope qualities occurs almost spontaneously. Women from other
villages come and ask how to link up and be taught the required standards. There are several instances of groups successfully expanding in
this way, because the decision-making process was geared to link up
small units of women who discussed their decisions in their own individual groups before coming to the joint meeting (see Risseeuw, Amarasinghe, film 1985).
From an organizational perspective this structure exhibits the potential of a movement as it contains a mechanism of linking, whereas the
matmakers could easily remain isolated in their hard-won (relative)
degree of independence.
Nevertheless, inspite of this superior organizing strategy the women
in this group were keen to switch to matmaking, as it offered such a
substantial increase in income. Thus as an outsider one may face the
dilemma of either emphasizing the linking potential of an organization,
or increasing the income. In the context of rising inflation and as
their own awareness of organizing strategies grows, the workers themselves quickly dismiss outside attempts to focus them on yarn-making
only as patronizing, and having more to do with the ideals of the
outsiders than with their own realities.
Finding forms of cooperation as soon as some independence has been
achieved in relation to the village powerful is of vital importance, as
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coir workers can only hope to protect their labour rights and enter
into the debate on their position as workers vis-à-vis mechanization
plans on a national level if they have built up strategic alliances
with island-wide organizations and pressure groups.

C. As already mentioned another problem was posed by the fact that a
discourse on gender could not be integrated into the discussions with
the same heterodox legitimacy as issues of class. This issue is also
strongly related to the degree of linkage with the outside world and
therefore the linking between organizations becomes of crucial importance. The high degree of competitiveness and distrust which tends to
develop quickly between the leaders of organizations and the N.G.O.'s,
however egalitarian and open their outlook, forms a substantial obstacle.
Another problem is posed by the discourse on gender itself. Although
more perceptive approaches to rural development operate from an awareness of conflict at village level (which is not the same as elaborating
on existing strategies of resistance), these approaches often still
assume a harmonious relationship between the sexes. Within the household, they assume a pooling of (financial) resources; absence of fierce
conflicts, wife-beating etc.; an equal sharing of work-loads and see
the husband as the main decision-taker. Their policies also promote
this last point, as presumably what is good for the husband is good for
his family. Bourdieu termed a husband following this line as one
utilizing a very succesful "officializing strategy"; it merged one's
own interests with those of one's family and group, thus creating an
aura of disinterestedness.
The male employees of developmental programmes and people's organizations - committed to the cause of the have-nots and of various political outlooks - whom I have met in different parts of the country during
the past years - have often exhibited a reluctance to discuss, or even
allow discussion, on gender issues in their groups. By ridiculing or
eupheraizing such issues they appear to share characteristics with
those in positions of power, namely of opposing counter-experiences and
attempting to push them back into the area of the unsaid or doxa (see
for example Wignaradja 1984b: 77).
Secondly, they show a strong element of the earlier-mentioned fear
among powerful groups, which is based on the assumption that if one
tolerates discussion, one does not know where it will end. In common
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with all those in power, they are "instinctively" aware of the implications of allowing "heterodoxy" to be voiced, to gain a platform of discourse of its own. It seems to be tacitly realized that economically
poor, working women have very few stakes invested in the status quo,
and therefore if a momentum legitimizing their pain and frustration
once began it would rapidly escalate. This is exactly the reason why
organizations for women should address these issues, as people will
only give their utmost in a struggle when they feel that all the
realities of their lives are incorporated.
In my own experience I found fruitful dialogues emerging between the
women's coir organizations when we could circumvent the views of the
(male) outside leaders by bringing the women into direct contact with
other feminist oriented organizations. In this setting the discussions
could take place between women of similar backgrounds, and outsiders
could no longer influence the choice of topics. This process would be
greatly assisted if Sri Lankan feminist organizations succeed in their
efforts to initiate a dialogue on these issues among their own (left
wing) organizations and political cadres, and on the degree they can
further strengthen small feminist rural/workers organizations.
Feminist groupings face the challenge of creating flexible organizational structures with an internal independence which do not resurrect
the old p/oatron-client relationships. With the growth of organizations
the significance of knowledge becoming equated with power becomes all
the more apparent. The influence of outside supporters must be clearly
defined, while means must be sought to enable all participating women
to attain knowledge and experience of the new areas of expanding
activities, and in checking the outsiders involved.
Many organizations are still struggling with these concepts, which
prove more complex as one proceeds. However, those who consciously
tackle the problems and relate them back in discussions with the groups
will have better prospects of reaching imaginative solutions than those
who repeat the failings of "traditional" structures, found at times in
trade unions, political parties and movements. These tend to depend on
strong leaders, but create weak followers.
Feminist research will have to devote much energy to developing along
these lines if organizations for women are to flourish. This experience
with coir workers showed the great insight - as an oppressed group they have into the workings of power. Unless they actively experience
the results of their influence and control, they will be the first to
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fall back on the well-known matronage relationships, dissipating their
strength as individual strategists rather than using it on behalf of a
group seeking to change more than the level of their incomes.

5.6

Beyond organizations; Counterpoint on gender and levels of legitimacy

In chapter 4, based on the findings of several researchers as well as my
own, it is argued

that an alternative discourse - a counterpoint on

gender - exists among rural Sinhalese women, whether

they have been

exposed to current feminist thinking or not. It does not lack presence,
but it lacks legitimacy.
Furthermore, society is changing: although women often land up in the
lowest paid jobs, they are also finding employment in new areas, such as
the Free Trade Zone, migrant labour to the Middle East, and even in the
new Mahavelli settlement scheme (Rajapakse 1988). These new forms of
economic independence, often located away from the home, offer a totally
new perspective which will affect how women (and also men) view the
options open to them in society, as well as in their families and marriages.
As in the case of the coir workers, but on a vastly larger scale, women
are involved in a new dialectic between thought and experience, which will
lead to a revaluation of knowing and not knowing - to new options appearing feasible, while others seem less attractive.
Secondly, on a national level, the official discourse on gender has
undergone great changes over the past fifteen years. Small feminist
organizations have sprung up in many places; debates are published in the
newspapers; feminist magazines are being printed etc. One witnesses an
emerging heterodoxy, in which feminists are attacked along the now familiar lines as persons, rather than in a serious discussion of their ideas.
They are termed elitist, western, dependent on foreign funding, even lesbian, as the heterodoxy mounts in momentum. In many ways attempts are
made to push their arguments back into doxa. Nevertheless, feminism is
becoming an issue in (lower/middle class) Colombo homes, on which all
members of the family have their opinions. The mutation in the "widest
sense of limits" is already reflected on the level of government policies;
one sees policies being defined in relation to women, while a Women's
Bureau, a Ministry for Women's Affairs and Teaching Hospitals have become
realities. Inconceivable twenty years ago. To a large extent joint pressure from local feminist groups and donor agencies was responsible for this
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development. Without commenting on its actual effectiveness, the "discourse" in government circles is such that, on paper at least, specific
attention has to be paid in some form to women's issues. The challenge
faced by the feminist movement in Sri Lanka to make use of this shift in
discourse is substantial, and several questions emerge.

A. From covert to overt resistance

In the beginning of this chapter I cited Scott's recent work several
times, as he emphasized the dynamics of covert resistance and high-lighted
the bias to view overt (organized) resistance as being more important and
more political. A great weakness in his work however is that he not only
evades the question of when covert resistance becomes overt, but develops
a perspective from which it becomes less relevant to search for an answer
to this question in specific social and historic contexts. In the last
paragraph of his book he speaks of his pessimistic but "realistic" conclusions on the meagre benefits achieved for peasants and workers in the
revolutions the world has seen.30 He even goes further and chooses for
respect, even "celebration", of the tenacity of self-preservation.

In ridicule, in truculence, in irony, in petty acts of
non-compliance, in foot-dragging, in dissimulation, in
resistant mutuality, in the disbelief in elite homolies,
in the steady, grinding efforts to hold one's own against
overwhelming odds - a spirit and practice that prevents
the worst and promises something better. (Scott 1985: 350)

However much I sympathise with the respect he accords to the silent
struggle of the oppressed, turning away from analysis of when, and under
what conditions, resistance becomes overt and secondly, from asking
oneself what did in fact change under these circumstances, results in a

30) "there is no point in aspiring in vain for a proletariat or peasantry
that will somehow detach itself from its insistence on the mundane objectives that will make for a tolerable material life and a modicum of dignity. There is, on the contrary, every point in seeing precisely these
ends and their dogged pursuit through thick and thin as the central hope
for a more humane social order - as the core of critique, in symbol and in
action, of any and all social orders erected above peasants and workers by
those who claim to serve their interests." (Scott 1985: 350)
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distant and academic perspective. From this perspective one can forever
continue to respect and celebrate various forms of hidden resistance in
different - and maybe even preferably - far-off parts of the world. Even
if the world revolutions have not led people straight to utopia, they
have deeply affected their lives (see for example Huizer 1980; Croll 1974;
Davin 1976; Rowbothara 1972; Tilly 1978; or Guha 1988 in his critique of
Scott, to mention but a few examples).
Croll and Davin, although emphasizing the limitations of the Chinese
revolution for the position of women, at the same time forcefully showed
how "the widest sense of limits" became transformed and how several levels
of a "hierarchy of doxa" became discussable and - for women - finally became issues for which they could fight. These studies (and others) show
that, under certain circumstances, fish do start talking about the water;
not only quietly and secretly, but loud and clear, forcing the dominant to
review "the water" they had been silent about for so long.
As was mentioned at the start of 5.3, an attempt must be made to reevaluate the existing theories and re-pose the question as to when covert
resistance becomes overt, and to what effect.
In this context renewed appraisal within the Marxist tradition, coupled
with the formulated need to understand more fully why and how people
resist, is promising (Joppke 1987). Recent debates analyzing the contribution made by Gramsci's theories have raised questions on the concept of
"common sense" and the theory of "subaltern consciousness", which had been
pushed to the background.31 Such renewed appraisals are worked out from
totally divergent starting points, emphasizing the deep-felt

need

to

understand more fully how people are currently coping with the oppression
they face under the guise of development. For example, Susan George in her
recent work on the debt crisis states:

31) That the "philosopy of non-philosophers", as we see below, is relatively original to the "non-philosophers" themselves is ignored by Marxist
critique. It is thus completely oblivious of the world which the workers
already know and live with. Consequently, Marxism projected in this form
turns out for the workers, like any other philosophy, external to their
everyday existence, not an integral part of their knowledge processes. In
such a situation, the relationship between Marxism and its agencies is, in
an organisational sense, a one-sided monologue, structurally similar to
the relationship between the church and the believer, the temple priest
and the peasant, the teacher and the disciple and so on (Patnaik 1988: 3.
See also Chatterjee 1988).
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I do believe that most authentic development is what people manage to do against official "developers" like the
World Bank. Third World social and political creativity is
the big unwritten history of this decade. New kinds of
organization are, of necessity, springing up in all sorts
of unlikely spots. Many are unclassifiable and do not even
have recognizable leaders. Thus we In the North tend to
ignore them because they don't behave like our own political parties, trade unions, civil associations and so on.
Allow me to suggest that, compared with the inventiveness
now being displayed in the Third World, our own organizations appear paralyzed, congealed

and very old hat.

(George 1988: 4 ) .

It is promising that such questions are being re-posed with such force and
conviction. One of the dangers of theories concerned with the repercussions of innovative technology and capitalist enterprise is that even
those opposed to these forms of "development", share with it the doxa of
overrating their impact. Almost tacitly workers, peasants, women are
regarded as passive, ignorant and even weak in relation to the forces
confronting them. Feminist theories also have tended to emphasize, however
implicitly, this assumption in relation to Third World peasant women. In
Western thought the equation of the weak with ignorant, even childlike
qualities is deep-rooted

(see Nandy 1985: 56-77).32 Even the leftist

tradition bears traces of this premiss. The fact that Marxism emphasizes a
rigourous distinction

between classes of people could be one of the

reasons leading to the prominence in Marxist thought of the concept of a
"vanguard party" on the one hand, and the masses in need of leadership on
the other.
Currently, with the renewed interest into the subtle and complex workings of power, feminists and others are arriving at a changed perspective
on the dynamics of power. This new perspective should not, and does not,
remain a theoretical one, and is becoming increasingly integrated in new
queries with relation to resistance. Thus Foucault's analysis of power has
occasioned sharp feminist critique on its implications for a theory of

32) "The doctrine of progress, in the guise of models of biological and
psychological development, had already promoted in post-mediaeval Europe,
particularly in the nineteenth century, the use of the metaphor of childhood as a major justification of all exploitation (Nandy 1985:59).
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resistance-^, while others have stressed that his ideas lead to new interpretations of resistance, bearing a creative potential.34 in feminist
thought building the (un)conscious schism between leaders and followers
can also occur, as most feminists who are currently in the position to
develop theories come from societies based on (c)overt notions of hierarchy, which in their unsaid form (doxa) can slip into the developed framework.
Hopefully, in contrast to the differentiating concept of class, the
binding concept of the sex one shares (in spite of differences in race,
class, caste and sexual identities), will operate as a counterforce
against the tendency to develop models of "vanguard leaders" and their
ignorant followers. Only by starting from an awareness of how covert but
complex forms of resistance are already in operation, can one ever hope to
develop further insights into ways of strengthening it. Women's struggle
is more complex, as their issues often lack the legitimacy - even on a
heterodox

level - which other movements have already achieved. During

revolutions women have often joined in actively with their men, which is
taken as an indication of their revolutionary potential. But from a
feminist point of view this issue becomes transformed. It questions when
and how women were (and will be) able to participate in a battle for their
concerns - to what degree they can determine the content of joint issues
with men - and how women can develop their own strategies for doing so.35
Women with the advantages of class, caste education and race will have
to listen to others' priorities, while contributing their own, so that it

33) "First, despite his obvious sympathy for those who are subjugated in
various ways, he (Foucault) writes from the perspective of the dominator,
"the self-proclaimed majority". Second, and related perhaps in part because power relations are less visible to those who can dominate others, systematic relations of power ultimately vanish from Foucault's account of
power - a strange and ironic charge to make against someone who is attempting to illuminate power relations". (Hartsock 1987: 109).
34) "Foucault's politics, then, were not a radicalism that attempted to
avoid co-option, but rather a "radical reformism" that accepted it from
the beginning as inevitable and necessary." (Gandal 1986: 120).
35) Take for example the often described Shahada movement (for ex. Mies
1975). When the young radical leaders made room for the rural women to
speak and asked them for their priorities, they named "liquor and gambling", rather than the more predictable issues of exploitation by landlords
and low wages. This indicated not only an awareness of their oppression,
but also the voicing of their own specific priorities if a public context
is created for them to do so.
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can be determined at what stage and with which strategy a joint approach
can be pursued.
In this light one must ensure that consciousness-raising and consclentlzatlon remain true to the form, acknowledging the Initial awareness and
knowledge all oppressed people have of their conditions of subjugation,
and how people can learn from each other by understanding the specific
oppressive conditions of each other's lives (Mitchell 1971: 62). If not,
one easily falls back on an Implicit model or doxa, which - although
remaining unformulated - is based on the premise of the vanguard followers; namely of a few being in a privileged position of some kind which
Justifies their power of decision. Bourdieu provided several analytical
tools to approach the area of "knowing and not knowing" and develops a
theory of people, which can be applied to women in this case, being aware
of their subjugation, and fighting daily via a series of covert strategies
to minimize its effects.
What women have to learn from each other is not so much the oppression
they face and their covert, individualized ways of countering it: they
must learn that their silent voices can be fused, become public and claim
the legitimacy - even on a heterodox level - achieved by other movements
in the past. Only then can the covert forms of resistance be transformed
into overt ones, thus deeply affecting the strategy of acquiescence or
acquiesced

doxa. This is why matronage and individualized strategies

within organizations can have such negative effects; they can inhibit each
woman from experiencing her own ability to influence her life, however
small the initial step. Only one's own experience in changing the state of
"knowing and not knowing" results in thinking creatively on the next
possible step, gaining experience as one succeeds, or fails.

B. Comparing forms of open revolt by women in various societies

A second line of questioning is related to comparisons between cases of
the open revolt of women in various societies and at various historical
periods: analyzing the "widest sense of limits", the orthodoxy and heterodoxy existing at the time. Queries that arise are: what was the specific
nature of the counterpoint on gender prior to, and at the moment that the
open struggle emerged: on what level of legitimacy was the counterpoint on
gender operating previously; which influences led the counterpoint

to

greater legitimacy and finally, which issues remained in doxa and why? In
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other words, in how far was a hierarchy of doxa in relation to gender
relations uncovered, and to what extent did it remain undiscussed in the
area of the immutable and unmentionable?
When the ultimate leader of the Chinese revolution named the masculine
authority of husbands and other men as a fourth oppressive force faced by
women, besides those shared with their men, it had an enormous effect.
However distant from praxis, this concept

profoundly influenced

the

discourse on gender, transforming the widest sense of limits of thought.
New issues became mentionable, leading to organizations, publications and
other activities gaining the necessary legitimacy for development, while
on the level of praxis, the vast changes society was undergoing (education, new ownership and decision-making patterns) provided the material
basis on which to maximize these struggles.
Another avenue to explore involves comparing open rebellions by women
with those based mainly on class, with possibly only lip-service paid to
the "upliftment" of women. Questions that arise are: in what ways do the
forms of resistance, and this elected use of overt violence differ, apart
from differences in the nature of the issues addressed? Can one expect a
women's movement to adapt similar paths as a worker's movement? Or a
nationalist liberation struggle etc.? If this seems (highly) unlikely
- for example in the ultimate use of physical, and even military violence - does this indicate that the strategies will have to be different all
along the line, long before the option for physical violence is reached in
other cases?
The example of the Shahada movement has been mentioned, but in this
context one can also think of the coir-workers experience. Instead of
naming the trader as their main enemy, they pinpointed their "shame"
("apee lajaave") as the major obstacle for organizing (Rlsseeuw, Amarasinghe 1985). With this they meant the level of distrust common among
them and the degree of internalization of the dominant orthodox thinking
on being a woman, low caste, doing unimportant menial jobs. They sought a
dialogue among themselves, seeking to locate their own experiences as
(non)-actors, and delve deeper into the reasons underlying their isolation
and individualized response. They emphasized

that aspect of oppression

which is closest to what is termed the psychological contract between the
oppressor and oppressed, rather than that of the exploiter only. In other
words they made distinctions between coerced and acquiesced doxa, and
selected the latter as the first which had to change. They sought means to
raise the legitimacy of their struggle to a level where it could be shared
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amongst them. This seems to have been the first step undertaken by the
women, and it is already a large one, involving a move against prevailing
orthodoxy and bringing into the open what they originally approached as
individual strategists, in a world which appeared immutable.З"
No blue-print exists for the following steps - and probably never will but feminist theory must come to grips with strategies to be pursued by
overt resistance both in and beyond organizations, and the implications also for one's own life - involved (see also Lycklama 19Θ7: 32-34).

C. In how far is one form of hierarchy transformed into another?
A third set of questions in the Sri Lankan context is related to the
current socio-economic changes in society and the uncertain outcome on
gender relations.
Rajapakse, in a recent study on gender and class in Sri Lanka (1988),
argues that, due to the progressive (used in a strict Marxian sense)
thrust of capitalism, poor peasant women are becoming increasingly assi
milated into social production. This process of exchange, she argues,
creates a tendency to equalize the labour force, involving a disintegra
tion of the family and traditional gender ideology, leading - however
haltingly - to more egalitarian relations between the sexes. In other
words traditional male areas of work become feminized and vice versa. Such
an argument challenges the prevailing orientation in feminist theory which
views modernizing processes as totally detrimental to women, and depicts
the latter as passive victims undergoing this process. But if Rajapakse's
analysis is correct, one still has to pose the question, if one tradi
tional form of gender hierarchy is not being transformed into another one?
In how far will merely a heterodoxy emerge? To what extent will the deeper
levels of gender inequality (of doxa) become transformed?
Large areas of gender relations operate on the level of doxa, and are
often only realized during periods of social change when people suddenly
become more aware that, in fact, there are choices to be made in this
area, instead of making them without thinking. In the first two chapters
such a period of social change has been described, and it was seen how
gender relations, precisely because they г final ned unsaid, could be altered
36) This psychological dimension of subjugation has earlier been brought
out in relation to race. For feminist writers on the subject, see Davis
1981 and Walker 1984.
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quite smoothly, resulting In what was termed a "transformation of doxa".
This phenomenon has also been analyzed in the case of the Chinese revolution, where after the revolution, especially the implicit hierarchical
nature of gender relations persistently bore resemblances to the former
Confucian model of thinking (Davin 1976: 70-115; and Rowbotham 1972).
In the Sri Lankan case, lacking as it does a revolution or a revolutionary vision which incorporates the oppressive nature of gender relations,
discrediting the feminist attempts to substantiate a heterodoxy or counterpoint has all the more chance of success as the former are still
regularly

discredited (returned to doxa) by ridiculing the individual

rather than by addressing the issue.
In a context like this, the full brunt of achieving legitimacy beyond
one's organization on the level of society, has to be borne by the feminist groupings themselves, which makes the struggle to alter a widest
sense of limits all the more challenging. It remains to be seen in how far
the changes in the official discourse on a national level over the last 15
years offer ideological tools to intervene in, rather than be coopted by
its logic (Lycklama 1987).

5.6.1

Some challenges of the future

The last and final level of legitimacy a faninist movement has to achieve
is that of society itself. In the Sri Lankan case it was stressed how
public discourse on gender has been transformed over the last 15 years,
and this is a reflection of the "changing of stakes" in the international
thinking on development in general. Currently it has become impossible to
write on development issues without referring to the position of women in
some way. One of the thought patterns in this context is that of "integrating" women in development, which in turn has elicited criticism
from feminist writers, pointing out the fallacy underlying this strategy
(Lycklama 1987). Here again one sees the power of the dominant in operation. While orthodoxy became infused with elements of heterodoxy, it nevertheless effortlessly proceeds to misrecognize the issues at stake.
Writers have commented before on the "curious ambiguity" of this line of
thought (Lycklama 1987: 29), as it ignores the fact that rural and working
women are already at the core of domestic and subsistence production, and
subsequently creates notions on "development" in which they have to be
"integrated".
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Thus, as in the case described in the first two chapters, we see the
dubious privilege of the powerful to remain ignorant and determine the
nature of a discourse, which fundamentally negates the insights and
awareness of the oppressed thereby inhibiting them from entering the
discourse itself. In their specific contexts, the great challenge faced by
feminist movements all over the world is two-fold.
Transforming the widest sense of limits
On the one hand one has to to render this ignorance impossible to main
tain, by transforming the widest sense of limits in which the discourse on
development and gender relations is constituted. The fact that women have
become an "issue" on which the powerful have to express an opinion and
formulate a strategy to incorporate them in the orthodoxy or heterodoxy of
their thinking, offers a tool with which to intervene. Аз in the case of
the colonized and the colonizer and that of the poor and the wealthy in
the village, elements in the thinking of the dominant themselves supplied
openings to counter their discourse and force heterodoxy to higher levels
of legitimacy. The colonizers, with their conception of their superiority
and their duty to "uplift" the inferior, got entangled in their own logic
of, at some stage, having to achieve their aims. Likewise, once the
wealthy and powerful agreed that somehow poverty had to be migitated, if
not abolished, they find themselves compelled to undertake strategies however inconsequential - to implement this objective.
Feminist movements are in the process of acquiring this level of legiti
macy. In Sri Lanka they are still in the first stages which is illustrated
by the critique they receive as individuals (both from the dominant and
other women), rather than a serious discussion and debate on their issues.
Moreover, once issues are fused into the dominant theory on development
they still do so on the basis of misrecognition or cooption in (Inter)na
tional development programmes. One of the challenges in this context is to
uncover history and reveal the correlation between past and

present

content of gender relations and discourse. Surfacing the manner in which
women imperceptibly lost access to resources and decision-making during
past gender transformations enhances the reality of the current discourse
on gender and the danger of history repeating itself. The dynamics of
gender transformations in the unsaid or doxa have to be exposed because
they can prevent the current strategies from operating with the same
smoothness as they did in the past. Under these conditions the dominant
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will be forced to acknowledge the fundamental similarities between their
strategies of ignorance and those of the their counterparts in the past.
As in the case of all powerful people, the current policy-makers should
realize that one cannot make arbitrary provisions for the subjugated, but
that the challenge lies rather in transforming

themselves and

their

policies if they are ever to create a concrete and realistic base for
their proposals. Only by gaining legitimacy for this perspective can a
future vision emerge on the appropriate strategies to follow in each
context.
Gaining legitimacy or surfacing doxa are not goals in themselves, but
prerequisites to forming various strategies of overt resistance. These
strategies will differ in each context, but all benefit from achieving a
base of legitimacy, on which to formulate their claims. This base checks
one from being unwittingly coopted in for instance the orthodoxy of
development thinking, in which women are "fitted into" a process which is
a-historically viewed and thus misrecognized.
In gaining legitimacy for their struggle, the feminist movement in Sri
Lanka faces an additional substantial obstacle, which also has parallels
in the past. During the colonial era we saw how an emerging struggle
between the colonizer and the colonized, or more generally - based on
Sanday's findings - heightened rivalry over resources, has often resulted
in the stronger elements in society further strengthening their economic
and social position and consolidating the orthodoxy of their ideas. Often
men, or at least certain privileged sections of them, emerged as the
winners after such periods of social upheaval. Also that one of the most
effective strategies to curb an emerging heterodoxy is to reduce it to
doxa, without even addressing it directly, as this in itself provides
scope for various levels of heterodoxy to surface.
Today there is a serious threat that the momentum achieved over the last
IS years on the issue of gender will be once more pushed back into the
area of the unsaid, as the political and military conflict in the country
escalates. Women are again being forced to think along orthodox lines, to
see themselves and each other in terms of Tamil and Sinhalese, pro or
anti-government, rather than pursuing their ideas on gender relations and
the demands they would make on society and development in general. In this
context feminists are increasingly seen in government circles as subversive and anti-government, while they quickly become traitors in the ranks
of the opposition. In either camp women will, and are, confronting their
men with their interpretation of resistance; they will have to decide in
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how far they agree or reject the (male) strategies of increasing violence,
which does not have to negate the political issues at stake. However
problematic, women of divergent camps face the challenge to build up
mutual links to strengthen their counterpoint on gender, if they can hope
to maintain or increase the legitimacy of their vision of the future.
These thoughts are so fadlely written down and can hardly do credit to
the threats confronting women involved in such situations. That individual
women and small organizations have (and are) nevertheless undertaking such
initiatives is a very impressive and hopeful sign.
The second challenge which faces feminist movements, is related to the
distinction between heterodoxy and counterpoint.

Heterodoxy or Counterpoint

Earlier I mentioned the criticisms of Bourdieu's writings from the perspective of resistance (3.6).37 Although his conceptual framework is illuminating for analyzing the content of individual resistance, it gave
relatively less emphasis to how an oppressed group can develop strategies
to better its position. In this context I made a distinction between
heterodoxy and counterpoint, as Wertheim's elaboration of the latter
concept incorporated a moral dimension, and centred on the question of how
suppressed peoples could gain momentum for their struggle.
Feminism is rapidly passing from the stage of struggling

only for

women's issues, to that of formulating demands on society and the content
of human relations in general. In other words, challenging the dominant to
transform themselves, rather than to incorporate women somehow and somewhere in the orthodoxy of their thought. This is based also on the insight
that power entails a two-way process, in which the dominant and the
dominated both become transformed in their conceptualization of each other
and themselves, as well as creating a material base on which to consolidate these perceptions. In its fight feminism will face the challenge
either to pursue its struggle from the concept of heterodoxy, or from that
of a counterpoint. Here Bourdieu's biting analysis, however uncomfortable,
is rélevant; he stresses the struggle between the privileged themselves,

37) "Bourdieu"s approach to action and interaction is, compared to Marx's,
a gloomy one. Men and women may be neither economic nor consciously rational, but they are inveterate optimizers. Constrained by habitus and objective reality, individuals are consigned to dart in and out between the
cracks of social structure, never questioning the rules, seeking only to
manipulate them." (Di Maggio 1979: 1470)
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and the relative inability of the oppressed to even enter into the "dialogue" between more privileged groups. This perception is all the more
uncomfortable as the analysis in part I indicated this was precisely the
process by which women and their interests failed to gain any prominence
in the past. Also, when analyzing women and power today it was seen how
problematic it is for unorganized rural women to enter meaningfully in a
dialogue with the more powerful on the issue of their lives.
The current researchers, activists and their equivalents in the feminist
movement often base their influence on qualities (of education, class,
caste and race), which are accorded validity in the orthodoxy of dominant
thinking. Although such tools cannot be disregarded - they provide one of
the few possibilities to start transforming orthodox thinking - they also
contain a certain danger, as this process can confirm Bourdieu's reserved
analysis of the potential of social change. In other words, women who
emerge as "feminists" will have to become more than what Bourdieu's
critics have termed "optimizers" and transform themselves into "strugglers". Thus it becomes of crucial and central importance to build up
sustained links with women lacking the orthodox privileges and create a
platform of thought in which they can intervene on the level of discourse
itself.3° While feminists must use the tools offered by the dominant they
have to face the challenge of unlearning the value accorded to them by
orthodoxy. Feminist theory will have to give extensive thought and dialogue to seeking creative new forms of organization and alliance with the
dominated which are not facile copies of class struggle situations, and
avoid the failings of hierarchy and matronage inherent in many traditional
(left) organizations all over the world.
In both the so-called Third and First worlds, feminists have to guard
against acquiring the dubious privilege of the powerful, namely ignorance,
which leads to misrecognition of the realities and perceptions of those
less privileged. Only if they succeed in building this platform of

38) In a recent public lecture (still unpublished) an Indian scholar,
Gita Sen, elaborated on the feasibility of rural Third World women spearheading a counter-movement towards the current development strategies. She
emphasized the need of values of their lives as nurturance, reproduction
and mutual interdependence, to become central in thinking out new aims and
strategies to counter underdevelopment. Although we are still far from
finding means to implement such an approach, it is an indication of how
the priorities and notions on resistance are changing in the feminist
movement, and how the need is emerging to find ways in which the subjugated (women) can intervene in the thinking on this process (public lecture
I.S.S., The Hague, Holland, 15-4-'88, cited with permission speaker).
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thought, which enables the less privileged - in the widest sense of the
term - to intervene in the conceptualization of their issues, will the
movement "spawn" more and more fish who find themselves able and willing
to talk about the water.

AMNEXES

ANNEX 1

RESEARCHER AND RESEARCH METHODS

One of the debates in social science today revolves around two issues: on
the one hand the researcher is faced with the claim of "objectivity" in
her/his research; on the other, with the commitment to the lives and
struggle of those being researched. Both have gained momentum in feminist
research in latter years (Huizer 1979; Mies 1979). In this section I will
attempt to describe on my own practical experience in this context.
The feasibility of attaining "objectivity" in the context of a human
being studying other human beings has been severely criticized. Sharing
these doubts I opted for one of the answers currently propagated - namely
that of problematizing the researcher her/himself as well as those under
research. This entails supplying details of background and outlook facilitating readers to assess some of the implicit perspectives and valuejudgements from which the researcher has developed his/her insights.
Secondly, I will discuss the options and desirability of research based on
commitment to those researched, of which action research forms one component.
Before going to Sri Lanka I had done research both in Holland and Ireland as a research assistant, attracted to the latter as my mother is
Irish. I had been trained in anthropology of a structuralist signature,
with a orientation towards philosophy and linguistics and devoid of political/economic analysis of current world relations. We were matter-offactly trained to treat the people under study as "objects", which are
treated with "respect" of course, but who bore no connection to our own
lives. As women students we dutifully noted down Lévi-Strauss's interpretation of the incest taboo, causing women to be exchanged through marriage
as "objects", so that kinship and "civilisation" could take shape. Little
did we realize at the time that by accepting this interpretation, as women
we were also accepting that to be objects in our own society as well.
I finally made the choice for anthropology after working as a secretary
for a year. I found it boring, but above all I kept being fascinated by
the tenacity whereby people held on to their own interpretation of the
world around them and the absolutism whereby they experience their individual way of "being together"; their ways of sharing affection and intimacy
or irritation and anger. No doubt this was due to my background as child
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of parents from different countries and classes and having been educated
in French, English and Dutch schools.
My first research outside Europe was in Kenya, where I was employed to
study the social and cultural impact of contracting leprosy and write
recommendations on improving the existing medical services. I spent over
li years with a rural family, and over the last fifteen years have returned regularly as a friend, wishing to see the people whose lives have become intertwined with mine in the period of living and working together.
Although in this context I will not say much about this experience, let me
just mention a few points which were to colour my outlook since then.
In the first place, looking back, I became acutely aware of my ignorance
at the time and the great tolerance and gentleness with which the people
helped me safely through - the for them unknown - approach of "participant
observation". I also learned the ineffectuality of relying on what the
researcher believes to be suitable questioning techniques. I came to realize that one is assessed beyond such techniques, and judged as a person
by what one does, and especially by what one does not do. Thus during one
of my later visits, a good friend smilingly said, when talking about her
married life: "Well you are a little older, a little fatter and a little
wiser, maybe I can tell you now." Thus I learned to doubt the value of
assessing people's motivations and feelings, even using a "method" like
"participant observation", involving such close contact over a relatively
long period.
Gradually I slipped into a combination of research and becoming a brand
of "bare foot doctor", as patients and their relatives took to dropping in
(or vice-versa) for breakfast or at other times of the day, to discuss
their fears regarding the disease. Without any special effort or even
attempt to do so, our intervention diagnosed nine times more patients
than the official medical services in the area.
Towards the end of the research, when presenting the recommendations, I
realized that Western, institutionalized forms of medical service could
not, and would never, be developed along these informal lines, which had
proved so easy and fruitful and were merely an extension of the traditional forms of handling disease. The amount of unnecessary suffering and
wreckage of lives and families caused by the institutionalized form was
enormous, while national and international political interests further
prohibited a serious counter-attack on the disease. I felt helpless faced
by these odds, and finally the only course which seemed open to me vas to
break off with this kind of work altogether. Further the depth of "Euro-
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peanness" In which the discourse on Africa is steeped, as a parallel to
Said's "Orientalism", numbed me and made it impossible to either write or
film on the collected material.
When I returned to the Netherlands, things had started changing in my
own society. As I extracted myself slowly from the culture shock of returning "home", I found that certain aspects of the feminist movement held
far more attraction for me than other movements had done. Making choices
suddenly seemed much easier, as the movement concretely addressed issues
of influence in one's own life. It gave new meaning to personal choices
and relationships with others. Only later was it to be translated into
feminist issues/struggles to which one tried to contribute.
I contracted to do research in Sri Lanka, with a Dutch/Sri Lankan team
(Postel-Coster, Schrijvers: 1979) on the effects of the development process on women; partly because the subject attracted me, partly because I
had no job. Again the research relied heavily on participant observation,
combined with the well-known techniques of recording life-histories, timebudgets, myths, stories, poems, literature, with an occasional survey. It
entailed learning the language (as I had also done in Kenya).

Conscious Partiality and Action Research

After some time in Sri Lanka, I chose the self-employed coir workers as a
focus for my research as their case seemed appropriate in view of the
research mandate. I selected a village by the usual anthropological criteria.
As described in chapter five the area was known to be a "hippy tourist
area", so as a single female researcher I had the opportunity of living in
a house situated in the poorer section of the community, and could avoid
the usual pattern of being quartered with a middle class village family.
However my time in this village could in no way be compared to my earlier
research periods in Ireland or Kenya. Especially the initial four to six
months were emotionally taxing. The embedded violence

, the recurring

fights and murders, the profound, long-standing poverty which had bred
suspicion, distrust and isolation among families and people, the tremendous chasm between rich and poor, the virulent sense of anger and bitterness experienced by the poor towards this situation all hit me hard. After
six months I had as yet no trusted relationships or friend to speak of. I
was barely tolerated and confronted repeatedly with ridicule, or amusement
ranging to vague tokens of courtesy. This was not only due to the wealth I
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obviously symbolized, nor the people's irritation with someone having an
eccentric holiday in their midst; it had also to do with being white and a
woman. The negative evaluation of the European tourist behaviour and the
shame people felt at being compelled to associate with them for the sake
of income, was intense. Tourists went about in scanty clothing, ate meat,
drank, smoked, were involved in the drug trade, were "after women"; they
were also ridiculous for their spendthrift ways and seeming lack of purpose in life. The behaviour of white women was severely judged; it exemplified "bad morals", but also it portrayed a brand of dim-wittedness which
was hard to understand. For instance what to do with a white woman, who
lived in the house of a local tout, hid from the police as she had neither
visa nor money and seemed to do little else than hang around in the back
garden in her sarong?
Several such "visitors" frequented the village before, during and after
my stay, and understandably provoked the weary response to my own presence .
The wealthy, as I got to know them better, asked me why I was staying
with "murderers". Several members of my two host families had been involved in the 1971 Insurgency, while others had had no political aims but had
enriched themselves in the many ways possible during periods of upheaval.
The people who housed me were doing so for (too much) money, and I was a
fool to accept it. The repeated fights in the house itself, over food and
kitchen utensils in the shared kitchen, drained my energy and enthusiasm.
Partly due to geographical distance, I had little support or contact
with the other researchers or the team back home. A few of my Sri Lankan
colleagues showed more interest and visited me regularly, although one
broke off the research due to the familiar conflicts which can arise when
"third" and "first world" researchers work together under subtle unequal
conditions. Friction developed on salary, cultural outlook, research methods, feminism and political views, combined with severe clashes of personality. Being placed in charge of the research team's local finances,
while having no control over the policy decisions underlying the expenditure, was an extremely frustrating experience, in which the minor changes
I managed to make seemed meagre successes.
Back in the village it was very difficult to maintain my emotional
stability and on more than one quiet evening led me to scrutinize my
contract, looking for a loophole to terminate it. I cursed myself for
having accepted a job with so little solid thought beforehand and agreed
whole-heartedly with the people around me that my stay was both tedious
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and totally unnecessary. I felt encompassed in the arrogance of "researching poverty", of my race and comparative wealth, but saw no escape from
this situation nor my contract, as the latter could not be terminated
before a certain date. I only survived thanks to a visit from close Dutch
friends and because several of my Sri Lankan colleagues gave me a home to
go to in Colombo between periods of work. There they listened patiently
and smiled at my claim that the country and everyone in it was impossible,
rather than myself.
Furthermore the language proved difficult and my sense of frustration
lessened my determination to absorb it. Interpreters were usually middleclass, and had no desire to stay in a village of "murderers and thugs", or
continue the research for a year. Finally one of them agreed to stay,
although her ambivalence towards Western researchers remained.
On the one hand I found it extremely difficult to survive emotionally in
such antagonistic social surroundings, but conversely I was forced to
accept the plausibility for this attitude. Slowly this began to change. I
came to like and respect many of the women I visited regularly; I did my
utmost by adjustment in dress, speech and behaviour to create a niche for
myself which was distinct from the other Europeans in the village. The
women's resilience and the (bitter) sense of humour with which they faced
their own lives, taught me to apply some of it to my own situation. In
turn they appreciated my efforts. The vulnerability of "being on your own"
initially facilitates that you become a target of a wider frustration, but
in the long run it also hastens the process of social contact and learning
mutual appreciation. In the village I had no one else to turn to, I could
not withdraw. My time in Kenya had taught me not to expect too much of
open-ended

interviews and participant observation, but the coir women

taught me something more. They always refused to answer a series of questions, as this way of communicating seem dull to them. They allowed me to
share the endless giggling and chatting, while occasionally explaining the
most juicy gossip and jokes amid fits of laughter.
At a later stage, however, several of the women became more involved and
would tell me how and what to ask and discuss. In a way they began teaching me how to get to know them. Laughingly they told me when I went totally wrong or asked embarassing questions: they explained how the trend of
my questions implied a failure to grasp fully the implications of what I
wanted to know, thereby inhibiting a serious answer. For both parties this
freedom to laugh at the absurdity of an "interview situation" is of enormous value in overcoming blank spots in mutual understanding. In my ex-
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perience the people's determination to somehow knock some "sense" into you
is of more value than any of the questioning techniques I had been taught.
It is said that getting people to be so relaxed and "in the mood" is the
best technique of all, but in my experience this is not what took place. I
only had these sort of relations with people I sincerely liked, while in
between I often felt withdrawn and isolated, which inhibited others from
responding to me. If one does identify with another one has the inclination to trick and fool them, like giving answers which they had not
wanted to give, but by this time it is a mutual game, played on the basis
of underlying affection. The challenge to see who could fool the other
most was not only far more enjoyable than interviewing, paradoxically it
led to far more relevant information and understanding.
Although this level of friendship and identification is so important it
should not be confused with total acceptance. Many of the women liked
usi, enjoyed talking to us and involved us in their lives, but at the
same time, they, their husbands and others were sufficiently aware of life
beyond the village to retain doubts as to the final purpose and consequences of my stay. Our understanding did not blur the tremendous distinctions
between us, or the perception that I was not committed fully to the serious questions I felt free to raise and discuss.
As I had got around them, the women proceeded to get around me. My
access to the outside world, to funding and bureaucracy, my invulnerability to threats from village traders and elite, were assets which could be
of use, if only I could be made to realize this and to act upon it. I had
started visiting factories, cooperatives, sales units in relation to my
research and one or two women had always accompanied me, as they wanted to
learn more about coir outside the village. They stimulated me to go on,
confronting me with my aloofness, which was not only based on science but
on myself as a person. Thus slowly our thoughts turned to organizing and
retaining some of the surplus acquired by the traders' exploitative methods. This whole process is described fully in chapter five. Here it
suffices to highlight how I experienced the switch of roles and the implications for research. Although I realized my involvement would exceed
merely mobilizing funds and accelerating bureaucratic procedures (as I had
done both in Holland and Kenya), I was uncertain as to what my role would
be and was wary of the odds - even at village level - facing us. By this
time, however, I was determined to be useful.

) My Sri Lankan friends and myself.
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As others have remarked before (Huizer 1979; Mies 1979), but which was
new to me at the time, I discovered that one learns more and quicker by
active participation in an attempt to change things, however modest. Information was forthcoming unasked; people made sure that I knew enough and
corrected me when I played the game wrong. The small group of women who
actively collaborated with us predicted all the moves of the village elite
and others - including other village women - which greatly facilitated
future planning. I entered a process of being actively trained by the
women on how to deal with those opposing them.
After things started moving in this small, active group, I was confronted with the implications of my position, of being out- and insider at the
same time. Women who knew me well continued to treat me as the young woman
in need of their constant tuition, but the new recruits attempted to place
me in a regular matron-client relationship, to which they were accustomed
with people of more authority. Indeed I had gradually progressed from
being an "unwanted hippy" to someone with a very unequal power base, due
to the new dimension of mobilizing resources and becoming someone whose
opinion was taken seriously. I knew enough of village relations to assess
the new friendliness and "support" extended to me, but I was at a loss
how to respond to it. The women were giving me the benefit of the doubt
and even "respect", thus isolating me increasingly in a position of power,
where I, because of my own cultural values emphasizing equality, felt a
growing sense of discomfort. Although I was well aware of the mythical
element in my own values, and the long sojourn in Sri Lanka had increased
my ability to cope with openly unequal relationships, I often felt that
what I was trying to achieve was slipping out of my hands. Especially the
growing capacity to manipulate decision-making within the group worried
me. Simultaneously the clashes between the women, with their highly individualized lifestyles and articulate survival strategies, were escalating.
More and more I became drawn into the position of arbiter, which again, if
I succeeded, confirmed me as a respected "matron", a role which I privately found unpalatable and absurd. I had not anticipated this role, but
someone had to do it, while realizing that exaggeration would lead to
passivity in the others. So I turned into an organizing busybody, and many
of my friends back home were amused to hear of my "transformation", seeing
I had always been the first to point out the unstated power dynamics in
their groups in Holland. I asked my team-leaders permission to remain in
Colombo to write my report, as this would enable me to stay another nine
months in the vicinity, visiting the women at the weekends.
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At a later stage when a government department's commitment to buy up
their full stock on a regular basis fell through, without hesitation I
offered to find outlets in my own country, which I did for the following
five years. This led to accusations of private profit-making by some,
while for the women concerned I was turned into a fully-fledged benefactor.
It also involved a considerable amount of work and organization which I
had never done before; marketing, designing, upgrading, exporting, importing, meeting deadlines etc. Both in and outside the village my role of
"diplomat" remained. For those five years I must have spent about one to
two days a week in Holland alone over-seeing and undertaking the marketing, while on my return visits I was confronted with the process of my
metamorphosis as "benefactor", which privately tightened my throat every
time I walked into the village.
By now, having participated in many conflicts, been abused in public and
accused of stealing, I had generally shared in the threats and tensions
caused by our little venture. That I continued to sell their products,
even after my report had been published, surprised the women, as they had
wondered how involved I would remain once my "profits" had been realized.
Bourdieu would have understood their logic only too well. It taught me the
depth of common sense and scepticism contained in their view of outside
support and the many gradations in feelings of trust.
Although I had been able to mobilize some assistance (mostly Sri Lankan
friends from Colombo and others around the village), my role remained too
large, which worried me. Firstly, the women's dependence on me for marketing made them vulnerable, kept them ignorant and, worst of all, undermined
their confidence and control. Secondly, although the women had no problems
with my position - a benefactor was preferable to a local trader as "patron" - both in Sri Lanka and abroad I was repeatedly confronted with
antagonism and irritation towards the do-gooder, especially as a white
skin bore uncomfortable reminders of the disliked missionaries in the
past. In the long run I knew that this factor would become a drawback for
the organization, while in the practical sense, I was too far away to
fulfil even this role well. However, during the last nine years I have
managed to be there if there was a crisis and make yearly visits, by accepting other assignments, research-jobs etc. which brought me back to the
country.
In the village I felt myself propelled into the (for me) uncomfortable
position nearing that of a benefactor. Finally we had several long talks
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about this. With help from Sri Lankan friends I told how lonely and alienated I felt at being made a "matron"; and how angry it made me sometimes
as it gave them the opportunity of "lazily sitting back". I felt very
insecure in doing so; I had seldom shown such feelings and feared that
they would misunderstand me, thinking I was quietly trying to extricate
myself. It was a strange experience: talking to people who knew next to
nothing of your home life, the issues of the women's movement in Western
Europe, the frame of reference which led to attempt to change the relationship; but these same people knew you so well as a person, could by the
slightest expression on your face fathom your feelings and understood how
to boost you up when you were low. Since then we have tried to change. Not
that all has changed as much as I would have wished, but we can laugh
about it now; they try to accommodate my notions of friendship and support, as I regularly have to accept theirs.
By the end of my research I was left with a need to know more about the
international coir trade, about the possibilities and limitations of mobilizing and organizing and, finally, with an interest in the history of the
area where I had lived, for a better understanding of how the current
inmense problems had taken shape in the course of time.
In the Netherlands and Western Europe I embarked on this new research
alone, taking advantage of the social security available in the Netherlands, but after some time I had to find funds as travelling became necessary. Together with one of my Sri Lankan friends and supporter of our
organization I finally succeeded and we carried out research among coir
industries and coir specialists in the many international aid organizations, which proved often to have connections with the former. It gave us
the opportunity to assess the changes encountered by Sri Lanka as a coir
(articles) exporting country and understand the long, disadvantageous
chain of which the coir workers were part. Also we researched local coir
organizations in Sri Lanka, inventorized the national trade channels, and
the various coir qualities produced. Ultimately we developed a plan to
initiate a small organization which would support and sustain the efforts
of coir workers along the lines of our new insights (Peiris, Risseeuw:
1983).
Fighting to get financial support on the conditions we wanted - meaning
no strings attached - took another four years, during which we went
through all the frustrations possible in the scala of donor/recipient
relations and which forced me to support the village organization for a
far longer period than we had initially hoped. Now this larger organiza-
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tion has been functioning for over two and a half years, locally assisted
by young, Sri Lankan educated, rural women in several villages, among them
the village where I had stayed.
We also thought that publicity could be another external avenue of support, to reduce the "invisibility" of women involved in home-based work.
Academic or activist writings seemed too limited, especially after I had
seen the positive effects of a small film about one of the coir women,
made together with a friend during my vacation (Scheele, Risseeuw 1980).
We began planning a more ambitious project, which would show the struggle
and success of the women's organization, but also its vulnerability with
regard to the macro-national and international power relations. While
emphasizing the coir worker's case it should also furnish an example of
the predicament of female home-based workers and serve as a counterpoint
to development planners and policy-makers in general (Amarasinghe, Risseeuw 1985).
Getting the film funded and past forms of censorship, which interestingly enough was stronger in Holland then Sri Lanka, was possible thanks to a
feminist producer/distributor in Amsterdam, leaving my Sri Lankan colleagues and myself free to work with the women - now as actresses - on how we
wanted to film.
Making the film together was one of the nicest experiences in my ten
years of working in and out of Sri Lanka. We all enjoyed it and the women
decided who would act, added and altered scenes, including locations. The
greatest pleasure was showing it to them later in Sri Lanka. More than
writing - even in a Sinhala translation - actually seeing the Sinhalese
version of the film made it possible to show them some of our "other" work
and enable them to judge our interpretation of their lives. It gave great
satisfaction to see them finding it useful and indeed use it as a basis to
discuss their case with Colombo middle class audiences, and in meetings
with other women's and feminist organizations. Viewing the film together,
seeing village women speak up and even silence a public of middle class
city people whom they would normally never address directly, let alone on
such crucial issues of their lives, seemed a great step forward, even if
it did not lead to short term tangible results.
We managed to get video copies distributed among interested organizations in Sri Lanka, and hope it will continue to contribute for some time.
In other countries too (like in Holland where I had the opportunity to
witness its effect) I find the use of film has advantages over the written
word in creating greater knowledge and awareness of relations between what
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is now termed "North" and "South" and of the lives of women in the latter.
It makes sharing one's insights with a non-academic public effortless,
very important as "aid and trade" relations are still so diffuse for large
sections of the Western public, thereby providing an easy way out for
politicians.
Currently I work only occasionally for the organization we initiated and
most of my direct involvement has ended, although by letter I keep up to
date with events and ready to step in whenever needed.
Looking back I find it difficult to judge my role. Especially during the
start and early years of the village organization I often felt overcome by
the great responsibility I was taking, both in a setting one was unable to
change structurally and in the gap between the consequences of failure for
the women and myself. On many occasions the village violence had frightened me, especially during the long, tense months when the village elite had
not determined their stand towards our activities. I was less used to
violence than the women, who had grown up with it. Nevertheless. For
instance, driving home one day, crossing the railway track before entering
the village, I failed to check if a train was coming and barely missed it.
In her fright one of the village women in the car yelled at me to look
out: "It's okay for you - you are the do-gooder here, but I have a family". Such experiences occur regularly, when you are reminded

of your

different position and the fact that you will never be - as a person - an
integral part of their struggle (Mies, 1979; 7). The women appreciate and
fully realize that I went further than many researchers would have done in their own words: "we have taken your youth away from you". In effect,
they represent the few who witnessed what it meant in practice, but at the
same time they saw clearly the limits of my actions. The fact that they
could be so frank about it and nevertheless urged, ordered almost, me to
go on, made it possible for me to do so.
It was a strange experience to return to Sri Lanka and be received as a
"film-maker" whom people found interesting to meet. Also for the first
time I was walking through Colombo without continuously looking for possibilities to sell coir articles, as sales had been taken over - with success - by women themselves. Although making a film could be regarded as a
more appropriate form of involvement for a foreign researcher, it was also
so much easier; it provided a great deal of easy and individualized credit
for something which I privately had not found half as taxing as my first
years had been. Via a back-door I almost felt drawn back into an academic
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world, where competition and careerism has reached such proportions that I
feel unwilling to participate fully.
Similarly studying history and current international trade relations,
which sprang from my sharing the women's anger, was relatively easy to do.
Research as an end in itself only proved liberating when I could share it
with the "researched" themselves; like the times we visited coir factories
etc. together or, as is currently happening, that the women are implementing their own local market research on profit and outlets for various
locally sold coir products. Then I was sure that this knowledge could
never be taken away from them and would be used directly to assess their
options. But, as we all know, it is not always so simple.
But it was this first shared experience with assisting in this struggle - small for the outside world, but inmense if seen from within - that
changed me as a researcher and as a feminist in my own society. It became
more important to share the struggle on issues back home which directly
concerned oneself. In spite of these positive points I have only been able
to relax slightly about my own involvement when, seven years later, the
challenge was taken up and expanded by others, even though I know this
means that they now have to face the nearly impossible odds in which I
- even less than before - can participate.
Finding ways to act as a committed researcher, currently advocated
(Huizer 1979; Mies 1979) and debated upon leads researchers to a scrutiny
of the possiblities and limitations of such a commitment. As more concrete
experience is gained I feel the initial momentum must face the many dilemmas posed by this type of commitment, and come to terms with its limitations. New avenues will have to be uncovered, not only by joining the
battles but also in discovering possibilities to re-channel research data
to those "researched upon", and to provide them with useful tools and
support networks to develop their own strategies and guide the forms of
activist research on their own behalf.
What is needed is not only to translate lengthy research periods of
"participant observation" into forms of feminist solidarity. An activist
approach cannot end after the one or two years duration of the research.
If it does, the danger is that it may become yet another research technique, solely

illiciting more "in-depth observations" from an academic

perspective. While I shared in appreciation of Mies's guidelines to feminist research, in practice I have found it problematic to do this "temporarily", as Mies in her last sentence of her essay still suggests, when
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she speaks of "researchers temporarily sharing" the lives of the people
they саше to study (Mies 1979: 21).
A commitment will have to find new avenues of expression, leading to
further activities which, by their very nature, will endure after the
completion of the research itself. The researcher will find herself chang
ing her perspective, both in her own society and/or in society where she
is at work.
In this context I have at times found the implications of the word
"solidarity" rather cold. It tends to be based on abstract ideas - a "dis
course" at a given time in a given society and can lose sight of indivi
dual people - people one is so grateful to have had the chance of getting
to know and become friends with. Feminists often still underrate the value
of friendship, also in relations between women. Friendship is sometimes
seen as something informal - to take place between the more important
things as work (relations) - while in reality one does not always realize
the source of strength and sustenance it gives to one's self. "Meeting"
the other can lead to a re-assessment of one's life and can lead to deep
involvement also in the political and economic policies, which influence
the other's life as well as one's own.
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An analysis of variations in income of coir workers« according to the amount of husks bought» varying prices of yarn and tine taken to manufacture yarn

Raw material of retted husks

No. of
No. of
huskbits sections
per husk

Yarn production
s price per kilo

Price per
Price per Amount of Price of
100 sectionsSOO sectionsYarn
Yarn
obtained*)per kilo

Income per day
per woman spinner

Income per set of Э spinners

Income per After
per 3 spin-deduction
nere per SOOof husk
huskbits
price

Daily net Daily net Over 5
profit: 3 profit: 3 days
women over women overwork
5 days work4 days work

Over 4
days
work

Over 3
days
work

500

4 sections Rs 6/per husk

Rs 30/-

16.5 kilo Rs
Rs
Rs
Rs

3.50
4.40
6.00
Θ.00

Rs 57.75
Rs 72.60
Rs 99.00
Rs 132.00

Rs 27.75
Rs 42.60
Rs 69.00
Rs 102.00

Rs
Rs
Rs
Rs

5.55
8.52
13.80
20.40

Rs
Rs
Rs
Rs

6.94
10.65
17.25
25.50

Rs
Rs
Rs
Rs

1.85
2.84
4.60
6.80

Rs
Rs
Rs
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2.31
3.55
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8.50

Rs
3.08
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Rs
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Rs 11.33

500
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Rs 43.75
Rs 55.00
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Rs 100.00
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14.00
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3.44
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11.25
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Rs
Rs
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Rs

0.92
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3.00
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Rs
Rs
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1.15
2.08
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5.83

Rs
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Rs
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1.53
2.78
5.00
7.78

Rs
Rs
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4.40
6.00
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Rs
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' Calculated on the basis of β whole husks per kilo of yarn.
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46.20
63.00
84.00
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84.00

Rs
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A WOMAN'S LETTER OF APPLICATION FOR THE POST
OF THE PROVINCIAL REGISTRAR OF MARRIAGE, GALLE
(G.A. diaries, 1933, October)

The Provincial Registrar of Marriages, Galle.

Honoured Sir,
With due regard and profound respect I beg to tender my application for
the post of Registrar of Marriages, Magalle, which I understand has fallen
vacant. It may sound rather paradoxical the claims of a female to such a
post as this, nevertheless, I may mention that the claims of our sex for
every department of activity are being justly considered by all rational
people, especially with the dawn of modern times, which has brought to
light the equal, if not superior claims of females for sedentary activities, wherein the feminine virtues of forebearance, patience and intellectual harmony play a great part.
Firstly, I may offer my apologies in some measure for submitting this
application, which is apparently not common in a country like Ceylon,
which is rather behind the times so far as nationalism is concerned and
women as a sex are still under 'Oriental tyranny" if I may so call it. The
dark times of which are fortunately fast fading with the advent of women
Barristers and other social workers on the scene, who are proving to be a
source of pride to our country and our cause.
It may not be out of place if I state that the bold spirit of men are to a
great extent mitigated by feminine advice and influence, especially in the
cry for reform in Government and such like which baffle the minds of men
and thus direct them on smooth courses. To be more plain: The whole harmony of the country is entirely at the hands of our peace-going sex, thus
the importance of our sex as contributors if not minor administrators of
all questions of public importance is unique.
I believe the foregoing will convince your honour that we as a sex are
quite competent both physically and intellectually to discharge the duties
of many a post similar to the one that I apply for.
I am a Sinhalese female of 38 years of age, of good character and possess
a sound education both in English and the vernacular. I possess immovable
property to the value of Rs 25.000,- in Galle itself and I am residing in
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Magalle, along the Galle - Matare D.U.D. road, a point of vantage offering
unique facilities in all respect to the public.
I possess a strong personality and I am at present engaged in social
activities. To mention a few; I am at present the Hon. Treasurer of Pesakarame Wardana Samithiya (Society to promote weaving and spinning) and a
committee member of "Anatha Dahariha Niwase (Home for the Orphans) and
Kulagama Samitiya.
I am also called forward by many associations and societies all over the
province to preside at functions etc. and lay foundation stones and the
like, which fact will bear evidence to my good social status. Furthermore
I may state that several of the leading officials of the State Council,
such as the Speaker, Mrs. Molamune, the Minister of Education and the
members for Udugame and Weligame electorates are personally known to me.
In conclusion I may state Sir, that it is a matter of vital importance
that the officer solommizing a matrimonial union should be one capable of
advising specially the female partner as to the responsibilities and the
various cares and concerns that she takes over to herself henceforth as
to be a useful unit of the organized world at large. Besides when that
advice and that lifelong oath of loyalty and obedience and chastity towards the husband is inculcated into the mind by a female herself, who has
herself undergone the trail, and experienced the various cares and concerns as a house-wife, greater and lasting are the conceptions of duty
and other cares created in the mind of the young wife on the verge of
entering the land of wedlock union.
On the contrary, when the official advice comes from a male the young
female who is come to get matrimonial union performed, when her excitement
and uneasy feeling are at their point of saturation, thus she is bound to
be regardless of the various oaths and promises, that she blindly signs
and thus indicate that they were sworn so far as the paper mark is concerned.
This especially refers to the sub-urban bred damsels who are bound to
blush at the sight of unaccustomed faces which is the sort of experience
that will be had in this area.

GLOSSARY

Apee Lajaave

Our shame.

Aratchi

Village Headman in former times. Under S.L.F.P. Government replaced on an administrative level by the socalled Grama Seveka.

Binna

Uxorical marriage.

Cadjan weaving

Weaving of roof coverings of coconut branches and leaves.

Challas

Former name of Salaagamne Caste.

Chena

Forest land brought into cultivation by slash and burn

Che's

Nickname for the 1971 Insurgents.

method (Sinhalese: Hena).

Dhobies

Sinhalese caste: washers.

Diga

Virilocal marriage.

Duppath

Poor.

Gansabhava

Village council.

Ge-name

Name of the house. Currently usually added as initials
at the start of a person's name.

Govigame

Sinhalese caste: cultivators.

Jatake stories

Stories on the former lives of the Buddha.

Kacheri

District Council House.

Karava

Sinhalese caste: fishers.

Killa

Impurity.

Low Country

South West of the island.

Mudaliyar

A chief headman; administrator of a korale in British
times.

Mudelali

Shopkeeper, trader.

Paraveni

Heriditary property held in perpetuity.

Pohosath

Rich, wealthy.

Salaagamne

Sinhalese caste: cinnamon peelers.

Samanya minissu

People in between, neither rich nor poor.

Waste land

(scrub) jungle.
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SUMMARY

In the context of Sri Lanka this study centers around the matter of fact,
"unsaid" nature of relations between the sexes and the process by which
they nevertheless change imperceptibly over time (Part I). Secondly, it
delves into the dynamics of power and gender relations within one given
times span (Part III).

Part I

Part 1 is the historical section of the study, consisting of two chapters
concentrating
colonial

on the process of gender transformation under British

rule in Sri Lanka, during which time the position of women

deteriorated in relation to men in many respects.
Chapter 1 discusses the changes enacted in the field of marriage and
family law, where over a period of a century colonial legislation gradually transformed

the legal concepts of marriage, inheritance, divorce,

adoption etc. leading to a monogamous life-long union, sanctified by state
and/or church, which preferred virilocal residence and patrilineal inheritance.
This entailed

a drastic

rearrangement of pre-colonlal marriage and

family conditions which contained various marriage forms: polyandry,
polygamy, monogamy, the so-called Binna and Diga forms of marriage, in
which the husband lived and worked on the wife's (and her relatives) land
and vice versa, and divorce by consent of either spouse. Due to the
British legislation the woman's previous relatively independent position
in marriage, based on her life-long access to land and property, was to
shift to a position of a legal and economic dependent, with limited
divorce rights, to be protected by the husband, and on his default, the
state.
The difficulty in understanding how this process of deeply-felt changes
took place lies in the absence of overt conflict or of open address to the
issue of women's deteriorating rights as such. In implementing their
policy the British seemed, on the surface, to be mainly guided by their
notions of superiority and their duty to "uplift" inferior races, but at
closer scrutiny other dynamics become apparent. Their economic policy
required single ownership of land with a view to swift decision-making in
relation to its exploitation. Therefore their promotion of concentrating
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decision-making power and land-ownership in one family member (the head of
the family) is a logical extension of their economic policy, although
seldom formulated as such. That this power was mostly placed in the hands
of the male over the female however, seemed so self-evident that it never
surfaced as a point of discussion, which greatly contributed to the fact
that the deteriorating position of female family members remained diffuse
and unrecognized.
Another important factor was the role of the colonized males of the
privileged classes. These were offered avenues of mobility in the new
economic system which led to increased rivalry among themselves and,
secondly, it was from their ranks that the British drew their informants
on the traditional marriage and family arrangements. In their struggle for
resources the privileged males appeared not only to have experienced their
peers as competitiors but also, to a certain extent, their own female
family members, although this was seldom directly formulated. In the final
outcome the struggle between the colonizer and the colonized and the
letter's own internal strife appears to have contributed to the relative
swiftness whereby deep-seated changes in marriage and family could be
effectuated.
Neither the British legislators nor the male elite seem to have applied
a conscious strategy to curb the rights of women. The actions of the elite
in this respect seem to flow from a certain tacit "common sense", to
promote their own position in the new economic system and protect their
wives and families, who subsequently became more dependent on their
success in achieving their aims.
The ability of the relatively powerful to misrecognlze the issues at
stake for the less powerful seems to be an important prerequisite for the
comparative lack of conflict in which such transformations can be brought
about. The subtlety of this process sheds light on the dynamics of change
in gender relations, which - due to their unsaid matter-of-fact nature can be altered in legal, socio-economic as well as emotional content,
without being recognized as such.
Chapter 2 continues the search for changes in gender relations during
the British era, but concentrates on the working and peasant classes and
their women's access to paid labour and trade. Much of the introduced
legislation on land and inheritance affected the propertied classes, while
the peasantry was faced with growing landlessness which accentuated their
need for paid labour.
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The first part of the chapter analyzes the growing land scarcity; the ad
hoc and piecemeal legislation which remained ineffective but nevertheless
operated from an unsaid gender ideology which attempted to further curb
women's access to land.
The second part concentrates on the wide scale of paid labour carried
out by women during the 19th century and the unexpected activities they
seem to have undertaken. Space is also given to the earlier mentioned
phenomenon of misrecognition by the powerful, in this case of the concept
of "the female worker" as it was repeatedly misconceived and altered in
statistical material collected during this period and beyond. Although the
figures are not conclusive they seem to suggest a trend in capitalist
development, of drawing women into new avenues of employment - often away
from the home - and into the less well paid sectors of the economy.
Finally a socio-economic background is given (mainly referring to the
South of the island) in which these mutations in the sexual division of
labour took place. Tentative conclusions are drawn on the actual effects
of this increased search for paid employment, growing landlessness and
inadequate policy measures which misrecognized women's labour. The struggle for the resources of paid labour and trade reinforced a severe clash of
interests among the peasant and working classes, but also within families,
and led to a shift of balance in the position held by the respective
family members. In this process men often emerged, seemingly effortlessly,
as leaders of their families or expanded the traditional power they
already held. Far-reaching effects - although almost impossible to reconstruct - must also have occurred in the affective relationships between
family members: husbands and wives; parents and children. Slowly many of
the traditional forms of marriage became unrealistic alternatives, while
currently they are looked upon as quaint, if not embarrassing, customs of
the past.

Part II

Part II consists of one chapter (3) and forms an attempt to provide a
theoretical framework for the process of gender transformation described
in part 1. In this case power appeared to be a subtle and two-way process;
it entailed the colonizers' misrecognition of the implications of his
policies; elaborate (c)overt strategies of resistance among the colonized;
relatively little recorded resistance of women as individuals, none as a
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group, and a relatively weak counterpoint (Wertheim) on gender, both in
the British and Sinhalese ideologies.
Before the advent of colonialism gender relations had been also subject
to change and had resulted in males taking the leading positions in the
social as well as the religious world. Writings of other feminist researchers

(Dresen Coenders, O'Flagherty, Mies and Sanday) highlighted

similar historical processes, whereby women slowly lost out - on both
material and ideological levels - as a result of an increased struggle for
resources (of whatever kind) among the most powerful in society. In this
light colonialism and capitalist penetration are seen as one, albeit
forceful, example of a process in which gender transformation can take
shape.
In attempting to find a theoretical framework to understand the subtlety
of the process and its relative lack of open violence, I first discuss
power in terms of conflict (Lukes, Bachrach and Barats) and the limitations of these theories in this respect. Further I concentrate on writers
who viewed power in terms of consensus - Gramsci, Foucault and lastly
Bourdieu - who is discussed at greatest length.
Finally in 3.6 the various theories are criticized as to their applicability in explaining the process of gender transformation and the relations between the sexes; several questions are posed and concepts are
further refined. The theoretical framework thus developed also forms the
basis for analyzing the situation of women and power today, which is the
subject of part III.

Part III

Chapter 4 Women and power today starts with a short introduction on the
predominance of women in the informal sector and the misrecognizing of
their contribution to the national economy in the "discourse" of (inter) national development authorities (which can be seen as a continuation
of the colonial policy). One major industry in the so-called informal
sector and women's participation in it is highlighted. The coir industry
is divided into two sectors of which one, the white fibre industry along
the south west coast of the island, offers employment as a home industry
to approximately 25.000 women. An historical overview of the industry is
given, starting from pre-colonial times and indicating the changes the
industry has undergone and the consequences this has had for (the sexual
division of) labour.
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In 4.4 a closer look is taken at the village context and the power relations confronting women in their work. This section is based on my own
fieldwork in 1977/78. The distinctions between the "pohosath, samanya and
duppath minissu" (rich, average and poor people) are drawn, while the
discourse on the poor and poverty by the village privileged is contrasted
with the under-privileged's discourse on the power and wealth of the
village elite.
This leads to the analysis of the existence of a counterpoint on class,
which delegitimizes the discourse of the village privileged. Their misrecognition of village power relations is not effective in the sense that
the poor operate from an alternative but legitimized discourse which also
finds support in varying degrees outside the village, in right as well as
left wing ideologies. This has, and is, forcing the village privileged to
assert their position with a greater use of overt force, a process which
is closely linked to the national political structure. Paradoxially this
strengthens the legitimacy of a counterpoint on class, as the (threat of)
violent tactics explicitly surfaces the nature of the relationship between
rich and poor.
Although the poor can seldom openly vent their aggression on the powerful, a large and constant array of covert strategies of resistance exists.
In this context a difference in tactics of resistance is noted between men
and women. The remaining part of the chapter delves deeper into the lives
of the coir workers and (in 4.4.1) the relation of mobility between the
different levels of hierarchy; the process of atomization and the strategies of resistance employed by the women coir workers is discussed.
This is followed by an analysis of the sexual division of labour and the
subtle - often unspoken - disparate relations between men and women, in
which women are seen attempting to come to terms with their unequal
positions vis-a-vis their men, applying various strategies of resistance
in relation to gender. Although in this context one can also speak of a
counterpoint on gender, the strategies lack the legitimacy of the counterpoint on class. They are still seldom supported within or outside the
village, condemning them more or less to the status of off-stage comments.
An individual women's resistance, although recognized by other women - in
contrast to men, who like all the powerful operate from a base of misrecognition - tends to remain their personal idiosyncrasy, rather than an
expression of claims shared with other women, who together form an oppressed group of people.
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In chapter 5 the focus is on resistance and organization of women, in
this case the coir workers. The nature of covert resistance on the basis
of a counterpoint on class and gender is analyzed and compared. On the
surface the relationship between the coir worker and her trader seems to
deny its exploitative nature, and can quite often appear cordial if not
friendly. She nevertheless operates from a deep awareness of the "illegitimacy" of the trader's behaviour, who, in spite of his/her power, cannot
prevent her from thinking in this way. The worker can place herself in an
opposing discourse of the poor (counterpoint on class), which provides a
platform of thought from which she can reject the trader's hegemony. In
contrast, as a wife and member of her family, her position of inferiority
is to a certain extent misrecognized by herself, she lacks an opposing
discourse (on gender) with comparable legitimacy to that on class, which
discredits the oppression of which she is nevertheless aware.
This distinction is relevant when attempting to arrive at forms of open
resistance and organization. Such a process is viewed less along the lines
of building up the women's strength and consciousness, as finding means of
translating their well-developed, individual-oriented

capacities for

survival into joint strategies. The main part of this chapter is devoted
to describing how such an attempt to organize, progressing from covert to
overt resistance and creating an alternative platform of thought, operated
among a small group of coir workers (I have followed and participated in
this process for the last 10 years).
The chapter is concluded with a comparison of the gender transformation
of the 19th century and the potential of history repeating itself in the
current era, as the counterpoint on gender still remains diffuse and
devoid of a legitimacy comparable to that on class. Finally some challenges for the future in relation to these parallels are discussed.

Appendix 1. researcher and research methods

One of the debates in the social sciences revolves around two issues:
- on the one hand the researcher is faced with the claim of "objectivity"
in her/his research; on the other with the commitment to the lives and
struggle of those researched. Especially the latter has recently gained
momentum in feminist research. Sharing the doubts on the feasibility of
attaining "objectivity" In the context of one human being studying others,
I chose one of the current options - that of problematizing the researcher
hlm/herself as well as those under research. In this appendix I therefore
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give a more personal insight into how I experienced my close involvement
with the "researched" over the last ten years. Secondly, I discuss the
options and desirability of research based on commitment to those researched, of which action research forms one component.

SAMENVATTING

Deel I

Deel I bevat het historische gedeelte van de studie. Het bestaat uit twee
hoofdstukken die handelen over het proces van "gender transformation"
tijdens het Britse koloniale tijdperk in Sri Lanka, gedurende welke
periode de positie van vrouwen in veel opzichten verslechterde in verhouding tot die van mannen.
Hoofdstuk I behandelt de veranderingen op het gebied van huwelijks- en
familierecht. De koloniale wetgeving bracht in de loop van honderd jaar
geleidelijk een verandering teweeg in de rechtsopvattingen betreffende
huwelijk, scheiding, adoptie etc. Deze leidde tot een monogame verbintenis
voor het leven, die gesanctioneerd werd door de staat en/of de kerk, die
een voorkeur had/hadden voor virilokaal domicilie en patrilineaal erfrecht.
Dit alles betekende een ingrijpende verandering van het pre-koloniale
huwelijks- en familierecht. Dit omvatte verscheidene

huwelijksvormen,

zoals polyandrie, polygamie en monogamie, alsmede echtscheiding bij goedkeuring van beide partners. Verder werden de zogenoemde Binna en Diga
huwelijksvormen erkend, waarbij de echtgenoot woonde en werkte op het land
van de vrouw (en haar familie) en omgekeerd.
De betrekkelijk onafhankelijke positie van de vrouw in het huwelijk die
gebaseerd was op haar blijvende recht van toegang tot land en bezit, werd
door de Britse wetgeving veranderd in een positie van legale en economische afhankelijkheid met beperkt recht op echtscheiding. Ze was aangewezen
op de bescherming van haar echtgenoot en, als deze in gebreke bleef, op
die van de staat.
Een factor die inzicht in de wijze waarop dit proces van veranderingen
plaatsvond, bemoeilijkt, is het feit dat er nooit een openlijk conflict
uit voort is gekomen of, anders gezegd, het feit dat het probleem van de
aantasting van de rechten van de vrouw als zodanig nooit aan de kaak werd
gesteld.
Oppervlakkig gezien werden de Britten bij het ten uitvoer brengen van
hun politiek voornamelijk geleid door ideeën van superioriteit en de
daaruit voortvloeiende plicht om "inferieure" volkeren te "verheffen",
maar bij nadere beschouwing worden andere beweegredenen zichtbaar.
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Hun economisch beleid had behoefte aan ongedeeld eigendom van grond met
het oog op de noodzaak snel beslissingen te kunnen nemen in verband met de
exploitatie daarvan. Het meer en meer doen berusten van besluitkracht en
recht op landbezit bij slechts één lid van de familie, is dus een logisch
gevolg van hun economisch beleid, hoewel dit zelden door hen werd geëxpliciteerd. Het leek zó vanzelfsprekend dat deze bevoegdheid werd toegewezen
aan de man en niet aan de vrouw, dat deze ontwikkeling nooit ter discussie
werd gesteld. Dit had weer tot gevolg dat de verslechtering van de positie
van de vrouwelijke leden van de familie niet werd onderkend en zodoende
onduidelijk bleef.
Nog een factor van belang was de rol van de Singalese mannelijke leden
van de bevoorrechte klassen, wie middelen werden geboden zich op het terrein van dit nieuwe economische systeem te begeven. Dit leidde ertoe dat
de onderlinge rivaliteit in hevigheid toenam. Tegelijkertijd vormden ze de
gelederen waaruit de Britten hun informanten over de traditionele huwelijksverhoudingen recruteerden.
Ze bleken niet alleen hun gelijken als mededingers te beschouwen in de
strijd om de nieuwe maatschappelijke mogelijkheden, maar tot op zekere
hoogte ook hun eigen vrouwelijke familieleden, hoewel dit zelden als zodanig werd onderkend.
De strijd tussen kolonisator en gekoloniseerde en die tussen de gekoIoniseerden onderling blijken tenslotte te hebben bijgedragen tot de betrekkelijke snelheid waarmee ingrijpende veranderingen in huwelijks- en familieverhoudingen doorgevoerd konden worden.
De leden van de mannelijke elite kan evenmin als de Britse wetgever
verweten worden bewust een strategie te hebben gevolgd om de rechten van
de vrouwen te beperken. Hun optreden op dit gebied schijnt voort te komen
uit een soort stilzwijgend "gezond verstand", met het doel hun positie in
dit nieuwe economische systeem te versterken en

hun vrouwen en families

te beschermen, die daardoor afhankelijker werden van hun succes bij het
verwezenlijken van hun doeleinden.
Het vermogen van de relatief machtigen om kwesties te miskennen die van
belang zijn voor degenen die minder macht hebben, schijnt een belangrijke
voorwaarde te zijn om dit soort veranderingen betrekkelijk conflictloos te
laten verlopen.
Het subtiele karakter van dit proces verklaart de relatief snelle veranderingen binnen in de relaties tussen de seksen, die, omdat ze onuitgesproken blijven en als vanzelfsprekend worden beschouwd, zich ongemerkt
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kunnen wijzigen op wettelijk, sociaal-economisch als ook wel op emotioneel
gebied.
In hoofdstuk 2 wordt het onderzoek naar veranderingen in relaties tussen
de seksen gedurende het Britse tijdperk voortgezet, toegespitst op de
boeren- en de arbeidersklasse en de toegankelijkheid van handel en betaalde arbeid voor de vrouwen uit die klasse.
De nieuwe wetgeving betreffende grond en erfrecht had op vele gebieden
invloed op de bezittende klassen, terwijl de boerenstand steeds vaker
geconfronteerd werd met gebrek aan grond, waardoor zijn behoefte aan
betaalde arbeid groeide.
Het eerste deel van het hoofdstuk analyseert het groeiende tekort aan
land en de ad hoc wetgeving, die ineffectief was, maar die er niettemin in
slaagde de toegankelijkheid van vrouwen tot grondbezit verder te beperken.
Het tweede deel van het hoofdstuk richt zich op het op grote schaal
verrichten van betaald werk door vrouwen in de negentiende eeuw en op de
onverwachte activiteiten die ze blijken te hebben ondernomen. Ook is
plaats ingeruimd voor het al eerder genoemde fenomeen van de miskenning
door de machthebbers, in casu van het begrip

"de vrouwelijke arbeider",

welke blijkt uit het feit dat dit begrip steeds verschillend werd geformuleerd in de statistieken.
Alhoewel de cijfers geen conclusies rechtvaardigen, schijnen ze te
wijzen op een trend in de kapitalistische ontwikkeling om vrouwen aan te
trekken voor nieuwe gebieden op de arbeidsmarkt -hetgeen dikwijls werk
buitenshuis betekende- en voor de minder goed betalende sectoren van de
economie.
Tot slot wordt het sociaal-economische kader geschetst (hoofdzakelijk
van toepassing op het zuiden van het eiland) waarbinnen deze veranderingen
in de verdeling van arbeid naar sekse plaatsvonden. Er worden hypothetische conclusies getrokken betreffende de feitelijke gevolgen van deze
verhoogde vraag naar betaalde arbeid, het groeiende gebrek aan land en de
ontoereikende politieke maatregelen, die geen rekening hielden met vrouwenarbeid. De strijd om de toegang tot handel en betaalde arbeid versterkte het belangenconflict niet alleen tussen de boeren- en de werkende
klassen onderling, maar ook binnen de fami lies en leidde tot een verandering van de posities die de respectieve familieleden bekleedden. Uit dit
proces kwamen de mannen dikwijls naar het schijnt moeiteloos, te voorschijn als hoofd van de familie, of ze breidden hun macht, die ze volgens
traditie al bezaten, uit. Dit alles moet tevens vergaande gevolgen -hoewel

410

SAMENVATTING

nauwelijks te reconstrueren- hebben gehad voor de affectieve verhoudingen
tussen familieleden: echtgenoten en hun vrouwen, ouders en kinderen.
Langzaam aan werden vele van de traditionele huwelijksvormen onwerkelijke alternatieven; tegenwoordig worden ze beschouwd als curieuze, zoniet
genante gewoonten uit het verleden.

Deel II
Deel II bestaat uit één hoofdstuk en behelst een poging om het proces van
"gender transformation" zoals beschreven in deel I, van een theoretische
kader te voorzien.
"Macht" bleek in dit geval een subtiel gebeuren dat zowel de machthebber
als de onderdrukker veranderde. Het omvatte de miskenning door de kolonisator van de gevolgen van zijn politiek; openlijke of verholen verzetsstrategieën bij de gekoloniseerden; weinig of geen, althans geregistreerd,
verzet van individuele vrouwen en een relatief zwak contrapunt van sekse
in zowel de Britse als de Singalese ideologie.
Voor de komst van het kolonialisme waren de sekseverhoudingen eveneens
aan verandering onderhevig geweest en dat had ertoe geleid dat mannen de
leidende posities bekleedden zowel in de maatschappelijke als de religieuze wereld.
Andere feministische onderzoeksters hebben soortgelijke historische
processen belicht, waarbij vrouwen geleidelijk aan terrein verloren zowel
op materieel als op ideologisch gebied als gevolg van een verhevigde
strijd om maatschappelijke mogelijkheden (van welke aard ook) tussen de
mächtigsten van de gemeenschap. In dit licht worden kolonialisme en kapitalistische penetratie beschouwd als één, krachtig, voorbeeld van een
proces waarin "gender transformation" kan plaatsvinden.
In mijn poging een theoretische kader te construeren om tot een beter
begrip te komen van de subtiliteit van het proces en het relatief weinig
openlijke geweld waarmee dit gepaard ging, bespreek ik eerst "macht" in
termen van conflict (Lukes, Bar.hrach en Barats) en de beperkingen van deze
theorieën ten aanzien van dit onderwerp.
Verder richt ik me op schrijvers die "macht" beschouwen in termen van
consensus, Gramsci, Foucault en tenslotte Bourdieu, van wie de laatste
het meest uitgebreid aan bod komt.
Tot slot worden in 3.6 de verschillende theorieën kritisch bekeken op
hun toepasbaarheid ten aanzien van de verklaring

van het proces van

"gender transformation" en de relaties tussen de seksen. Hierbij wordt een
aantal vragen opgeworpen en worden andere denkbeelden ontwikkeld en uit-
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gewerkt. Het gekozen -en uitgewerkte- theoretische kader vormt eveneens de
basis voor de analyse van de huidige situatie met betrekking tot vrouwen
en macht; deze vormt het onderwerp van deel III.

Deel III
Hoofdstuk 4 Vrouwen en macht tegenwoordig begint met een korte inleiding
over de overheersende aanwezigheid van vrouwen in de informele sector en
over de miskenning van hun bijdrage aan de nationale economie in de "discourse" van de (inter)nationale ontwikkelingsdeskundigen

(wat als een

voortzetting van de koloniale politiek kan worden beschouwd).
Eén belangrijke industrie in de zogenaamde informele sector en de participatie van vrouwen daarin worden belicht.
De kokosvezelindustrle is verdeeld in twee sectoren, waarvan één, de
witte vezelindustrie langs de zuid-westkust van het eiland, in de vorm
van thuiswerk werkgelegenheid biedt aan ongeveer 25.000 vrouwen. Van deze
industrie wordt een historisch overzicht gegeven vanaf de pre-koloniale
tijd, zodat een overzicht verkregen wordt van de veranderingen die deze
tak van industrie heeft ondergaan en van de gevolgen hiervan voor (de
verdeling naar sekse van) de werkgelegenheid.
In 4.4 worden de dorpssituatie en de machtsverhoudingen waarmee de
vrouwen geconfronteerd worden, nader bekeken. Dit gedeelte is gebaseerd op
het veldwerk dat ik heb verricht in 1977/1978.
De vershillen tussen de "Pohosath, Samanya en Duppath minissu" (de
rijken, de middenklasse en de armen) worden besproken, terwijl de "discourse" over armen en armoede door de bevoorrechten van het dorp wordt
afgezet tegen die over de macht en rijkdom van de dorpselite door de
minder bevoorrechten.
Dit leidt tot de constatering van de aanwezigheid van een "contrapunt
van klasse", die de "discourse" van de dorpselite ontkracht. Hun miskenning van de machtsverhoudingen in het dorp wordt ondermijnd doordat de
armen opereren vanuit een alternatieve maar legitieme "discourse", die
mede in uiteenlopende mate steun vindt buiten het dorp, in zowel rechtse
als linkse ideologieën. De bevoorrechten van het dorp zijn hierdoor genoodzaakt tot het veelvuldiger gebruik van openlijk geweld om hun positie
veilig te stellen, welk proces nauw verbonden is met de nationale politieke struktuur.
Paradoxaal genoeg versterkt dit proces de legitimering van een "contrapunt van klasse", aangezien (de dreiging van) gebruik van geweld de aard
van de relatie tussen arm en rijk blootlegt.
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Hoewel de armen zelden in de gelegenheid zijn hun agressie ten opzichte
van de machthebbers openlijk te uiten, bestaat er niettemin een arsenaal
van verborgen verzetsstrategieën,
Het laatste gedeelte van het hoofdstuk gaat dieper in op het leven van
de arbeidsters in de vezelindustrie.
In 4.4.1 wordt gesproken over de arbeidsverhoudingen tussen de vrouwen,
het proces van individualisering en hun verzetsstrategieën. Dit wordt
gevolgd door een analyse van de verdeling van arbeid naar sekse en van de
subtiele, hiërarchische sekse verhoudingen, waarbij de vrouwen andere
verzetsstrategieën blijken toe te passen dan de mannen. Hoewel men in dit
verband ook kan spreken van een "contrapunt van geslacht", missen hun
strategieën de legitimering van het "contrapunt van klasse". Ze vinden
nog steeds nauwelijks steun binnen en buiten het dorp, waardoor ze achter
de schermen blijven.
Het verzet van een individuele vrouw wordt, ook als het wordt onderkend
door andere vrouwen eerder beschouwd als een individueel bepaalde eigenaardigheid, dan als het stellen van eisen die ook gesteld worden door
andere vrouwen.
In hoofdstuk 5 wordt aandacht besteed aan Verzet en organisatie van
vrouwen, in casu de vezelarbeidsters. De aard van verborgen verzet op
basis van een "contrapunt van klasse en die van geslacht" wordt geanalyseerd. Oppervlakkig gezien schijnt de verhouding tussen de vezelarbeidster
en haar werkgever het karakter van uitbuiting te loochenen; deze kan heel
vaak beleefd, zo niet vriendschappelijk lijken. Niettemin werkt de arbeidster vanuit een diep bewustzijn van het illegitieme van het gedrag
van de werkgever, die, in weerwil van zijn/haar macht, haar er niet van
kan weerhouden zo te denken.
De arbeidster beschikt over een alternatieve discourse van de armen
(contrapunt van klasse), op grond waarvan ze de hegemonie van de werkgever
kan verwerpen. Echter, de echtgenote en lid van haar familie miskent ze
zelf tot op zekere hoogte haar positie van inferioriteit. Een contrapunt
van geslacht bezit niet de legitimiteit die vergelijkbaar is met dat van
klasse.
Dit verschil in legitimiteit is van belang in verband met het komen tot
verzet en organisatie. Laatstgenoemd proces vindt niet zozeer plaats door
middel van het opbouwen van kracht en bewustzijn van vrouwen, alswel door
het vinden van middelen om hun goed ontwikkelde, individueel gerichte vermogen om te overleven om te zetten in gezamenlijke strategieën.
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Het grootste deel van dit hoofdstuk is gewijd aan het beschrijven van de
wijze waarop een dergelijke poging georganiseerd werd, waarbij men van
verborgen verzet overging op openlijk verzet en een alternatief gedachtengoed creëerde. (Ik heb dit proces gedurende de laatste tien jaar gevolgd
en er ook aan deelgenomen).
Dit hoofdstuk wordt besloten met een analyse van de "gender transformation" In de negentiende eeuw en het gevaar dat de geschiedenis zichzelf
herhaalt in de huidige tijd, aangezien het contrapunt van geslacht nog
steeds een gebrekkige legitimiteit heeft in vergelijking met dat van
klasse.
Tenslotte worden vanuit feministisch perspectief enkele strategieën van
de toekomst besproken.

Appendix 1. onderzoeker en onderzoekmethoden

Een van de discussies in de sociale wetenschappen draait om twee issues:
Enerzijds wordt de onderzoeker geconfronteerd met de eis van "objectiviteit" in zijn/haar onderzoek, anderzijds met de betrokkenheid bij het
leven en de strijd van de onderzochte personen. Vooral dit laatste heeft
recentelijk meer nadruk gekregen in feministisch onderzoek.
Omdat ik de twijfels deel ten aanzien van de haalbaarheid van objectiviteit bij het bestuderen van mensen, heb Ik gekozen voor één van de
huidige oplossingen hiervoor, namelijk het schetsen van de vooronderstellingen van waaruit ik gewerkt heb.
Ik geef daarom in deze appendix een meer persoonlijk gekleurd verslag
van de wijze waarop ik mijn nauwe betrokkenheid bij de onderzochte vrouwen
de laatste tien Jaar heb ervaren. Vervolgens bespreek ik de wenselijkheid
van onderzoek dat gebaseerd is op betrokkenheid bij de onderzochte personen, waarvan actieonderzoek een component vormt.
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1_. One of the most significant characteristics of power seens to be the
ability of the powerful to negate the reality of the weaker party; in its
most effective form it appears as α sincere ignorance on the part of the
powerful.
¿.

In the course of history the position of women in various societies has
deteriorated more often because of an intensified struggle over resources
among the more powerful (males) than by a direct attempt of the latter
to curb their position.

2·

When studying their colonial history, the implicit element of guilt con
lead Weicem scholars to overemphasize developments in colonized societies, while underrating the links between transfomatlcns in their own
societies and the created notion of a superior colonizing power. Maybe it
Is no accident that a Third World scholar has the initiative in this field
of research.
(Handy A. "the intimate enemy". 1983, Oxford tin. Press, Delhi).

4^. When using the western-based questionaire technique

in other cultures,

one is struck by the naive arrogance underlying the method. It assumes
"the other" possesses α high level of acquiescence to authority, coupled
with an aptitude for extremely dull conversation. Therefore It is. always
a relief to experience that the method does not work.
S.

The swiftness of the start and subsequent success of the Icelandic Women's
Party poses a still unanswered challenge to women's movements in other
countries.

Gaining legitimacy for an opposing argument In a dominant discourse is
a major prerequisite for change. Paradoxically it can also imply a first
step towards a dilution of the alternative vision. In the elaboration
of feminist thinking on development, this dilemma is clearly shown.
"Scientism is ethnocentric not simply because it equates efficiency with
rationality . . .

it is also ethnocentric in presuming that the canons

of scientific reason and technological application are objective and
universal. In fact they are neither." (Schölte В. "On the ethnocentricity
of scientistic logic." Dialectical Anthropology, 1978 3 (2)¡178).
This citation is one example of a theme Schölte has elaborated in many
forms in his work. Its implications pose a. challenge to academically
trained feminists, whether they come from the so-called Third or First
World.
Many of the products proposed by Western donors for women's incomegenerating projects in the Third World remind one of the coloured beads
and trinkets offered by the early colonizers. Progress is therefore implied by the fact that, instead of receiving them, one faces the awkward
challenge of re-selling such articles.

In the context of Sri Lanka this study concentrates on the taken for granted
"unsaid" nature of relations between the sexes and the process by which they
change imperceptibly over time. The content of gender relations was substantially transformed during British colonial rule, although these changes often went
unrecognized by both the colonizer and the colonized. During this process of
gender transformation the position of women deteriorated, not so much due to
a direct move to curb their position, but more as an indirect result of an intensified
struggle over resources among the more powerful (males), colonizer as well as
colonized. This situation bears parallels to that of women today.
Currently the position of women-as rural, unorganized workers-also remains
misrecognized within (inter)national development planning, which obstructs their
entry into a meaningful dialogue with the more powerful, although their strategies
of resistance are manifold.
The study concludes with the challenges this "lack of legitimacy" poses from
the perspective of countering a process whereby history otherwise may well
repeat itself.

