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Abstract 

 

 

This thesis is based on material gathered during a field study in rural Sri Lanka, a Minor Field 

Study, (MFS) during April-May 2007. The core of the thesis deals with conceptualisations of 

empowerment and how they can be interpreted contextually from the perspectives of motherhood. 

The interplay of gender discourses with structural dimensions are analysed to see how these work 

to uphold ideals whilst posing contrary demands on mothers. Part of the focus has thus been to 

look at how discourses are adhered, aligned and adjusted to in various ways as strategies for 

survival in the context of poverty and marginalisation. The way social constructions perpetuate 

asymmetrical power relations as natural and normative is also discussed since this is central to 

how gender discourses are produced, upheld and reproduced. This study initiates in the every day 

experiences of mothers living in absolute poverty. Through narratives and participatory 

observations of their daily experiences contextual discourses, structural dimensions and agency are 

analysed. Their experiences are viewed as interconnected with the wider perspectives of political, 

economic and social conditions locally and globally. Analysis of these experiences against 

contextual discourses and structural implications attempts to identify possibilities and potential for 

empowerment. By raising central issues to the mothers regarding segregation, marginalisation and 

vulnerability, a more contextual understanding of how empowerment is constrained and facilitated 

is hopefully achieved. Furthermore, how women in this study respond and relate to these issues 

and whether empowering experiences can be traced even where overt challenges are absent. 

Finally, the thesis addresses the complexity of carrying out a study of this kind, where the 

prerogative to define and conceptualise lies with the researcher, the beholder, representing through 

this very role inequity in the division of power and privilege. 
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1 INTRODUCTION 
 

“Motherhood – unmentioned in the histories of conquest and serfdom, wars and 

treaties, exploration and imperialism – has a history, it has an ideology, it is more 

fundamental than tribalism or nationalism. /../ The institution of motherhood 

cannot be touched or seen. It must go on being evoked, so that women never again 

forget that our many fragments of lived experience belong to a whole which is not 

of our creation /../ We have, in our long history, accepted the stresses of the 

institution as if they were a law of nature” (Rich 1995:33, 276) 

 

Motherhood is still deeply embedded in most of our imaginations as the quintessence of 

womanhood. The image of the woman as bearer and nourisher as inherent to the definition of 

femaleness, motherhood as an ideal is projected and internalised as the single destiny of women, 

the justification in life (Rich 1995). Idealising motherhood fuses a woman with roles relationally 

to others, rendering the person, woman, invisible. So while women as child bearers are 

‘pedestalled’ on the one hand, they are at the same time subject to inequity, marginalisation and 

discourses of subordination. The paradox of motherhood rests on a dichotomous logic which 

places women in ‘either or’ classifications, regarding definitions of what is feminine as well as 

attributing these as central to female identity (Ramazanoglu 1989; Rich 1995; Wharton 2005).  

 

This thesis focuses on empowerment experiences in the lives of mothers who live in poverty in 

rural Sri Lanka. Through narratives and observations of their daily experiences contextual 

discourses, structural dimensions and agency are analysed. Furthermore, the institutionalisation of 

motherhood can be localised through recognising cultural ideals and norms. How women adjust 

and align with these and whether empowering experiences can be traced even where overt 

challenges are absent is central to the discussion here. The context of Sri Lanka is complex in that 

poverty and gender also have to be analysed against the political, economic, social and cultural 

background. The political situation and prevalence of violence interconnects with poverty to 

exacerbate further conflicts over resources and power under the legitimacy of class, caste, ethnicity 

and religion (Ganepola & Thalayasingam 2004). 

 

How discourses and other expressions of relations of power influence the lived experiences and 

actual ‘doing’ of women will be addressed and related to the concept of empowerment. 

Assumptions that women’s primary role in society is that of fulfilling maternal responsibilities, 

works to limit and constrain women in locating and creating alternative roles in Sri Lanka (de 

Alwis 2002; Jayaweera 1999a; Kottegoda 2003). Choice and conditions surrounding the capacity 

to choose is central to empowerment and this will be analysed in depth. The thesis will also 
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discuss the extents to which women are structurally limited despite agency and capacity and why 

women may choose informal or alternative paths to empowerment, contextually adapted and 

inspired (Kabeer 1994, 2001; Parpart et al 2002; Parpart 2002).  

 

Empowerment is linked with different forms of power that are created and upheld through social 

interaction. While the idea here is that power does not have to be singularly oppressive or seen in 

terms of losses and gains, asymmetrical power relations lead to hierarchical stratifications. One of 

the purposes of this study is to discern how inequalities are an expression of and reproduce the 

underlying complex relations of power dispersed through all levels of society. In order to grip the 

fluid complexity of how power can work to emancipate or constrain, uplift or subordinate it is 

essential to see the interconnectedness between the individual and larger context (Kabeer 1994; 

Parpart et al 2002; Rowlands 1997).  

 

Key to the discussion on women’s empowerment is discourses of gender, the explicit and implicit 

expressions of normative female and male behaviour. These reveal how values, norms and 

practices, rooted in cultural and social contexts contribute to sustaining and reproducing 

inequalities between men and women (Connell 2002; Ramazanoglu 1989; Fenstermaker et al 

2002). From the mothers’ narratives we will see how gendered structures are disguised by other 

conflicting discursive and structural elements in the context of Sri Lanka and the impact of poverty 

on all these issues. Some understanding will also be gained of the way mothers manoeuvre and 

find strategies in the ‘matrix’ of various aspects, such as marginalisation, segregation, gender bias, 

insecurity and other dimensions. 

 

Motherhood is a contradictory experience for many women, complex identities which merge with 

ideals imposed by society. There are cultural and individual variations to how women experience 

motherhood and how they identify with being a mother, relationally and contextually. These are 

some of the issues that will be discussed in this study, how these women cope with the ideals of 

motherhood and the actual everyday activities expected and required of her. Every experience is 

unique but on a general level, being a mother brings with it added responsibilities and pressures 

that are specifically about her transition into a new role. How women manage and perceive the 

discourses surrounding motherhood is an individual journey in the matrices of social, cultural, 

economic and political factors which interconnect between different levels in society 

(Ramazanoglu 1989; Parpart et al 2002). 

 

All of the mothers in this study have been in contact with development organisations. Their 

perceptions and the relationship between them as beneficiaries and the organisation as 

implementer of interventionist measures are included. Hopefully some clarification will be gained 
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as to how empowerment is conceptualised by the organisations and how they proceed to work with 

gender issues in various ways. The significance of how poor1 women are perceived and depicted is 

highlighted in this context as is the focus on addressing social and gender issues on women only. 

This is symptomatic of much development policy and implementation, both in Sri Lanka and 

elsewhere and is discussed extensively among feminists and critics (Chant 2006; Kabeer 1994; 

Kottegoda 2003, 2004; Rowlands 1997). 

 

The discussion on empowerment is contextualised to include a holistic understanding of the 

situation of the women in this study. Many aspects arose during the course of the field study which 

still only has resulted in a summary of the complexities and difficulties that the women face in 

their everyday lives. Much of the theoretical and methodological approaches are based on Dorothy 

Smith’s contributions to institutional ethnography, where the social inquiry begins in the actual 

doings of people in the local (Smith 2005). To aid the reader in travelling with me to the context, I 

end this section with a description of what meets the eye on arrival to Sri Lanka. 

 

The contrast contained within the country of its size is one of the most striking aspects of Sri 

Lanka. Colombo, the capital city, boasts of all the modern amenities found in most countries in the 

“west”, women purchase designer clothes in air conditioned shopping malls complete with fast 

food restaurants and kiddies’ corners. Recreational facilities ranging from hip gyms to nights clubs 

array the main streets. Surrounding the capital are slums and the all too familiar signs of rapid 

urbanisation and in-migration. Travelling away from urban busyness up toward ‘hill country’ the 

scenery shifts and women in traditional clothes dot the tea covered slopes picking and filling the 

heavy baskets with the tiny leaves or hurrying along the dirt paths with cumbersome loads of 

firewood on their heads. Others are aided by young daughters to fetch water, a baby on one hip 

and heavy container on the other.  

 

My intention is not to paint an image of a poor, marginalised woman as a victim but to illustrate to 

the reader how stark the contrasts are in a country where the attributes of modernity appear to exist 

a mere hour’s drive from that of the traditional. It is important that conclusions of empowerment 

and consciousness are not drawn in haste on the basis of material wealth or life styles. However, it 

is also necessary to acknowledge the consequences of structural impediments, in concrete terms, 

and the direct impact of insufficient infra structure on the lives of poor men and women living in 

rural areas. For a poor woman having access to running water can have numerous consequences; it 

can be a matter of health or sickness, being safe or molested, being able to watch her child or leave 

her alone for hours in search of water, having the time to eat breakfast before rushing off to work, 

                                                 
1 The term ‘poor’ is consistently used throughout the thesis to singularly mean impoverished, living in 
poverty. 
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having the time to rest between household work and going out for paid work, being able to spend 

time with her children, being able to spend time on herself. 

 

 

2 OBJECTIVE 

 
As in most studies concerning multifaceted issues such as poverty and empowerment it is 

extremely difficult to keep to specificity while maintaining an inclusive understanding of all the 

issues concerned. In my previous thesis I focused on how discourses of gender in the context of Sri 

Lanka and perceptions of empowerment within development strategies are interrelated 

(Martinsson 2006). By using interviews with informants who represented different organisations 

and various secondary sources, I attempted to trace how discursive practices played a role in the 

way empowerment was perceived and strategies implemented from an organisational perspective. 

Here, my focus shifts to look at some women at the receiving end of these empowerment 

strategies. What are their views and understanding of empowerment? How do they see themselves 

with regard to roles, norms and expectations and how do they position themselves in society? 

Which constraints and possibilities do they describe and importantly what can we learn from their 

narratives about structural and discursive implications? 

 

2.1     Aims and Procedure 

 

This study focuses on the experiences of poor young mothers living in the rural regions of Sri 

Lanka who have been in contact with development organisations working with empowerment 

strategies in some form. The empirical material is gathered from group interviews, individual in-

depth interviews and participatory observations during an eight week period. Details of the 

methods used and findings will be presented in the sections to follow. The aim of the thesis is to 

gain an understanding of the concept of empowerment from different perspectives and the 

considerations which need to be made in specific contexts.  

 

I have chosen to look more closely at empowerment from the perspective of motherhood. This was 

motivated by an interest in the nature of transformative processes on multiple levels when 

girls/women enter into motherhood in a society governed to a large degree by patriarchal norms. 

Furthermore, motherhood implies added responsibilities which need to be included in discussing 

empowerment contextually. Another reason for this choice is based on my own experiences of 

being a mother and the implications that have followed with the role and discursive ideals 

surrounding motherhood. From the primary material we will learn of how the women in this study 
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perceive motherhood, their perceptions of possibilities and constraints and how their lives are 

organised in the context of poverty and patriarchal discourses. 

 

I have further narrowed my “subjects” to mothers aged 14 to 40, with two or more children who 

are living in poverty in rural hill regions in Sri Lanka. It is not self evident nor possible to make 

generalised definitions of “the poor”. I will be using an inclusive definition of poverty where both 

tangible and intangible basic needs are considered, including material and physical well-being, 

personal security, isolation, social exclusion, dependence and other various aspects which are 

contextually and locally defined to provide personal well-being and capabilities (see also Sen 

1999).There is therefore no subjective projection in the use of the term although I realise that in 

certain contexts it may appear ambiguous. It is also important to keep in mind complexities in 

evaluation and definition of poverty such as the internal disparities within the household for 

example. 

 

The main objective of this thesis is to examine:  

How contextual discourses and structures relate to the empowerment  

processes of poor mothers in rural Sri Lanka. 

 

The formulation of the question is broad and general, a conscious decision on my part to facilitate 

an encompassing discussion of valid themes. The first part of the question pertains to contextual 

discourses, the norms and social rules which are created and upheld through interplays of power. 

How these discourses are expressed in the local contexts will be looked at here and how the 

mothers relate to them. Can variations in the way discourses are expressed, responded to and 

accommodated be traced? The second part of the question refers to structural determinants and the 

implications these have in interplay with discourses for the mothers’ manoeuvrability and 

decision-making. Choice as a concept is of interest here as well as the interaction of internal and 

external constraints, in sociological terms the tension between agency and structure. The final part 

of the question addresses empowerment processes which is not a separate issue but permeates the 

discussion continuously. Through the narrated and observed experiences of mothers in poverty, 

survival strategies will be identified and analysed in relation to empowering processes. 

 

2.2     Approach 

 

Empowerment will be approached from a holistic perspective as a process involving intersecting 

components, an understanding of the interrelationship between different areas in a woman’s life 

and how they affect one another. Further, that empowerment is a contextual process that can take 

place within different levels, individual, group and society (Kabeer 1994, 2001; Parpart et al 
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2002).  In order to understand how empowerment processes are affected, constrained or facilitated 

in the lives of women it is necessary to keep in mind the multitude of factors influencing gender 

awareness, agency and self esteem. Dealing with empowerment as a process requires finding a 

valid framework for analysis by which we can access overarching structural perspectives beyond 

the collective and societal. Through the study and discursive analysis of individual everyday lives, 

patterns and relations shaping the local will hopefully be made visible.  

 

The point of departure in this thesis is an understanding of power as inextricably linked with 

empowerment and an inherent part in gender relations. Exploring the complexities of how power 

is dispersed and transformed, aids in understanding empowerment holistically and reduces the risk 

of dichotomising men as powerful and women as powerless. Power is sometimes difficult to 

identify due to its fluidity and adjustability, whether expressed as control of resources, defining 

norms or generating notions of naturalness of dominance and subordination. Power is also an 

aspect to be considered with regard to development strategies and the relations between 

beneficiaries and organisations. Empowerment will be analysed in relation to power by looking at 

personal empowering processes and the significant role external factors play in determining 

preconditions and prerequisites for empowerment (Parpart et al 2002; Rowlands 1997).  

 

2.2.1   Institutional Ethnography 

Institutional ethnography is a method which begins its inquiry in the every experiences of and 

actual doings of people. Narratives as interactions in the local can be analysed to discern external 

factors that have implications for social processes, which Smith refers to as relations of ruling 

(Smith 2005). These systems of ruling are not solely dominant forms of power but institutions or 

functional complexes, in the form of text-based discourses and forms of knowledge, which 

organise and concert the activities and practices of social interaction (Smith 1987; 1999; 2005). By 

looking at on-going activities in the everyday lives of poor mothers and listening to their 

reflections I hope that we can uncover wider relations that shape and influence their situated 

circumstances, part of the discursive and structural formations surrounding the individual. 

 

The purpose is thus not to generalize about the group or individuals who have been interviewed, 

but to identify and describe social processes that have generalizing effects (Smith 2005). This 

methodology provides ways in which to access knowledge and experiences of things we do not 

know beforehand and that we cannot prepare for in the interview situation. The aim is not to find 

empirical evidence for theoretical prepositions but to uncover patterns of ruling relations that exist 

in conflictual, competitive and collaborative ways by and through social interaction (Smith 1987, 

1999, 2005).  
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2.2.2   Discourse analysis 

Discourses are central to how I have chosen to sociologically analyse empowerment of poor 

mothers based on their narratives and experiences in the context of Sri Lanka. Listening to how 

norms, taken-for-grantedness and roles are spoken of and analysing how the mothers’ situations 

and possibilities provide a way in which to uncover underlying values and power relations. 

Discourse analysis further presents a means to unravel how structures are negotiated and 

manoeuvred by women in what are often contrary or conflicting discourses (Jaworski & Coupland 

1999; Mills 1997). More on institutional ethnography and discourse is to be found in the Theory 

section where they will be discussed in more depth. 

 

2. 3     Areas of research 

 

The analysis of empowerment requires a holistic understanding and not all of the significant 

aspects which arose during the field study can be covered in a thesis of this size. Some of the 

broader areas of the research are listed below along with some aspects which repeatedly arose in 

different contexts and are of importance to the whole discussion of empowerment. These themes 

reappear throughout the study, but are primarily addressed from an empowerment perspective at 

this point. 

     

 Poverty  

Absolute poverty necessarily inhibits the empowerment process of mothers. Lack of resources, 

economic and social, exposes them and their children to heightened vulnerability and 

marginalises them from many areas in society. How poverty is defined, measured and 

evaluated also needs discussion since this has direct implications for how development 

strategies and priorities are formed at all levels, policy, implementation and so forth. Men and 

women (girls and boys) experience poverty differently in different spheres. These spheres, 

particularly the household needs to be disaggregated to differentiate between these experiences 

of poverty and empowerment (Bhattacharjee 1997; Chant 2006; Kabeer 1994; Kottegoda 

2003; Mohanty 1997). 

 

Gender  

Ideas of gender can vary and be contradictory depending on the social situation and dominant 

discourses, also expressing variations in women’s agency and capabilities (Kabeer 1994, 

Parpart 2002; Ramazanoglu & Holland 2002; Wharton 2005). How gender is perceived 

contextually and the consequences of this as social expressions in the shape of norms, ideals 

and values affect women and men and potential for empowerment. Challenging the gender 
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order, how gender roles and identities are organised socially and discursively, cannot 

singularly be concluded as empowering since this may involve repercussions and increased 

resistance (Kabeer 1994; Parpart et al 2002). Through descriptions of how women’s and 

men’s lives are organised, of feminine ideals and norms, restrictions and taboos as well as 

gender roles, insight can be gained into contextual discourses of gender and how they 

interrelate with empowerment.  

 

Motherhood  

Most of the focus in this study falls on women in the phase of life of motherhood and the 

implications of motherhood as an institution. Realities of everyday life and the gender division 

of responsibilities and labour, norms, ideals are some of the aspects that require detailed 

attention. The persistence of conflicting discourses of feminine ideals and perceptions of the 

household, intra household disparities, mothers working in the public sphere and how these 

relate to empowerment and interpretations of independence, economic and otherwise are 

discussed (Chant 2006; Ramazanoglu 1989; Walby 1997). 

 

Security  

Personal security is a pressing issue in the context of Sri Lanka in many aspects. The ongoing 

political unrest and threat of violence is part of everyday life with short and long-term 

economic, social, physical and psychological implications (Maddewaththa 1999; Rampton 

2003; Remnant 2006; Silva 2003). Many of the fears are associated with the violence due to 

the conflict itself but also the legitimacy it provides for other perpetrators. Rape and sexual 

assaults are part of many women’s experiences and fears as well as for their daughters. 

Domestic violence is another aspect of insecurity which is prevalent and discussed in relation 

to empowerment.  

 

Apart from the wider impacts of violence at different levels on personal security, experiences 

of vulnerability increase with poverty, marginalisation and segregation (see also Jayaweera 

1999a; Kabeer 1994; Kottegoda 2003; Silva 2003). As Jaquette and Summerfield point out in 

their introduction, discussions of how to approach gender and development in contexts of 

politicised violence and conflicts are lacking (Jaquette & Summerfield 2006). This is an 

added dimension that demands complex strategies for coping with risk and uncertainty by 

men and women which needs to be included. 

 

I will attempt to describe and analyse these wider areas of research in later chapters. My material 

is based on the experiences and narratives of a few women and care must be taken not to draw 

simplified conclusions. However, some issues have received much attention in earlier research and 
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evaluations which will be evident from the secondary sources and therefore some generalisations 

can be made as to the problems facing rural poor mothers in Sri Lanka today. 

 

2.4 Delimitations 

 

Gender is a recurrent theme in this study, the construction of gender, gender roles and gender 

division of labour for example. However, men are rarely mentioned as a category nor are they 

given any voice by myself as a researcher. This is not a conscious step to exclude men from being 

part of this discussion but rather a necessary limitation on my part. One of the primary criticisms 

directed toward many empowerment and development strategies is the neglect of including men, 

despite prevalent gender rhetoric, when addressing gender issues, and that this is in fact counter-

productive (Kabeer 1994; Razawi & Miller 1995). The exclusion of men as beneficiaries of 

interventionist strategies neglects to focus on changing gendered structures and relations of power. 

This is an important point that I wish to reiterate. However, the intentional outset of this thesis is 

the focus on experiences of mothers, not because of bias in importance but because the aim is to 

investigate which circumstances surround their empowerment processes. In the discussion of 

relations of power, patriarchy and gender roles, it is significant to remember that women and men 

are reproducers of these and that resistance to change can be as strong in women as in men.  

 

The focus here is poor mothers and their experiences. Conceptualisations of empowerment are 

reflected in how development organisations address issues of women’s empowerment and gender 

equity and whether/how these are included in their aims, measures and practical implementation. I 

have not included detailed accounts of definitions and implementation that the different 

organisations employ, since I covered much of this aspect in my previous thesis (Martinsson 

2006).  

 

 Finally, although caste, class and ethnicity are topics that arise in this study they are not 

specifically analysed or conceptualised. Of interest here is their interrelatedness and fluidity, how 

they as classifications are used at different levels for different purposes.  

 

There are numerous issues that cannot be satisfactorily addressed in a study of this size. My aim is 

to balance in-depth analysis with as many angles as possible to convey the complexity of the 

subject at hand. Also to stress that understanding empowerment, poverty and gender holistically 

involves seeing the interconnectedness of the world we live in, globally, and not as contained 

within developing countries or a problem to be dealt with among the poor or women alone. 
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3    BACKGROUND 

 
The purpose of this section is to set the contextual scene and to present some of the processes 

leading up to the choice of topics that will be discussed in-depth in this thesis. The first part of this 

section will describe how this study came about and the context from my experiences as a 

researcher and in reference to sources, primarily related to development in Sri Lanka. The 

remaining part will provide background information and aid in giving an understanding of how 

much of rural society, especially in the hill regions is organised. The aim here is to give the reader 

an overview and understanding of specific themes that have been chosen for further discussion 

with regard to empowerment.  

 

3.1 Previous Research 

 

During the autumn of 2006 I completed a Bachelor’s thesis on selected aspects pertaining to 

women’s empowerment from the perspectives of three development organisations in Sri Lanka. 

Interviews were carried out with informants representing organisations to discern how 

implementation of empowering strategies interrelates with discourses surrounding gender and 

empowerment. While the focus in my previous thesis was directed toward development and 

organisations’ perspectives of empowerment and gender, it shifts to the perspectives of women 

who have been ‘targeted’ in different strategies in this study.   

 

Findings pertaining to organisations’ work with gender issues are mentioned here since they shed 

light on aspects of implementation. Other findings on discourses and gender relations will surface 

throughout since they correlate to the discussions in this thesis. The organisations that have been 

involved in my research are non-governmental (NGOs) and work with various social development 

projects/programmes, some of which are directed toward poor women. They are financed by 

different constellations of foreign and domestic donors and local income bringing activities. 

Although the organisations follow certain guiding principles and visions (formed by previous 

umbrella organisations for example) they function more or less independently and are able to adapt 

strategies to local contexts and needs (Martinsson 2006).  

 

The programmes and projects that are implemented by the organisations are geared to 

empowerment and poverty alleviation as overarching goals. The specific strategies vary from work 

shops to raising awareness - ‘enhancing capacity to empower’, information sessions on health, 

savings, education etc. and providing forums and spaces for women to meet (Martinsson 2006). 
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One organisation has for a period of ten years worked with micro credit and savings among poor 

villagers in different networks.  

 

Among the strategies of awareness raising programmes in various forms most are directed toward 

women, very few targeted men. One organisation had made attempts to integrate men in projects 

but with considerable difficulty, attempts had also been made to encourage men to consent to 

measures directed toward women. This correlates with other material which I have found on 

development policy and projects on national and local levels in Sri Lanka, where gender 

mainstreaming is articulated but very little information can be found regarding programmes or 

measures targeting men (Kottegoda 2003; Silva et al 2002).  

 

Most of the work carried out by the organisations included here, is directed toward rural areas and 

villages. The principles by which they function, constellation of staff and their attitudes, level of 

enthusiasm and commitment, relationship between beneficiaries and workers, types and extent of 

resources are all aspects which affect the impact of the strategies. These factors are not central in 

this analysis of poor mother’s empowering experiences but none the less play a part in their 

perspectives as we shall see further on. 

 

3.2 Sri Lanka – the Context 

 

Following independence from British colonialism in 1947, the political situation in Sri Lanka has 

been turbulent. The internal conflict has impacts on all levels, economic, social, physical and 

psychological. The long time-span of the conflict also has consequences for well being and human 

security 2 (Ganepola & Thalayasingam 2004; Maddewaththa 1999; Mayer 2003; Remnant 2006; 

UNIFEM 2005). The violent conflicts in the country have led to a high proportion of female 

headed households (widows), displaced refugees and increasing pressures on women to enter into 

income bringing activities. The liberalisation of the economy and shift to export oriented 

industrialisation has led to extensive social and economic reorganisations, with escalating migrant 

labour, mostly as unqualified domestic workers and other vulnerable forms and conditions of 

employment to the Middle Eastern countries (De Soysa 2000; Jayaweera 1999a; 1999b; Kottegoda 

2003; UNIFEM 2005).  

 

 

 

 
                                                 
2 The parallels between human security and human development are increasingly understood to be inter-
dependent (see e.g. UNDP 2002). 
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3.2.1   Aspects of Development  

General evaluations have consistently reported relatively high levels of development for Sri Lanka 

in comparison with other ‘Third World’ countries. Despite high GDP3 growth and apparent 

positive human and social indicators, which include infant mortality, literacy, life expectancy and 

so on, the regional and social discrepancies suggest a more complex picture (de Alwis 2002; 

Gunawardena 2000; Jayaweera 1999a; Maddewaththa 1999; Remnant 2006; UNIFEM 2005). 

Contrary research claim extensive internal disparities and diverging results revealing increasing 

malnutrition among children and mothers, high illiteracy rates in marginalised regions and gender 

inequality for example (Maddewaththa 1999; Remnant 2006; UNDP 2006a). According to some 

sources, the lack of comprehensive data on indicators of poverty and well-being, (since as far back 

as 1981), make it difficult to get a situational evaluation of poverty levels (Mayer 2003; 

Sarvananthan 2003). 

 

In Sepali Kottegoda’s comprehensive examination of interventions of poverty alleviation programs 

and women’s empowerment in Sri Lanka, two principal aspects surface: the neglect to involve 

men and address “discriminatory gender structures” and the non-visibility of women and their 

absence in decision-making arenas (Kottegoda 2003). Gender equality, women’s empowerment 

and participation are complex aspects to approach, assess and monitor in a development context 

and methods and indicators for doing this continue to be widely discussed. However, as we will 

see, discourses of poverty, gender and empowerment in development rhetoric, work to limit 

analysis and inclusion of participants in designing strategies that are contextual and include men 

and women4 (Kabeer 1994; Kottegoda 2003; Parpart 2002). 

 

3.2.2   Poverty in Sri Lanka 

It is estimated that more than 88% of the poor live in the rural regions of Sri Lanka. Despite 

figures pointing to decreasing levels of poverty, this does not appear to indicate increasing well-

being for the poorest, but rather that the gaps between the urban and rural sectors are increasing. 

Furthermore, the poorest sectors are those living on the plantations and landless agricultural 

labourers (Ganepola & Thalayasingam 2004; Jogaratnam & Niranjan 2003; Mayer 2003; 

Sarvananthan 2003). Poverty as a concept is continuously under discussion, and although new 

aspects are incorporated not confined solely to quantifiable indicators, it is a more complex 

process in applying these to strategies of alleviation and in evaluation (Kuruppu 2004; Mayer 

2003).  

 

                                                 
3 GDP – General Domestic Product, most commonly used indicator of national economic growth. 
4 The use of the concept gender will be defined and discussed in the Theory section. 
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Economic restructuring, environmental resources, social integration, structures of social 

dominance are all examples of aspects which interact to give a multidimensional understanding of 

contextualised poverty (Gunetilleke & Goonasekera 2005; Mayer 2003; Rampton 2003). In the 

context of Sri Lanka uneven national developmental planning and policy and lack of social 

services, has major repercussions on the rural and conflict ridden regions (Gunawardena 2005; 

Rampton 2003; Remnant 2006; Silva 2003).  

 
“Whereas, in any developing environment a measure of inequality between the 

capital and the periphery infrastructurally is to be expected, the developments are 

starkly visible in the Sri Lankan context /../” Rampton 2003:158 

 

3.2.3   Ethnicity, Caste, Gender 

To facilitate the reading in this thesis and for the purposes in the discussion, I have attempted to 

simplify the concepts of class, caste and ethnicity in the context of Sri Lanka. It must be 

emphasised however, that although these classifications form types of social stratification, I  

describe them here to give a general overview of  perceived social organisation in order to grasp 

ongoing discourses.  

 

There are four main ‘ethnic’ groupings in Sri Lanka: Sinhalese, who are the majority and generally 

Buddhists speak Sinhala; Tamils - Hindus and Christians, speak Tamil; Muslims, speak Tamil; and 

Burghers, mixed descendents of Dutch/Portuguese and Sri Lankan, speak mostly Sinhala and 

English. Already here it is apparent that classifications overlap language, religion and ethnicity. 

There are three major groups of Tamils, Jaffna Tamils (who form most of the resistance 

movement, though far from all Jaffna Tamils necessarily sympathise or are voluntarily involved in 

the conflict), Indian Tamils who were brought over by British plantation owners as labourers from 

the lowest caste in South India, and ‘other Tamils’ (sometimes referred to as Colombo Tamils).  

 

Sinhalese and Tamils have different caste systems which also cuts across class, a low caste urban 

Sinhalese can be considered high class based on income, capital, social network and other 

attributes whereas a low caste, low income rural Sinhalese may be discriminated and marginalised 

on the premises of caste. Ideas of how embedded caste still is, varies at all levels, some 

acknowledge its pervasiveness whereas others claim it is outdated (Jabbar 2005; Rampton 2003). 

Conflicts and violence have been legitimised on the basis of ethnicity, religion and nationalism5, 

and discrimination and marginalisation occur on the basis of class and caste (Ganepola & 

                                                 
5 In 1990 ‘ethnic cleansing’ by ‘Tamil Tigers’ (LTTE) forced nearly 100,000 Muslim civilians to move from 
the Northern part of Sri Lanka for example (Silva 2003), as one example of different expressions of internal 
conflict. 
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Thalayasingam 2004; Ruwanpura 2004; Silva 2003). How notions of identity, social and cultural, 

and experiences of poverty are interwoven reappear in the discussion of motherhood and 

empowerment throughout this thesis. 

 

In Sri Lanka there is considerable discrepancy between men and women in policy making, 

decision-making and participation at different societal and regional levels, again suggesting 

disparities between material development, structural changes and social transformations 

(Jayaweera 1999a; Kottegoda 1999, 2003; Ruwanpura 2004; Silva et al 2002). Additionally, 

studies also indicate that there tend to be recurring problems facing women in low-income 

households. Even though figures show an increase of women in employment for example, these 

continue to be concentrated to sectors at the bottom of the employment structure with limited 

potential for occupational mobility, toward higher salaries or increased skills (de Alwis 2002; 

Jayaweera 1999b; Kottegoda 2004; Silva et al 2002).  

 

This generalisation needs to be put in context of extreme variations within the country, in 

particular the rural urban divide. As in any society, translating gender equity is complex and far 

from self evident, when looking at female employment and household economics and organisation 

for example. Feminists and scholars claim, that the centrality of women as reproducers and 

nurturers in the private sphere, and conceptions of womanhood/femininity, (manhood/ 

masculinity), continue to persist in Sri Lanka (de Alwis 2002; De Soysa 2000). Furthermore, the 

feminisation of poverty has been overlooked, including the increase of woman headed households, 

by a gender bias which continues to regard women as dependent on males and secondary income 

bringers. They purport that the perceptions of gendered roles and identities continue to perpetuate 

inequity in many areas and levels (de Alwis 2002; De Soysa 2000; Kottegoda 2003, 2004).  

 

3.3     The Field Study 

 

In the spring of 2007, I spent two months in Sri Lanka of which eight weeks were aimed at 

gathering material through interviews, observations and obtaining literary sources from libraries 

and various centres addressing topics of relevance (poverty, development, gender and so). The 

field study was carried out in the rural hill country, Nuwara-Eliya district, six hours drive from the 

capital city, Colombo. These areas are frequently mentioned in poverty evaluations as being 

among the poorest and lacking many of the basic services, such as road and transport networks, 

electricity, water, sanitation and so on (Attanayake 2003; Gunetilleke et al 2005; Maddewaththa 

1999; Remnant 2006). These factors have considerable impacts on livelihood, health, mobility 

(access to jobs and education), and crucially women’s workload. 
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The interview subjects are poor mothers who have been in contact with development strategies in 

some form. They can be roughly classified into three groups as: those living integrated in 

ethnically mixed small villages (Muslim, Sinhalese, Tamil); those living and working on tea 

plantations (referred to as estates); and those living in a village comprising a single and segregated 

caste referred to as ‘untouchables’. Common among all the mothers is the experience of 

marginalisation, very few material resources, little or no regular economic income and difficulty 

meeting with basic needs such as food, medication, care and schooling for the children.  

 

The mothers who live on tea estates and in the village of ‘untouchables’ are descendents of low 

caste South Indians (Tamils), and live segregated from society at large. Estate dwellers were 

denied citizenship until a few decades ago, living isolated within the confines of the estates 

although this is changing. Overt discrimination and stigmatisation of these groups (both men and 

women), expresses itself as social exclusion and restrictions on education and employment 

(Attanayake 2003; Gunetilleke et al 2005; Philips 2005; Piyarathne 2004). The occupations of 

these women and men as cleaners and tea pluckers are interlinked with caste and status in implicit 

and explicit ways. There also exist additional systems of gender hierarchy within the occupations, 

such as men traditionally supervising women picking tea leaves. To better understand the 

complexities of power relations it is important to keep in mind the social make-up of much of rural 

Sri Lanka as very stratified and defined by patriarchal norms and traditions (de Alwis 2002; 

Jayaweera 1999a). 

 

3.5     Development Approaches and Feminist Contributions 

 

Development policy has undergone considerable change from being linked inherently with 

modernization and westernization in the early 1930’s to a more complex definition and 

understanding of interventionist strategies today. Different approaches and methodologies have 

evolved within development, including the incorporation of concepts such as empowerment and 

gender. The extensive use of “buzzwords”, such as; gender mainstreaming/sensitisation, 

empowerment, participation, good governance and so on in development rhetoric, also by such 

dominant stakeholders as the World Bank, the UN and in national policies has raised sharp 

criticism and controversy (Cornwall & Brock 2005; Razawi & Miller 1995).  

 

Especially feminist and development critics from the ‘Third World’ question the ideological 

principles defining these concepts and their exclusion of a participatory approach. At policy and 

implementation levels gender issues directed at challenging and transforming relations of power, 

as opposed to singularly addressing women’s issues, continue to be marginalised (Arnfred 2001; 

Connelly et al 2000; Razawi & Miller 1995). Also, the proliferation of generalisations of people in 
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poverty, as a homogenous category where all sorts of needs and priorities are grouped together 

severely impacts gender development (Cornwall 2001; Kottegoda 2003). 

 

In gender mainstreaming strategies within development most of the focus is on poverty reduction, 

employment, education, health care and so on, that is quantifiable measures, including where 

empowerment is listed as a primary objective. These are important aims and are necessarily 

interlinked but are not by themselves sufficient for increasing women’s development and 

empowerment (Chant 2006; Kabeer 1994). An important aspect which needs to be considered in 

discussing gender and development is which type of development different women need. By 

restricting development strategies to promoting income generating activities or other measures 

which have neglected to work toward a redefinition of gender, women have not be facilitated but 

encumbered by more labour (Arnfred 2001; Kabeer 1994; Kottegoda 2003). 

 

Gender research has had major implications for the measurement of poverty, introducing more 

holistic perspectives in evaluations of poverty and emphasising the need to include people’s own 

experiences. Meaningful conceptualisations have also involved disaggregating the household to 

make visible the differences in experiences and conditions between men and women (Chant 

2006)6. It is increasingly accepted that poverty is inherently linked with gender inequality (see e.g. 

Global Policy Forum 2006). Even when indicators of gender development follow a positive trend, 

it is important to keep in mind that this does not necessarily correlate to gender equity or 

empowerment for women (Chant 2006; Kabeer 1994, 2001; Razawi & Miller 1995). The most 

important contribution of feminist critical development analysis has been to point to structural 

aspects of inequality and power in gender relations as crucial dimensions rather than just 

integrating women in development (Arnfred 2001; Connelly et al 2000; Kottegoda 2003; Parpart 

et al 2002; Razawi & Miller 1995). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
6  The household is/has been the most common unit of measurement in assessing income-based poverty 
(Chant 2006). 
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5    THEORETICAL PERSPECTIVES 
 

This section presents the theoretical perspectives which form the framework for analysis of the 

empirical material. A thesis of this size compromises the extent and depth of how each theoretical 

approach can be discussed, my hope is that the essence of each sociological standpoint will be 

conveyed.  

The theoretical perspectives include the following: 

- Dorothy Smith’s thoughts on “doing sociology differently” (Smith 1999)  

     and approaches to discourse  

- Post colonialism in relation to universalism and relativism  

- Empowerment, in relation to the concept of power 

- Gender: what is gender, how is gender, doing gender  

 

5.1     Doing Sociology Differently – Dorothy Smith 

 

Dorothy Smith is reluctant to speak in terms of alternative theory since her aim is precisely to 

avoid the objectified and normative methods by which sciences, including sociology, interpret 

experiences, dialogues and social interactions taking places around us to “universalised forms 

required by the relations of ruling” (1999:46). By relations of ruling Smith refers to “objectified 

relations organised beyond the local particularities /../” (ibid: 4). The journey through which a 

researcher partakes and understands people’s experiences needs to stem from actual ‘doing’, not 

reduced to previous constructs nor blocked by prior assumptions. There are risks of being part of 

the ruling relations that monopolise knowledge, discourses and interpretation of ‘material’, so that 

despite commitment to the viewpoint of the subjects these may in fact be subverted.  

 
“The ruling relations ‘extract’ the coordinative and concerting of people’s 

everyday/everynight activities and subject them to technological and technical 

specialisation, elaboration, differentiation and objectification. They become 

independent of particular individuals, individuals participate in them through forms 

of agency and subjectivity they provide (Smith 1999:77). 

 

This is a complex idea to articulate (stuck as ‘we’7 are in academic rhetoric) though easier to 

grasp, if we think of Smith’s own analogy of the binary of ruling relations and people’s actual 

‘doings’ to traffic. Traffic is governed by rules which coordinate people’s driving as an on-going 

historical process. By historical Smith refers to continuity; the past affects how driving is carried 

                                                 
7 Presuming most of the readers of this thesis are part of the academia in one way or another. 
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out today as much as the ongoing shape of driving will be projected into the future. The rules of 

traffic do not prescribe individual’s behaviour in traffic nor determine the ways people 

(pedestrians, drivers, cyclists) will interact in the traffic flow, although they organise and 

coordinate this flow (Smith 2005:66-67).  

 

The model that Smith proposes is Institutional Ethnography, where institutions represent 

observable ‘functional complexes’, that is organisations/organisers and discourses where ruling 

relations are reconstructed as “objectified forms” external to the individual (Smith 2005:69). These 

are part of ruling relations but are not the focus of inquiry since individuals do not conform 

uniformly to these. Important aspects of institutional ethnography are text-based forms of 

knowledge and discursive practices, part of the external ruling relations. It is the replicability of 

texts (here referring to meanings which can be “frozen” in worded sequences), that they can 

appear in identical form irrespective of time and space, which allow the ruling of people’s 

activities translocally (Smith 2005).  

 

The core of the discussion that I will pursue is the interplay and tensions of structural determinants 

and individual autonomy and agency. It is the complex individual and collective continuous 

interaction to expressions of ruling relations as structural determinants through exploration, 

resistance, conformity, opposition, contestation, collaboration, compromise and alignment. 

Identifying innovation and agency require inquiry into the local, ongoing material and actual to 

understand how they express the ruling (Smith 2005; also MacLeod 1995). 

 

Smith came to see discrepancies between her experiences as a mother, doing sociology with actual 

people and actual work in all that mothering demanded, and role as a sociologist working at the 

university, in the ‘world-in-texts’. “Knowing is always embodied”, purports Smith. As she 

increasingly turned to critical feminist consciousness through real life practices, she also identified 

the consciousness that had been present in her, “but impotent” (Smith 1999:48). Can we thus 

suppose that critical consciousness may lie more or less dormant and can be catalysed by 

identifying and confronting the incongruity of normative ways of knowing, being and doing? (see 

Martinsson 2006). 

 

According to Smith, discourses are observable through people’s doings, through how they 

organise social relations and how it “speaks of and from and in people’s activities” (Smith 

2005:25). Smith goes on to say that there is ‘something’, other invisible and more tacit aspects, 

beyond discourse or norms governing observable behaviour. Social relations penetrate and 

organise the scene and behaviour/action implicitly, indicating larger complexes of meaning. 

Normative analyses neglect to consider that which is not seen as part of the ongoing social 
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relations, which Smith describes as the “concerted sequences or courses of social action 

implicating more than one individual whose participants are not necessarily present or known to 

one another” (Smith 1987:155). Social interaction may result in personal experiences but are 

ultimately directed by ‘relations of ruling’ beyond the individual’s control (ibid: 95).  

 

5.1.1   Comparison with Other Theories 

In comparison and complementation to Smith I find it interesting to refer to Bourdieu’s idea of 

habitus, as MacLeod presents it in Ain’t No Makin’ It (1995) and doxa as Kabeer uses in her 

discussion on empowerment (Kabeer 2001). Habitus is here referred to as the internalisation of 

objective probabilities, accordingly affecting how an individual relates to his/her aspirations, as 

opposed to being the result of rational analysis. Differences between habitus, the way persons are 

(social products) not what they do or have, result in inequalities because of the value accredited to 

social positioning produced by/producing asymmetries in authority. In other words, accessing 

resources or forms of capital alone, does not provide class mobility since social distinctions, (for 

example what is perceived as ‘typical’ for the working class), are based on relations of power 

rather than actual intrinsic properties. How are then these complex grids of power relations to be 

transformed? 

 

Kabeer emphasises, referring to Bourdieu’s doxa, the centrality of individuals to access 

alternatives, to be able to see beyond normalcy and what is defined as reality at different levels as 

rules, norms and how everyday life should be conducted. It is the process toward a critical 

consciousness, the process by which the taken-for-grantedness which exist past discourse or 

dispute, “undiscussed, unnamed, admitted without argument or scrutiny”, (Bourdieu 1977 in 

Kabeer 2001), is challenged. When individuals are exposed to competing ways of ‘being and 

doing’, when alternatives and possibilities can at least be imagined, the norms and social 

distinction of habitus “lose their ‘naturalised’ character, revealing the underlying arbitrariness of 

the given social order” (Kabeer 2001:25). Whilst these tacit arrangements beyond our immediate 

view concert much of our behaviour, it is necessary to keep in mind that they need not be static, 

universal, unanimous, nor related to uniformly. 

 

The ultimate constraint and repressive force of the dominant classes is the pinnacle of Smith’s 

criticism. The individuation of collective issues and the monopoly of knowledge and skills as a 

means of control warrants that social problems/inequalities are framed and contained within the 

institutional structures of state and relations of ruling (Smith 2005:217).  
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“Sociologists’ intentions may be as oppositional and progressive as any of us 

could wish, but if they work with standard methods of thinking and inquiry, they 

import ruling relations into the texts they produce” (Smith 1999:5). 

 

Theoretical discussions in this field display interpretations of the tension between experienced 

subjectivity and identities bestowed on subjects, conformity and resistance and internal and 

external constraints. Interlinking the ideas of agency with discourse and structure aids in analysing 

the implications of motherhood as an institution related to empowerment against the contextual 

background. 

 

5.1.2   Conceptualising Discourse 

Discourses coordinate and organise people’s lives (Smith 2005) with varying degrees of awareness 

in the interaction of which we are part. Drawing on Foucault’s conceptualisation of discourse as 

constituting knowledge in our everyday lives, Smith sees discourse as,   
 

“regulating how people’s subjectivities are coordinated, what can be uttered, what 

must be excluded, what is simply not made present. What can be spoken or 

written and heard and understood by others is discursively determined” (Smith 

2005:17-18). 

 

If we assume that discursive expressions are constructionist and not representative, that we create 

and construct the reality around us through language, practices, images, and so forth in interaction 

with one another we can begin to reveal the premises of knowledge on which these are built (Mills 

1997; Weatherall 2002). How we define ourselves and the world around us, involves interpreting 

knowledge and perceptions to values and truths which in turn occur in the context of social 

relations defined by elements of power, Smith’s ruling relations. Expressions of these ‘social 

constructions’ are not less ‘real’, such as classifications of class or caste but are the consequences 

of discourses in specific cultural contexts.  

 

So, discourses occur in social interaction, in the context of power relations and represent 

perceptions of reality and “social truths”. Normative notions of what is acceptable or unacceptable 

socially sustain dominant discourses where meanings based on ‘truths’ are attributed to different 

practices, phenomenon, objects or ideas. By defining what is normal and natural, power can be 

exercised and upheld without overt coercion, where consenting interactions adhere to hegemonic 

discourses (Fairclough 1989; Jaworski & Coupland 1999; Jørgensen & Phillips 2000). Fairclough 

provides us with an idea of how discourse can be strategically used to exercise power. 
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“Ideological power, the power to project one’s practices as universal and 

‘common sense’, is a significant complement to economic and political power and 

of particular significance because it is exercised in discourse” (Fairclough 

1989:13) 

 

Discourses however, are far from limited to explicit strategies but subsume our everyday activities 

and language without us reflecting on naturalisation or ruling relations. It is the complex, shifting 

and contrary nature of discourses and ruling relations that complicate detecting them and revealing 

the relations of power at work. This discussion is relevant when we look more closely at why 

injustices persist and women continue to doubt and devalue their self worth. 

 

5.2    Post colonialism – Women as Us or Them? 

 

One of the primary criticisms directed toward western feminism is the simplified and uniform 

depiction of women from the non-western part of the world, as victims, passive agents and 

oppressed (Arnfred 2001; Bhattacharjee 1997; Chowdhery 1995; Connelly et al 2000; Mohanty 

1997, 2005; Parpart & Marchand 1995). An on-going debate led by post colonial, and feminist 

theoreticians on the one hand and those opposing what they perceive as cultural relativism on the 

other is the universalism of female subordination and women’s rights contra cultural freedom. 

Following this discussion (if somewhat simplified here)8, are protests against increasing 

‘tolerance’ and acceptance of inequity and injustices under the umbrella of respect and 

understanding of contextual aspects such as tradition and customs (Bhattacharjee 1997; Ali 2002; 

Mohanty 1997). The consequence of this is continued abuse of women’s rights (human rights) and 

subordination legitimized under the pretexts of tradition and culture, others pertain (Ali 2002; 

McFadden 2002; Mohanty 1997, 2005).  

 
“Feminism still has to grapple with the contradiction in modern humanism 

between the universalism of its ideals and the particularistic viewpoints from 

which this universalism is expressed” (Johnson in Ramazanoglu & Holland 

2002:101). 

 

These opposing positions contribute to debate and contradictory views on development 

intervention, especially within the ‘private’ sphere. Implementation by development agencies are 

furthermore reluctant to ‘interfere’ with what are guarded as private matters, risking overt 

resistance and accusations of cultural interference. Transformations within gender and power 

                                                 
8 There are numerous variations in post colonial and feminist theories which are not described  
in-depth here.  
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relations, especially if they involve loss of prestige and authority privately and publicly, 

complicate the room to manoeuvre for development organisations (Jütting & Morrison 2005; 

Kabeer 1994).  

 

What will be argued in this thesis is that perceptions of universalism and relativism should not 

cloud identifying asymmetrical power relations and the consequences thereof. Cultural sensitivity 

does not exclude identifying oppression and injustices from a universal human rights perspective. 

Development initiatives can be embedded in cultural and participatory contexts while operating 

within the principle of common human rights. In terms of gender equity it is an issue which is 

seldom prioritised beyond rhetoric in larger development contexts (Arnfred 2001, Rathgeber 

1995). 

 

5. 3      Empowerment 

 

Empowerment is inextricably linked with power, the ability to define own priorities and make 

choices (Kabeer 2001, 1994; Parpart et al 2002; Chant 2006). This is a complex discussion 

containing many dimensions some of which will be referred to and discussed throughout this 

thesis. To facilitate an understanding of the multidimensionality of empowerment an overview of 

how it can be defined in terms of power is outlined below.* This has been developed by Kabeer 

(1994, 2001) and Rowlands (1997) amongst others.  

 
Definitions of empowerment and how empowerment should ‘take place’ are so wide ranging 

because power as a concept is disputed (Rowlands 1997). Power is perceived by some as violence, 

forceful coercion and/or threats. Power can also be regarded more subtly, as a means of getting 

people to do things against their will through manipulation or strategy. Power in this sense is 

centred on conflict, which may be more or less overt. Using strategic measures, arenas and spaces 

can be exclusionary, implicitly and explicitly, and ‘rules’ can be established which perpetuate 

voicelessness or the absence of participation (Kabeer 1994, 2001; Rowlands 1997). Rowlands 

draws on Steven Lukes thoughts on power in her analysis, power to him is inextricably linked with 

decision-making and conflict although they may be latent and invisible. 

 
“the most effective and insidious use of power is to prevent…conflict arising in 

the first place…by shaping (people’s) perceptions, cognitions and preferences in 
such a way that they accept their role in the existing order of things, either 
because they can see or imagine no alternative to it. Or because they see it as 
natural and unchangeable or because they value it as divinely ordained and 
beneficial” (Lukes 1986:23-249 in Rowlands 1997:10) 

 

                                                 
9 Stephan Lukes (1986).  Power Oxford: Blackwell  and New York: New York University Press. 
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Whilst many definitions of power focus on how it can be exercised, Rowlands sees power as 

generative and productive. Power does not have to be about dominance or obedience but can be a 

stimulating catalyst to increase activity and morale and the resistance to ‘power over’ (see below) 

(Rowlands 1997). The outset in this thesis is a conceptualisation of power as enmeshed in all 

relations in society, to avoid reductive polarisations of women as powerless and men as powerful 

for example. Neither is power in this context something fixed, it does not need to involve gains 

and losses but can result in a win-win situation, for example changes in gender roles as 

advantageous to men and women.  

*Empowerment as: 

Power over, refers to power over resources, people and structures. Empowerment in this 

sense is access to these aspects, and the terms on which access is acquired (since this 

can involve conditionality, debilitating to empowerment).  

Power within, refers to individual consciousness, the feeling of self-esteem and self 

awareness, self-perception and a critical understanding and awareness of inequalities 

of one’s own ‘reality’. 

Power with, refers to collectivism, participation, the ability to mobilise and organise 

politically in turn providing ‘power to’.  

Power to, stimulate changes, transformation, contribute with ideas and influence decision-

making  

(Kabeer 2001; Oxaal & Baden 1997; Parpart et al 2002; Rowlands 1997). 

 
Since empowerment as a concept has become widely used in various contexts it has also become 

increasingly contested. Several critics, including women’s development protagonists such as Naila 

Kabeer and Jane Parpart argue that the term itself is subject to continuous and contrary alteration 

to suit discourses of varied and contradictory development agendas. This occurs at the expense of 

women’s advocacy and participation, particularly at grass root level (Cornwall and Brock 2005; 

Kabeer 1994, 2001; Razawi and Miller 1995; Parpart 2002). 

 

A convincing point of departure seems to be a holistic understanding of empowerment as 

encompassing individual and local levels, structures and discourses (of power) at national and 

global levels and the inter-connectedness between the three levels. Therefore, to identify and 

facilitate individual empowerment, it must be seen in the context of economic and political 

structures, cultural norms, discourses, institutional practices and so on. In other words, the 

personal empowering processes as embedded in these contexts and that individuals and 

communities are affected by processes at all levels (Parpart et al 2002). 
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The fluidity of the concept and use of it as a ‘buzzword’ in development rhetoric complicates 

finding a definition and creating valid methods for measuring empowerment10 (Kabeer 2001; 

Parpart et al 2002; Rowlands 1997). I have relied on the extensive experiences and arguments of 

Kabeer, Parpart, Rai and Staudt in combination and Rowlands, to find conceptualisations of 

empowerment which seem applicable and relevant. They purport that the empowering process can 

not be contained within given time spans or given achievements but must be regarded as long term 

processes with individual outcomes. This implicates the active participation of individuals, in this 

case women and consideration of the facilitating and debilitating factors affecting empowerment 

(ibid). 

 

Kabeer describes empowerment as a transformative process requiring collective political action 

stemming from every day experiences, that is, from individuals at grass root levels as opposed to 

bureaucratic or centralised levels (Kabeer 1994:223). Parpart et al maintain that empowerment has 

to include more aspects than consciousness raising, individual and group agency, such as the 

political, material and discursive structures within which these operate at local and global levels 

(Parpart et al 2002:17). Rowlands describes empowerment as a spiralling effect of critical 

consciousness leading to action (ibid 1997).  

 

Diverging interpretations of what empowerment involves and where it evolves and emerges 

subsequently have an impact on which strategies development organisations deploy and how they 

are implemented. Although Kabeer contends ‘power from within’ as a necessary part of the ability 

to control resources, to determine agendas and make decisions” and that this “power cannot be 

given; it has to be self-generated” (Kabeer 1994:229), she also says, 

 
 “/../ individual empowerment is a fragile gain if it cannot be mobilised in the 

interests of collective empowerment. The project of women’s empowerment is 

dependent on collective action in the public arena as well as individual 

assertiveness in the private” (Kabeer 2001:48) 

 

Empowerment is complex because these are not linear processes occurring in succession but are 

interrelated and multi-dynamic at various levels. Increased options in one sphere may lead to the 

increase of mobility which in turn leads to potential for collective mobilisation which further 

strengthens individual empowerment for instance. There are however many issues which will 

surface that illustrate the difficulty of identifying and measuring empowerment. The interplay 

between empowerment as an individual and collective process will be discussed in depth in the 
                                                 
10 The same discussion can be applied to poverty which is ascribed a multitude of definitions and 
perspectives (e.g. gender) subsequently affecting how strategies for alleviation are designed and 
implemented as well as methods of measurement and assessment are developed. 
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analysis section as will the other aspects raised in this section. The discussion in this study will 

mostly elaborate on the idea of power within, a critical reflexivity and with, to analyse whether 

there are alternative ways of understanding this concept, than as formal collectiveness, i.e. 

mobilised or organised politically. 

 

5.3   Gender 

 

The problematic of defining where sex ends and gender begins is a continuous and extensive 

discussion. Significant in this context is to understand gender as something performed, changing 

and constructed. 

 
“Doing gender means creating differences between girls and boys and women and 

men, differences that are not natural, essential or biological. Once the differences 

have been constructed, they are used to reinforce the “essentialness” of gender” 

(West & Zimmerman 2002:13). 

 

Gender is thus not only an aspect of an individual but what this person does in interaction with 

others, and subsequently “we become what we practice being” (ibid:21). Gender is “an 

accomplishment”, (Fenstermaker et al 2002: 29) where practices and activity are concerted and 

aligned according to normative conceptions of male and female. Doing gender contributes to ideas 

of what is normal and natural and to discourses of ‘natural differences’, in other words 

legitimising, reinforcing and sustaining gender relations. Even if discourses of naturalisation are 

not always conscious or premeditated they are inherently internalised and ‘kept alive’ by social 

processes (Kabeer 1994; Walby 1997; West & Zimmerman 2002).  

 

Gender is a social arrangement, not something fixed but constantly defined and redefined by 

complex interactions where power and dominance determine which form it takes in varying 

contexts. If we understand gender as multiple forms of expression as masculinities and 

femininities which are valued differently socially, we can also see how certain patterns based on 

this are more enduring. So gender is more than individuals repeatedly managing appropriate 

gendered conduct, or living up to cultural expectations, gender also shifts to institutional levels – 

social structures (Connell 2002; Fenstermaker et al 2002; Wharton 2005; West & Zimmerman 

2002). These structures do not exist independent of practices but rather define possibilities and 

consequences. Furthermore, by perpetuating normative notions as ‘truths’ through naturalisation, 

gender is produced, in the household, in place of work, and so on, as are the mechanisms of 

inequality and subordination (Connell 2002; West & Zimmerman 2002). 
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In the context of this thesis, the ideals, expectations and attributes of motherhood are of central 

focus. The glorification and idealisation of motherhood is a historically and socially pervasive 

phenomenon, which continues to inherently link the home, household labour, reproduction and 

notions of virtue with femininity and female identity (Mohanty 1997; Kabeer 1994). Normative 

discourses of motherhood illustrate how gendered institutions in interplay with more or less 

conscious practices by men and women continue to produce taken-for-granted meanings and 

gender differences (Wharton 2005; Fenstermaker et al 2002). 

 

 

 

6     METHODOLOGICAL APPROACH AND METHODS 
 

The methodological approach that I have applied in my research for this thesis has primarily been 

inspired by institutional ethnography (Smith 2005). The first part of this chapter includes a brief 

introduction and how I have chosen to implement this approach in my method. Following this I go 

on to describe some of the preparatory work and selective process prior to the field research. The 

methods are then described more concretely, including modifications and constraints which arose 

in the field. I will briefly touch on how the material will be analysed and finally the latter part of 

this chapter will address the use of secondary material, the implications of prior knowledge and the 

validity and reliability of a study of this kind. 

 

6. 1     Methodological Approach 

 

Qualitative research involves continuous reflexivity and revision in the process of gathering 

material (Ramazanoglu & Holland 2002).  The explorative outset in my work became very much 

an investigation of everyday experiences of women to understand wider perspectives. Using this 

mode of inquiry it is possible to use accounts of individual experiences of the women interviewed 

to learn something of the “relations of ruling” (Smith 1987, 2005). Institutional ethnography stems 

from the ontology that the social organises and orchestrates people’s activities. This method helps 

us to reveal how power is generated and upheld through coordination and regulation. What this 

involves is revealing the ordinary and unseen basis of social relations, what happens in interactions 

and how, identifying the generalisations which underlie and are projected (Mills 1997; Smith 

1987, 2005). 
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“Though women are indeed the expert practitioners of their everyday worlds, the 

notion of the everyday world as problematic assumes the disclosure of the 

extralocal determinations of our experience does not lie within the scope of 

everyday practices. We can see only so much without specialised investigation, 

and the latter should be the sociologist’s special business (Smith 1987:161) 

 

The idea here is, in other words, that individual experiences and narratives are not solely 

reflections of the individual but also the social where power is a defining element in discourses 

and knowledge. 

 

In methodological terms we aim to find the processes which have generalizing effects through 

flexible and innovative improvisation in research. This includes interviews and observations of 

how narratives are expressed, whilst also keeping in mind that interviewing is in itself a social 

interaction between the interviewer and interview subject. What a person expresses or experiences 

are inevitably products of a myriad of conflicting and collaborating factors, constructions of truths 

and reality (Jaworski & Coupland 1999; Mills 1997), happening in and shaping the process of 

colliding, contradicting and cooperating with others. Thus, I would suggest, traditions and cultural 

norms are also part of existing discourses, they are constantly reviewed, modified, fluid in nature 

and subsume social interaction. However, as Smith purports, it is discovering the reality beyond 

the discourse, the “whys” of discourse that lead to understanding ruling relations. As Becker 

formulates, “what we can say about what we didn’t see on the basis of what we did see” (Becker 

1998:120). 

 

Since empowerment is the focus of this study, and the definition used is holistic in the sense that 

all areas of women’s lives are interrelated it involved allowing the narratives of women to take 

their own course. For the purposes here and to allow for the material to be analysed I have had to 

make severe limitations but still hope I will be able to convey the complexity and 

interconnectedness of aspects that are significant elements in the processes of empowerment.  

 

6.2     The Selective Process 

 

I had previously been in contact with representatives of different aid organisations who functioned 

as informants in earlier research (Martinsson 2006). The purpose was to trace the experiences on 

the receiving end of various empowerment projects whereby I relied entirely on the organisations 

for the preliminary selection of interview persons. Two organisations randomly selected women 

who more or less fitted my criteria and asked them to be present at a given date and time. This 

required structuring on my part on arrival to Sri Lanka since numerous women had been called to 
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interviews at the same time, some of whom had walked for miles to get to the venue. My intention 

was to conduct individual in-depth interviews with about ten poor young mothers who had all been 

in contact with an organisation which promoted empowerment in some way.  

 

Rather than abiding by my initial plan of method, I decided to conduct group interviews as a 

preliminary step and then select a few women whom were suitable for further interviews. I 

considered the distance they had to travel, the cost, whether they had many small children and 

other such practical details to avoid causing too much inconvenience. This led to: three individual 

interviews in two different villages with poor women from different ethnic backgrounds and 

occupations; one group interview with nine women from a village associated with “untouchables”, 

(all Tamil Group C); and one group interview with six women from different villages (Sinhalese 

and Tamil).                                                                              

 

An additional group interview was carried out after several women had gathered for different 

workshops at an organisation. This group comprised initially about 25 women where an open 

ended discussion was carried out. After awhile many of the mothers left (practical reasons) and a 

group interview was conducted with the remaining ten women to whom in-depth questions could 

be posed. A major consideration in the selective process pertained to logistics and practicalities. 

Bus strikes, lack of communication (these are rural areas), not being able to contact people via 

phone or fax, and misunderstandings led to many hours waiting for interview subjects who turned 

up hours later than planned or not at all. Coordinating with different organisations as gatekeepers 

had both its drawbacks and advantages, since access to women did not always include being able 

to partake in the selection or venue.  

 

After living in Sri Lanka for a while, close to two local families I also came in contact with two 

women whose lives I could follow through participatory observations and whom I could have a 

continuous dialogue with as well as formal interviews. My children played with their children and 

we visited their homes which deepened my understanding for the everyday practices and 

conditions in their lives and facilitated our mutual trust. In summary, I conducted three group 

interviews, in-depth interviews with five women (the length of these varied) and participatory 

observations during the course of an eight-week period.  

 

6. 3     Interview Methods 

 

In planning my method I had several factors to keep in mind, the primary being that I would be 

reliant on an interpreter in carrying out my interviews. This necessitated careful consideration to 

how questions could be posed in order to obtain accuracy whilst retaining flexibility in order to 
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pick up on strands that revealed discourses that needed to be examined further. My role as a 

researcher in a foreign milieu with all that this entails required constant revision of how certain 

topics and questions should be raised. Although I wanted to avoid the rigidity of an interview 

guide, I found it extremely useful in several aspects to have a thematic outline with semi structured 

questions. Not only did it provide guidance for me, since having an interpreter also affects the flow 

of the interview, it also provided a way to pose questions in a variety of ways and return to topics 

which awakened an interest in me.  

 

It is not always immediately obvious why certain issues feel as if they should be examined further 

and in the context of field research it is helpful to have certain guidelines, almost like a framework 

for a puzzle that needs to be laid where we have no idea what the pieces look like. As the 

interviews progressed, my ‘interview guide’ changed and expanded to include aspects which I had 

initially neglected to include. This corresponds with Smith’s description of ethnographic inquiry 

and why it is difficult to specify in advance what it will consist of (Smith 2005).  

 

All the interviews were recorded with mixed results, particularly the group interviews where the 

quality of sound naturally is affected. Where possible notes were taken and later analysed. 

Similarly, notes were made during and directly after participatory observations. Some dialogues 

during participatory observations were sketched afterwards. 

 

6.3.1   Individual and Group Interviews 

The individual interviews began as semi-structured following a loose framework of questions and 

developed into open ended conversations. My objective was to gather information about the 

women’s lives as well as listen to how they expressed themselves and which issues they chose to 

talk about and what they avoided. I tried to maintain sensitivity whilst probing when issues arose 

which I found especially interesting and relevant and returning to narratives where I noted 

inconsistencies. One important reflection in relation to the interaction between interviewer and 

interview person I found was that I was also being observed and “sized-up”. Thus some answers 

were in effect “testing” me to watch for my reaction which gave me the opportunity to confirm 

that I was genuinely interested and could go on to repeat the questions again. On ethical principles 

there were topics I avoided with some women, on the basis of their reactions. Again this was 

obviously individual, and the ability and/or willingness to broach certain issues varied markedly, 

(such as the death in the family or rape). 

 

The group interviews were more complicated and difficult to prepare for. I used a set of semi-

structured questions and whether this set off spontaneous discussions varied between the groups. 

My objective here was to gain insight into issues that the women talked about, topics which I 
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could not have thought of emerged, but equally important see how the women interacted and 

expressed themselves. Whilst group discussions complicate approaching certain topics they can 

also serve to “lighten” others which may have been difficult in an individual context. Further, they 

provide ample instances where discourses can be traced and identified since references to norms 

and taken-for-grantedness are explicitly expressed based on assumptions of mutual understanding. 

 

6. 3.2   Using Interpreters 

Interpretation is in itself a central aspect to all research since no incoming information foregoes the 

filters we all carry within us as part of organising and understanding the social world around us 

(Ramazanoglu & Holland 2002). This, combined additionally with the use of an interpreter can 

facilitate as well as complicate the interview process. I had prepared for one interpreter to help me 

during the course of my entire field study but due to various reasons she could only attend at some 

of them which required spontaneous solutions on my part. In some instances using an interpreter 

unveiled discourses which I probably would not have identified otherwise. This was an interesting 

discovery and largely possible due to the fact that I found my very dusty and rusty language skills 

being awakened very rapidly. In other words, I ended up understanding the interpreter (thus also 

how my questions were perceived by the interpreter) and the interview person, whereby I could 

trace how my questions were interpreted and then literally translated into the specific language.  

 

I interviewed both Tamil and Sinhala speaking women, languages which share no similarities. I 

found most Tamil speaking women to understand both languages whereas Sinhala speaking 

women spoke only Sinhala. Interpreters who helped me were uncomfortable speaking to women of 

the opposite ethnic group which gave me added incentive to use my limited language skills to do 

interviews with minimal aid from interpreters. In some cases I was provided with an interpreter by 

the personnel working with the organisations that I visited, even when I had my own interpreter 

with me. In all cases this was difficult to refuse initially and compromised my research. It made it 

markedly more difficult for me to work toward an open and trusting interview and in a couple of 

instances the interpreter would enter into discussions with the interviewees questioning their 

responses. Needless to say, this gave me glimpses of the interaction between the women and the 

personnel in the organisations but required new strategies on my part to be able to talk to the 

women on “neutral ground”. It is evident that an interpreter in the field is as also a significant part 

of the research process whose role must be taken into account.  

 

6.3.3   My Role as Interviewer 

The group interviews were conducted within the premises of the organisations, it was practically 

impossible to solve this in any other way, although I would have preferred to have met the women 

on “neutral ground” since I did feel the huge drawback this posed. It did not facilitate explaining 
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my purpose. Initially all the women showed scepticism or responded as if I represented the 

organisation (the interpreter’s presence played a part in this too).  

 

By introducing myself through a small personal narrative describing my family, my children and 

my role as mother and researcher I hoped to encourage the women to tell me about themselves. I 

also emphasised their role as knowledge bearers and how I needed to gain insight and 

understanding into a context that differed from mine. Having access to the local languages was 

probably the most determining factor in gaining the trust of the women, given the limited amount 

of time I had. Another asset was the presence of my husband and children in our everyday life 

among many of the women I observed and interviewed. This gave me insight into gendered 

structures and access to immediate experiences in a way doing research on my own possibly 

would or could not have done. 

 

Many of the interviews contained dialogue and questions about my personal life which was not a 

significant problem but rather a good learning experience and stimulating for both of us in the 

process of discovering which discourses and texts we are subjected to. As for the women whom 

were generous enough to let me into their lives, a deeper process than field research and “gathering 

material” developed. By analysing their narratives through a sociological lens to find general 

ruling relations does not diminish the fact that these women made an impact in my life and 

enriched me with new relationships. 

 

6.4     Methodological Considerations  

In concluding this chapter the analytical procedure and consideration pertaining to sources, bias 

and validity are described. 

 

6.4.1    Discourse Analysis 

I use the concept of discourse in this study as ways of expressing, referring to and constructing 

knowledge around an ensemble of ideas, categories, practices and images through which meaning 

and sense of “truth” is given to represent the world (Jaworski & Coupland 1999; Mills 1997). 

Discourse analysis is an effective and applicable tool in that we are provided with a means to see 

beyond the familiarity of expressions in language and practices and gain insight into the rules and 

structures which produce but also are produced by these forms of expression (Mills 1997). The 

systematisation in the ways of thinking and doing, in ideas, meaning and values mirror the 

discursive structures in societal contexts but also work to reproduce and uphold them (ibid).  

 

Discourse analysis is a complex procedure attempting to identify and ‘deconstruct’ the way 

experiences are spoken of and performed. By reading and reflecting on narratives and observations 
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inconsistencies of the normative begin to reveal themselves. This includes being attentive to 

silences, pauses, and other non-verbal forms of expressions. The taken-for-grantedness of norms, 

traditions and taboos are useful means of trying to get behind the expressions and trace how 

discourses legitimise and justify social practices. Patterns of irregularities are particularly 

interesting in this context, alternative ways of adjusting and aligning to ideals and expressed 

‘rules’. The contrary roles and practices become illustrative of the constant repositioning in social 

interaction and how discourses are manoeuvred. A vivid example is the ideal of womanhood as a 

homemaker and child bearer and the increasing pressure to work for an income. By analysing the 

discursive disjuncture an idea of the norm is understood and how the breach is contextually 

explained. 

 

The aim is to gain insight into discursive processes and their transformation, how discourses are 

sustained, reproduced and produced and what role they play. In the context of this study, it 

involves understanding how gender discrimination, violence and hierarchy are justified and how 

naturalisation expressed as stereotyping, social rules and generalising characteristics of gender 

discursively interlinks the individual and wider context. I am aware that my subjective perceptions 

may interfere with alternative meanings and priorities implicit in the material. 

 

6.4.2 Secondary Sources 

Having been the given the privilege of being able to reside in Sri Lanka for almost two months, I 

made full use of the opportunity to access local and contextual knowledge. I visited the Centre for 

Poverty Analysis (CEPA) and Centre for Women’s Research (CENWOR) in Colombo and was 

able to purchase literature as well as browse through their libraries. I refer to secondary sources 

primarily when patterns can be discerned and previous contextual studies corroborate or contradict 

these. One motive for using these sources is that I found it to be an enriching complement against 

which similarities and contrasts could be made. The purpose is not to disprove or prove a given 

‘reality’. Consideration will be taken to the guiding ideologies of these institutions. 

 

6.4.3 Prior Knowledge and Bias 

Given my prior knowledge and experiences, having links with Sri Lanka and my political and 

social views concerning gender equity and women’s rights, the risks of bias and preferences of 

which issues to be raised is significant. Additionally as a woman and mother I am aware that the 

selective process and subjective understanding of different situations can cloud both objectiveness 

and confuse proximity and distance. My intent has been to be conscious of these risks whilst 

realising that my role as researcher is inevitably subjective and part of the knowledge producing 

process with all that it entails. As a researcher one does not observe from outside the field but is 

more or less an active subject in the context of his/her research (Reinharz 1992). The researcher 
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him/herself constructs and reproduces knowledge and needs to be aware of his/her power in the 

depiction of that which is being researched (Ramazanoglu & Holland 2002). 

 

6.4.4 Validity and Reliability 

Institutional ethnography provides much argument for the continued process of refining research 

methodology, of finding ways and means of optimising techniques to unravel “relations of ruling”. 

Furthermore, this approach provides validity to qualitative and ethnographic studies based on the 

narratives and experiences from every day lives, actual doing. It provides us with not just 

descriptions and accounts, but ways to understand what shapes social experiences and utilise this 

analysis toward social change (Smith 1987, 2005). It is also a process which can aid in reaching 

methods for understanding how to evaluate and measure empowerment by creating analytical tools 

through the inclusive interaction between researcher and informants (Kabeer 2001). 

 

It is extremely difficult to speak in terms of reliability and validity in studies based on qualitative 

methods and narratives from a conventional point of view. However, by attempting to identify 

discourses and other aspects of ‘ruling relations’, (see Smith 1987, 2005), the purpose here is not 

to reduce the discussion to verify or refute anything. A study of this kind is not repeatable, 

perceptions and interpretations will vary on the simple premises that contexts and individuals are 

ever changing. The conceptual frameworks are thus no guarantee for reliability in terms of 

consistency, except with regard to the effervescency of meanings, including those of the 

researcher.  

 

So how can we justify the selection of research material for analysis, and the use of single studies 

to generalise and translate larger contexts? According to Jaworski & Coupland (1999) a way 

around this is to use previous research and theory as support or framework. An important factor is 

to realise that as the researcher is in interaction with the subjects, s/he gains understanding and 

insights which validate otherwise opaque meanings (Cameron et al 1999). Identical answers can 

mean different things in different contexts. The crux as a social scientist is to be part of the ‘actual 

doings’ as Smith calls everyday activities and experiences (ibid 2005), and be able to place and 

replace the local and particular in the larger framework of determinations. In doing so analysis of 

the particularistic to find the generalising is grounded. Listening, seeing and experiencing beyond 

the limitations posed on us by our own ruling relations demands of us to identify these within and 

around ourselves, releasing our own latent critical consciousness (see also Smith 1987, 1999, 

2005). 

 

By analysing meanings within theoretical frameworks based on previous research and engaging in 

interaction with ‘the actors’ some reliability and validity can be said to be achieved. Whether this 
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implies a relativist or universalistic position is not as relevant as understanding that perceptions of 

‘right’ and ‘wrong’ are subject to change over time and not static. In addition, by positioning 

myself critically to relations of power and offering some insight to the contextual issues based on 

everyday experiences, I hope that this study can be regarded as relevant in the larger context of 

sociological investigation and analysis. 

 

 

7 THE NARRATIVES AND OBSERVATIONS 

 
The material presented in this section is based on the empirical findings during my fieldwork in Sri 

Lanka, through interviews and participatory observations. I want to emphasise that the translations 

of the interviews may have suffered irregularities due to the use of different interpreters and 

sometimes my own translation when an interpreter was lacking. Another factor that needs 

mentioning was the varying knowledge of the two spoken languages in Sri Lanka, Sinhalese and 

Tamil11 by the interpreters. Aside from limitations caused by linguistics the mere presence of a 

third person in the interview situation was sometimes inhibiting for the interview subject as well as 

other circumstantial factors which I will mention where necessary during the course of the chapter.  

I have also related secondary material, where discussions and data are of relevance to the topics 

highlighted here.  

 

To facilitate reading and achieve structure in the thesis I have used thematic categorisations under 

subheadings of my choice. This is not reflective of any order of importance nor should they be 

regarded separately but as interrelated and intersecting aspects. During the course of this field 

study numerous issues were narrated and discussed by the women. It has been my responsibility 

(and prerogative) as the researcher to include those aspects which I interpreted as significant and 

recurring in the narratives. This is a complex procedure and liable to neglect issues which are 

regarded as important by my interview subjects. However, the choice of topics and the way in 

which they are presented here are also to provide a comprehendible system for analysis. The 

sequence of themes will form a basis for the analysis in the next section - ‘Agency, Discourse, 

Structure’. Hopefully my intent in portraying the complexity and necessity of understanding 

empowerment and lived experiences holistically will be conveyed in this way. 

 

 
                                                 
11 Sinhalese and Tamil are the two official languages in Sri Lanka, apart from English. These languages 
derive from different linguistic roots and are therefore not similar at all. Most Sri Lankans do not master 
both languages, and the use of Sinhala and Tamil most commonly follows the ethnic divisions of the 
population.  
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7.1     Background of the Women  

 

When I initially contacted my gatekeepers I had not defined the specific characteristics of the 

interview subjects except that they be poor (in economic and social terms), marginalised young 

mothers from rural areas. However during the course of meeting and interviewing the women it 

became evident that they all shared the following background characteristics. 

They are all: 

• mothers below the age of 40, with two or more children 

• have little or no regular economic income 

• have difficulty meeting with basic needs such as food, housing, medication, clothing 

and schooling for their children. 

• live in rural areas with little or minimal infrastructure (roads, electricity, running 

water, sanitation etc)  

• have been or are currently employed (as opposed to working within the household 

alone) on short term basis (i.e. none had permanent employment) 

• have little (none had completed secondary school) or no schooling 

• have on more than one occasion been in contact with an aid and/or development 

organisation of some kind 

 

The level of poverty and marginalisation varies on an individual basis and is not something I strive 

to define in more detail in this study. Whilst it allows us to understand the narratives of the 

mothers if we have a few clues as to the conditions of their daily lives, such as the shortage of food 

and shelter, the focus has not been to measure levels of poverty or access to resources economic or 

otherwise in this context. It is however important to keep in mind that these variations and 

differences in levels of resources (food, education, health etc) may be determining in terms of 

enabling and inhibiting factors in the process of empowerment. 

 

Similarly, whilst all the women live in rural areas, consideration needs to be taken of the variations 

in classification of rural regions in Sri Lanka as well as factual diversity (Mayer 2003; Rampton 

2003; Remnant 2006; Sarvananthan 2003). Again, in this study it is adequate to bear in mind that 

living in rural areas with limited infra structure such as running water and electricity pose 

additional difficulties in the lives of women. All the women who were interviewed stressed the 

added labour burden that fetching firewood and water poses, as well as the threat to security. 

Running water, a well or nearby pump were priorities if they could wish for a concrete investment 

in infra structure (usually the answer to the question “What would you spend on in the house if 

you had extra money to invest”?) 
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7.1.1   The Group Interviews 

A brief description of the groups that were interviewed will follow after which the individual 

women who were part of in-depth interviews will be presented. The group interviews were carried 

out in three different settings and included different constellations of women. The first group, 

“Group A”, were randomly picked women (through what could be classified as snowballing) from 

different parts of a rural area who all receive help from the same organisation. They were of mixed 

ages, mixed ethnicity (Sinhala, Tamil and Muslim12) and had not communicated with each other to 

any extent previously. All of these women were head of households (widows or left by husbands). 

The general mood of the group was very tenuous and insecure with reserved and hesitant 

responses from the women. All of them had been ‘married off’ (arranged marriages or the like) 

before the age of eighteen and had no financial support from anywhere else but the aid 

organisation.  

 

The second group, “Group B”, comprises a group of women who are part of training and 

workshops pertaining to financial and economic questions, sustainable cultivation for home-grown 

produce and legal aspects in starting up businesses as well as different micro-loan projects. They 

are of mixed ethnic background and there was an air of inquisitiveness when I introduced myself 

and the purpose of my visit. Much of the time I did not have to pose questions, there was a 

continuous discussion on life’s difficulties and how to overcome them. My impression of this 

meeting was of women who were comfortable and confident in the situation, they met my eyes, 

spoke freely in front of each other and did not appear to be nervous as to how their answers would 

be perceived by me, in contrast to Group A.  

 

The women in the final group, “Group C”, are ethnically Tamil, mentioned here because they 

identify themselves and are identified on this basis, and live in a socially marginalised, segregated 

village13. I met them in a room at the organisation that arranges empowerment workshops, and I 

was clearly advised not to visit the village since I would be regarded with suspicion. They were 

young (all below the age of thirty) and very quiet initially. I had an interpreter with me and the 

organisation also provided an interpreter who was to be present during the interview “or they will 

be distrustful of you”. These young mothers had babies and children  with them and eventually 

became very expressive, exchanging glances and giggling or quietly felling tears together as I 

posed different questions. It was apparent that they shared social relations, the babies were passed 

                                                 
12 Although Muslims in Sri Lanka are Tamil by language categorisation they most often will refer to 
themselves as Muslim rather than Tamil as this is also s term of reference to ethnicity (Ganepola & 
Thalayasingam 2004)  

13 The inhabitants of this village are referred to as  ”untouchables”, deriving from the lowest rung of the 
South Indian caste system. They are menial cleaners of the nearby town and their movements as well as 
external contact with them is restricted (Martinsson 2006). 
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along at intervals between them and they filled in each others narratives. I learnt that they live 

close to each other and support each other with childcare and shelter when their husbands become 

abusive. 

 

7.1.2 Presenting the Mothers 

Before I left Sri Lanka, many of the women approached me to bid me good bye. They asked me to 

tell their stories, “so that people in your country will know”. This promise bears with it 

responsibilities, and I feel that part of this responsibility is in conveying the individual person 

behind “the material”. I have therefore summarised what my interviewees narrated to me of their 

lives and hope that the reader also gets a glimpse of them in this way. These narratives importantly 

tell us of implications of discursive and structural dimensions in every day lives. I want to 

emphasise that whilst I may unintentionally portray these women with sympathy, they did not in 

any way speak of their trouble as martyrs or victims. To them their life situation is not unique as 

women and much of what they recount is in a matter-of-fact way. Their attention is directed 

toward survival strategies and manoeuvring the structural context, as they said “what to do? This is 

how a woman’s life is, no?”. / (The names below are fictive). 

 

Rani 
Rani 27, is married and a mother of two children, 9 and 1. She is nervous when we meet and I 

have trouble meeting her eyes, she stares straight past me. Rani was sixteen when she had 

‘encouraged’ the attentions of a man by glancing back at him when he sought her out outside her 

school gates. When he later approached her brother to ask her to marry him she refused, wanting to 

prioritise her studies and not being sure of her feelings toward him. One day, as she waited for the 

bus with her school friends, this man drew a knife and stabbed her in the back and in the eye. 

While Rani was rushed to hospital the man retreated and tried to take his life by drinking poison. 

Almost a year later after numerous medical treatments Rani still suffered from pain in her back 

and eyes. Rani’s brother decided to take the case to trial by accusing the man of violent assault. 

The court’s recommendation to Rani was to marry the very man who assaulted her to avoid further 

scandal and shame. It was also the best solution for someone who has lost almost all eyesight in 

one eye and is completely blind in the other.  

 
“Who will take a blind wife they said. There was no choice for me. How could I 

ever get a job? I had no one to look after me.” - Rani 

 

Rani lives in a small hut far away in the woods (no water, no electricity), she has a twenty-five 

minute walk to the nearest bus stop. Today the husband works periodically, consuming most of the 
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household income by drinking alcohol. Apparently he has heavy relapses of illness due to the 

poison he took years ago.  

 

Priyanka 
Priyanka 29, a widow, has four children, 18, 16 year old twins and a 10 year old. She was given 

away for marriage at thirteen and gave birth to her first child at fourteen, her husband died eight 

and a half years ago. She works periodically as a daily field labourer and gets about 200 rupees per 

day once or twice a week14. She receives financial aid from an organisation which she has used to 

put all her children through school. Her day begins at five a.m., she has to spend much of her day, 

after doing the household chores of fetching water and firewood, looking for work. Her resolution 

is to see her daughters live a different life to hers. 

 

Malini 
Malini 25, is married and has two children, 7 and 3. I met Malini on several occasions and spent 

much time together with her and her family. Her mother died when she was seven, leaving her to 

take care of herself and brother. When her step father remarried, she was not allowed to attend 

school but had to work in the household, primarily fetching firewood. She speaks of days when 

she had to look for firewood twice a day in rain or sun, walking long distances and carrying heavy 

loads. Later (when she was around 9) she was sent to work in a family in another town where she 

had to cook, clean and feed the dogs. She remembers having to sleep on the floor in the kitchen 

and being allowed one cup of rice per day which she had to cook for herself after finishing all the 

other duties. She received constant beatings and threats both by the man and woman in the house.  

 

Once she was punished by not being allowed her daily ration of rice upon which she had taken 

some of the dogs’ food. When the woman in the household found out about this she beat Malini 

until she had sores on her body (she showed me deep scars on her shoulders and back). The couple 

she worked for had taken her to hospital since she was bleeding profusely, threatening her with 

knives that she would be killed if she said anything. They had explained to the doctor that Malini 

had fallen. When she returned to the house the man exposed himself to her and threatened her 

sexually. Later Malini fled. She was found by the roadside by some kind people who took her in. 

She stayed there until her step father located her a year or so later and brought her back home. She 

was then sent as domestic help to her half brother’s house where the abuse continued from her 

sister-in law and half brother. Again she was threatened with sexual abuse by her half brother and 

other male acquaintances until she fled to an organisation where she knew a lady who had been 

kind to her previously. She had also done some domestic work in her house and been taught some 
                                                 
14 At the time of writing the exchange rate was about 15 rupees to one SEK (2007) making 200 RS = 13.30 
SEK or € 1, 48 
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basic reading and writing. Wishing to avoid any trouble from the brother or legal authorities the 

woman arranged Malini’s marriage to a man she claimed would treat her well, falsifying her age to 

eighteen at the registry, although she was only sixteen. 

 

Devi 
Devi 40, is a widow and has 3 daughters, 15, 17, 18 years old, her husband died 15 years ago. 

Although I did not meet Devi on more than one occasion the interview was lengthy and emotional. 

At first she was reluctant to tell me the details of her story, (later I found out due to fear that I 

represented the organisation where she receives help), and much of what she said was not 

consistent which prompted some questions on my part. Eventually, it seemed as if talking about 

the tragedies was almost a relief. Periodically she gets work as a daily labourer picking tea and has 

a room to rent if she works.15 Soon after the death of her husband, her mother and older brother 

wanted her to remarry but she refused in fear for her daughters (read being molested by new 

husband). This resulted in them rejecting her and no provision of a family network for support. At 

first Devi did not want to answer whether she had relatives, but eventually told me of the last 

difficult years.  

 

She had been extremely worried about her daughters since they had not had any permanent living 

quarters. She had to leave the children alone at home when she worked. She therefore decided to 

leave her youngest daughter with a family as domestic help16. The daughter became pregnant after 

being raped by the house owner who refused to take any responsibility for the child. The mother 

and child were taken by the police to the Salvation Army who help young unmarried mothers (the 

babies are given up for adoption). They in turn had contacted Devi and presented a list of things 

required for the baby and mother. To meet these needs and for their protection, Devi has sent her 

other two daughters to Colombo to work as maids in well off homes. She believes they are safe 

there. She expressed that one of her main concerns was protecting her daughters particularly after 

what happened to her third daughter. This combined with the pressure to go out looking for work 

has been a great strain and constant worry.  

 

Shanthi 
Shanthi 35, has five children, 15, 14, 12, 8 and 6, her husband had died ten months prior to my 

meeting her. Like Devi, she lives in quarters which she may rent whilst working for the landlord, 

                                                 
15 This appears to be a standard arrangement on tea estates. Originally, during British colonisation, low caste Indians 
were brought over to work the estates and placed in long rows of housing, (even today called “lines”). Some of these 
lines provide ‘better’ housing than in the villages but is less secure since it depends on access to work and sometimes 
“generosity” of estate owner. Line dwellings are often one room with no sanitary facilities (Attanayake 2003; 
Gunetilleke et al 2005; Piyarathne 2004) 
16 For many families income from domestic work is common, children and women are sent to live with families and do 
all sorts of household work. Having domestic help even among the lower middle classes is widespread in Sri Lanka. 
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picking tea when work is available, usually four days every ten days. With the help of her oldest 

daughters, whom she cannot afford to send to school, she sometimes manages to pick 20-25 kilos 

and earns 5-6 rupees per kilo. Shanthi has had very little contact with the aid organisation 

previously and was desperate when I met her. The interview was extremely difficult to conduct the 

first time, it was apparent that she was struggling to get through the day and it was extremely 

painful for her to talk about her situation. On the second occasion she had returned to the 

organisation and appeared to see a glimmer of hope, and whilst I had not planned on talking with 

her again, Shanthi approached me so I had the opportunity to ask her further questions. 

 

Hema 
Hema 22, has three children, 5, 3 and 1, her husband had disappeared three months prior to the 

interview, after a quarrel. After her father died, her mother remarried and moved “somewhere far 

away” leaving Hema, 7 years old at the time, with her grandmother. None of them have seen her 

since. Hema’s grandmother took her out of school and made her do garden work. She remembers 

being abused and beaten as a child. She tried to get help from “some organisations” but when they 

wanted her to attend school she found it too difficult and living at home unbearable. At sixteen she 

“married” her husband, which in real terms meant she moved in with him. The marriage is not 

formerly registered nor did they have any ceremony, which means that none of the children have 

birth certificates. The fights between Hema and her husband had been escalating before he left her.  

 

7.2    Poverty 

 

The stories of the different lives above are just a few of many which I heard during my field work. 

While poverty is extremely widespread in the rural mountains where I conducted this field study, 

in terms of lack of resources and infrastructure, perceptions and experiences of poverty are varied. 

All of the women in this study live in chronic poverty, they have always had a minimal amount of 

resources and while their situation may have changed over time for better or worse their 

experiences have been confined to varying levels of poverty. 

 

Unlike them, other women whom I encountered found their standard of living deteriorating 

markedly, although they had regular income. Inflation and rising prices and the increasing 

discrepancy between social classes have worsened the situation for many low and middle income 

groups, especially in the rural regions as is corroborated by other sources (Gunetilleke et al 2005; 

Remnant 2006, Kottegoda 1999).  
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7.2.1 Intra Household Economics 

In Sri Lanka, traditionally, there is a strong sense of social obligation toward the family (which 

may include extended members of the family as well, such as grandparents, in-laws, etc.) 

combined with gender socialisation that upholds the general asymmetry of power between the 

sexes within and outside the household. In addition to fulfilling the role as dutiful wife and mother, 

women are increasingly compelled to find means of earning an income (Jayaweera 1999a; 

Kottegoda 1999, 2003).  

 

Many of the women I interviewed have always worked outside the home as well as performing all 

the duties within the household. Women living on tea estates have traditionally worked as tea 

pluckers and the “untouchables” as general cleaners (cleaning lavatories and streets). However, 

women who were not part of this norm described the difficulty in balancing the shame of working 

“outside” with the pressing reality of poverty. Male and family displeasure of women working 

outside the home stems from gender discourses and place women in situations of conflicting 

expectations. 

 
“They (husbands) don’t want us to go outside for work. But when we come home 

we have to give them the money” – woman in group interview  

 

The most common problems associated with work, apart from the dual burden it placed on all the 

women, was the problem of leaving the children alone at home and the lack of joint decision 

making with regard to income. I will return to the first issue of childcare and look more closely at 

the division of income here. For the mothers who were single heads of household the problem of 

income expenditure loomed when in-laws or live-in relatives made demands on her. For the single 

mothers this was a limited experience since some of them had been abandoned or ostracised, (like 

Devi) although a few had relatives who exerted pressure and combined with the social norm 

pressured the mothers to support the extended family.  

 

The most prevailing issue in relation to the division of labour and income was the level of alcohol 

consumption. All the women in Group C had husbands who spent most of their income on alcohol, 

as did many of the other women I spoke with. The extent of this problem appears to be widespread 

as other material also confirms (Gunetilleke 2005; Kottegoda 2003).  Some of the women could 

not expect any money at all from their husbands while others tried to get some for food and other 

necessities before all of it was spent on drink. 

 
“He can’t keep any money. Then he will use it for drink.  

Everyday he goes to buy drink” – woman in group interview 
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Excerpt from interview with Rani 

Rani: Sometimes I don’t get any money, and he will come home drunk 

I: What happens then, does he get abusive? 

Rani :No, he never gets violent when he drinks, only goes to sleep. 

I: So what happens if you have some income? Can you keep that? 

Rani:Yes, if I have money I can use it for food and other things. But he sometimes 

has spent all his earnings on drink. And now we haven’t had enough money for 

the bus so my daughter has not been able to go to school for more than a month. 

 

Very few of the women interviewed could rely on the husbands’ income for household 

expenditure. In fact the distorted income distribution had far reaching and long term consequences 

affecting possible paths to well-being for all the family members, as for example in Rani’s case. In 

cases where husbands contributed to expenses relating to the families’ needs the mothers did not 

feel participatory in the decision-making of how the money was to be spent. Some money would 

be set aside or given to the wife for food and other immediate needs whilst larger purchases would 

be handled by the husband.  

 

7.4.2   Division of Labour 

None of the husbands of the women interviewed partook in household work so to pose questions 

on the division of responsibility and household labour including childcare was problematical on 

my part. In some cases it provoked reflections, since I initiated this part of the interview by asking 

the woman/women to describe their day, beginning with when they got up in the morning followed 

by a detailed account of everything they do. Most of the mothers begin their day at 5 a.m. cooking, 

preparing everything for the day including fetching water and firewood and sending off the 

children to school. After going to work or spending the day looking for work they return to fetch 

more water and give the family members food.  

 

With the exception of Malini, whose husband watches the children in the evenings if she works, no 

one else could rely on help with childcare from their spouses. Rani and some of the other women 

relate how they put the children to sleep and then go on the long treks to fetch firewood or water. 

It was obvious that this induced great anxiety and was painful to talk about. I gently inquired 

where the children slept (knowing that most of these women live in one room huts with open 

fireplaces and other dangers), to which some replied that the children slept in boxes which kept 

them in if they should awaken. Other ways around this was to get older siblings or neighbours to 

watch children collectively.  
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The burden of fetching firewood and water cannot be stressed enough; every mother that I 

interviewed spoke longingly of gas cookers or a nearby pump. One mother explained how the 

village had collected money to install a pump. Malini laughingly claimed that she hated washing 

clothes; 
“It is from the time when I had to wash everyone’s clothes (referring to when she 

had to work as a domestic help as a child). I had to fetch the water first and then 

everyday just washing and washing all their clothes. Why have so many clothes? 

It is only more work.” - Malini 

 

“Going to get water is the most difficult. I have to go far down the hill and then 

carry all the way up. People don’t know how difficult this is and how we suffer”.  

   -woman in group interview 

  

From my observations and interviews it was apparent that women were solely responsible for the 

tasks performed within the home, cleaning, cooking, caring for the children and so on. Shopping 

was sometimes carried out by husbands or sons accompanying their sisters or mothers but women 

were rarely outside their immediate home area in the evenings or after dark. The responses when I 

asked the mothers which household duties their husbands (or other males) performed, was usually 

a snide remark or short laugh as if we shared a mutual understanding of an ironical joke.  

 

If I pursued this line of questioning there were a range of answers from “what to expect, men are 

not supposed to do these things”, to “ahoy, paavam thanai”, which translates as ‘oh but poor him’, 

in this context. Often men were served at mealtimes, given bowls of water to wash their hands 

afterwards, and their plates removed for washing when they were done. The women seldom ate 

together with their husbands and children, not ‘even’ when I was present. If when we shared a 

meal with other families, my husband attempted to wash his own plate there was usually a burst of 

giggles and pleading to leave this to the mother or daughter to take care of. The mothers whom we 

visited as a family and lived close by never permitted my husband to hand them a serving of food 

or remove their plate after the meal, expressing that we of higher status should not ‘serve’ them.  

 

Conventional definitions of work also have implications for the extent of informal labour in Sri 

Lanka. While domestic help is common even in fairly low income households, (more common 

than not I would say from my observations and experiences visiting middle class and other 

families), this sector provides no or extremely few rights or protection for the employee. In fact, a 

number of children are sent to work in households in return for food and shelter, as some of the 

mothers themselves explained. Malini and Devi know that this form of labour offers little 

protection and the hidden statistics of the number of children and women who are exposed to 
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abuse in the privacy of homes can only be speculated upon. Yet, for many mothers necessity may 

lead them to resort to this option as the only solution, as in the case of Devi, who knew of the risks 

involved.17  

 

7.4.3 Hunger,  Health and Housing 

Through every encounter with the women that I hoped to interview I subsequently learned that the 

“optimal conditions” for an interview could not possibly be achieved, and that no amount of 

lessons in methodology prepares you for the real life situations. One difficult and painful issue 

became more than real even before it was touched upon in the interview. After presenting myself 

and the purpose of my visit to Group A, I saw and felt their weariness, the dryness in their mouths 

as they spoke, the tiredness in their eyes. I could not continue the interview before asking them if 

they had had breakfast or at least a cup of tea. The majority of them had not and had left home 

early to come for the interviews. Some had walked for miles while others had taken the bus. We 

had to pause for them to eat before we could go on.  

 

When I asked Rani what she does when they run out of food she answers, talking about herself and 

her two children, nine and one year old, 

 
“The days when we don’t have food we know what to do. We just go and lie 

down on the bed and try to sleep.”  -Rani 

 

When interviewing Group C all the women had red stains on their lips, tell-tale signs of chewing 

beetle, a mixture of the beetle nut, leaf and other ingredients to form a mild intoxicant. The 

interpreter from the organisation started scolding them during the interview, (“why are you 

wasting money on this rubbish, it is not good for you, you will destroy your health”), upon which I 

tried to raise questions on circumstances surrounding beetle chewing. Most of them claimed that it 

was habitual and although they knew of the side effects health-wise, found it hard to stop. After 

some reflection and questioning on their daily routines, it became clear that most of them only ate 

one proper meal a day, if there was enough after all family members had eaten, which led to the 

realisation that chewing beetle dampens hunger feelings. Sometimes the women were almost 

flippant when they spoke of their own health and food consumption. It was as if coping with the 

normalcy of hunger was easier if not dwelt upon. 

 

                                                 
17 It is important to mention here that during my observations I noted that the boys who are sent to work 
often are errand boys or “extra help” in restaurants, hotels, mechanical workshops, shops, gardens and so on. 
Child labour is thus not limited to girls alone. 
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During a group interview, one of the women looked very tired upon which I asked her how she felt 

(not wishing to make her pine her way through the whole length of an interview!). The other 

women laughed and said “what do you expect, she is eight months pregnant”. I was taken aback 

since the woman in question had no visible belly. I asked her what food she ate now that she was 

expecting a baby. Rice and sometimes dhal (lentils) she answered. The other women then 

explained that it was always the same. Even if they got hold of some milk or extra food there were 

so many others in the house who got the good food first, children, husband and mother-in-law.  

 

According to the women in this group, several of them had their mothers-in-law living in the 

household with them (as is the traditional custom in Sri Lanka, especially if the father-in-law is 

deceased). Even pregnancy did not qualify these women to have priority over all other family 

members in getting nutritious food if there any was available. “We eat when every one else has 

finished eating” they told me. The practice of women eating the least nutritious food and to eat 

what is left after other household members has a direct impact on their health status. There are 

alarming indications that pregnant and lactating mothers harm their own and babies’ health 

through this socially accepted norm correlating with other data on increasing malnutrition and 

decreasing health status of pregnant mothers (Kottegoda 1999, 2004). I will return to the issue of 

health again, since their own bodies are often one of the few resources many poor people can 

access, which increases dependency, vulnerability and liability. 

 

In a conversation with Mary, a women employed by one of the organisations, while she was 

cooking in her home;  
M:These days it is so difficult. Even people who used to have money sometimes don’t have 

food. 

I: Can you tell me who these people are? What do they do? How do you know this? 

(Silence) 

M: We know these things. 

I: I understand that it is difficult to talk about. 

M: They feel shameful. They won’t ask for food or say anything. 

I: But you can tell? You know when you see them? Or do you talk with them about it? 

M: You know, you can see when they come to work. D for example. She was so tired, 

could hardly stand up and her eyes so blank. That is why we cook extra rice when we have. 

We give some if people haven’t eaten for two or three days”. 

I: But do you have enough for yourselves then? 

M: But how can we eat alone? When they are so hungry? Somehow we manage. We know 

some good shopkeepers. 
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I met “D” and my impression of this poised lady in a beautiful sari was difficult to associate with 

the image that I had of a hungry poor person. I began to see that the poverty that people told me 

about, the hunger and effects of inflation, had very real consequences for more than the poorest of 

the poor. During the two months that I spent in Sri Lanka, the food prices fluctuated from day to 

day, especially of vegetables and grains. The price of meat and fish sky-rocketed as did that of 

fuel. I saw people buying second rate goods at the local markets, vegetables, fruit and grains that 

had been swept under the well-kept boxes of produce on display, soiled and rotten. These were not 

beggars but people with income. At the meat stand they bought the bits of fat and rind that the 

butcher had cleaned away from the huge parts of meat that hung in hooks. From my participatory 

observations I found out how women make the rupees stretch by looking for alternative goods, by 

locating the cheapest stalls for different goods in the crowded markets, through serious bargaining 

and by shopping at stalls where the owners were kind enough to let them buy on the slate. Hunger 

appeared to be constant in the lives of most of the women whom I interviewed. 

 

The living conditions varied among the interviewees, the most urgent issue being the lack of 

permanent housing. Most of the women in Group A had been involved in micro loan projects or 

similar interventions based on collective organisation for a considerable period of time (more than 

three years). Evidently this had reaped benefits in securer living conditions where some even 

owned small plots of land which they were using for income and living. Other mothers were 

tenants involving complicated dealings with the landlord which was perceived by the women as 

highly insecure, due to the standards of the dwellings and the temporary nature of the tenancy. 

Devi, for example, lives in a “line” room (tea estates dwellings)18, measuring 6x4 metres, with 

only a gunny sack for a door.  

 

The houses (huts) I visited had earthen floors, corrugated iron roofs, mud or wooden slab walls 

and were generally just one room for living and cooking. Beds were made up at night, usually on 

the floor, with thin straw mats and blankets. If there was a toilet it was typically a small built in 

hole in the ground outside, sometimes quite a bit away from the house, shared by several other 

families. During monsoon months most of these houses sprouted leaks, walls collapsed and had to 

be rebuilt or got flooded. The hill country, being about 1900 m above sea level, is also prone to 

cold weather and temperatures just a few degrees above zero Celsius during the winter months. 

Housing was a recurring aspect covered in the interviews, not only from the perspective of living 

conditions but also personal security as will be discussed below. 

 
                                                 
18 The “line rooms” are small units built in a long line construction, originally by British colonial planters. 
Whole families, including married children live in these rooms and share the outside toilet with others (see 
also http://www.wsws.org/articles/2005/dec2005/sril-d09_prn.shtml) 
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7.4.4    Social Exclusion and Stigmatisation  

The Tamil community where all the mothers in Group C reside is both physically segregated and 

marginalised on the basis of caste. This was confirmed by other informants (Martinsson 2006) and 

was deducible from the attitudes and reactions from my interpreters. Noteworthy in this group was 

the social cohesion the isolation seemed to create, which in turn resulted in strong social bonds 

between the mothers. Groups A and B and the individual interviewees comprised a 

conglomeration of ethnic, language and social categories who were scattered in different villages. 

None of the Sinhalese mothers spoke of feelings of marginalisation on the basis of ethnicity 

although this did not eliminate a sense of general insecurity on the basis of ethnicity.  

 

The mothers in group C live in a segregated village on the far outskirts of town where very few 

town visitors make their way, unless on ‘official business’. Many of the villagers have work in 

town as cleaners or go to look for daily labour but are not permitted to use facilities, temples and 

other institutions (according to informants see Martinsson 2006 and respondents in this field 

study). The reason for this is primarily attributed to them being so-called untouchables, from the 

lowest rung in the Indian caste system (see Background). For most of the Group C women poverty 

meant being marginalised from the rest of society and vice versa, that marginalisation meant being 

poor. From their narratives I made out a variety of reasons which they perceived as reducing them 

to low status and confining them to poverty. These centred on discrimination in the workplace, in 

schools, in other social spaces such as the market, hospital, offices and so forth and well as 

restrictions on mobility. It was obvious that the experiences of overt discrimination, such as the 

children being beaten at school or told to get cleaned up and dress better, contributed to the sense 

of futility in moving out of poverty and segregation. 

 

In contrast to the mothers of Group C, who live collectively in an isolated village, the other 

mothers lived either periodically in lines rooms on estates, as tenants, or integrated in 

heterogeneous villages. The estate sector carries with it a social stigma and is also considered low 

status, but the mother’s experiences told of possibilities of moving out of segregation based on 

occupation, caste and ethnicity. However, the different narratives of Devi and Shanthi who both 

have daughters who are working although they are of school-going age signify how limited the 

options are, Devi’s  daughters work as maids in another town and Shanthi’s girls help her pick tea. 

Priyanka and Malini, both poor mothers whose status are primarily attributed to their low income 

and educational levels, projected great hopes for their children, both sons and daughters.  

 

“I always wanted to study, it is my great sorrow. I want my daughter to get the chance of an 

education that I didn’t get” Malini explained. She struggled to learn the basics of reading and 

writing on her own, even asking me for help, and showed immense potential for learning. The 
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striking characteristic of Malini was her extreme enthusiasm and curiosity, posing streams of 

questions on everything from how it was in my country to words in English. Her thirst for 

knowledge was apparent, and I was glad that her painful experiences had not managed to thwart 

this joy. On one occasion, I asked her family whether they would join us for a picnic, together with 

my family. I asked her if they had any preferences of where they would like to go, in the car we 

had hired, and Malini answered looking me straight in the eye, “Just let’s drive anywhere! As long 

as we go somewhere I don’t care. Just to be able to go out is enough!” 

 

Poverty has different consequences for men and women, even within the same household. For 

mothers who are single heads of households there are additional dimensions and obstacles in a 

society where the norms and rules are governed by patriarchal values. According to the mothers in 

the different groups, never knowing when they would be left by their husbands with the sole 

responsibility for the rest of the family and the complexity of finding income combined with 

childcare was a major stress factor contributing to heightened senses of insecurity. The 

vulnerability of being poor was also expressed in the risks of working in jobs which often caused 

physical injuries (picking tea and working in the fields)19, the cost of medication if any family 

member was ill, the loss of income if the earners could not work and the over hanging risk of 

losing the physical ability to work at all. One mother related how she had been abandoned by her 

husband (after losing her income) and had been forced to move back to her parents, in itself a huge 

shame and humiliation for her, due to an injury in her legs. Her main concern was to find a way to 

support her parents and daughter.  

 

The importance of physical health is evident when the costs and consequences of illness or 

weakness are so dramatic. The inability to afford medical care, medication and nutrients coupled 

with the experiences of derogatory treatment meant resorting to ‘alternative treatment’ or trying to 

manage without. The following part of a conversation is taken from a group interview and 

illustrated this. Both my interpreter and an interpreter from the organisation were present. I have 

included these conversations because they illustrate the interconnection between perceived and 

factual exclusion and how determining this is in decision-making processes. 

 
S:We don’t go to the hospitals, They only scold us and treat us badly 

I:What do you do when you find out you are pregnant? Do you get help from anywhere? 

S:What help is there? We manage somehow.  

Another woman: We only go to the hospital to get sterilised. 

I:So you don’t have any other form of contraception? 

                                                 
19 Philips (2005) has carried out an extensive study of female plantations workers and the risks they are 
exposed to. 
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S:(laughingly) There are some ways. I also got an injection from a doctor but then after that 

I got pregnant so that didn’t work. 

I:Did you get one injection? 

S:Yes. They said it was enough with one injection and then I got pregnant.  

Another woman: I took some tablets but that also cost money and when they finished I got 

pregnant. 

I:So do any of you want to have more children? 

(Laughs and cries)  

S:NO! (vehemently) Even now we have too many! (a woman who has five children) 

S:It is so difficult for us you know, with children. Who will take care of them if anything 

happens to us? 

I:Is that the main reason you feel for not having more children. 

S:Not only that, giving birth and getting sick also. 

 

On this we returned to the topic of lack of support from the spouses and the problems surrounding 

their husbands’ alcohol consumption. The women in this group appeared to know quite a bit about 

alcohol (which in itself was unusual since this is highly taboo among women). An interesting issue 

that arose was the function of alcohol among the women, as pain relief. It was also interesting that 

we could broach this topic and that the women were so frank in our dialogue. 

 
I:What kind of alcohol do your husbands buy? And where do they get hold of it? (Since the 

village is fairly isolated) 

S:They bring alcohol to sell from the arrack shop in our village, close by. Sometimes they 

buy from someone in town.”  

(They say the name of some brew which I don’t comprehend) 

I:Have any of you tasted alcohol? 

(sniggers and giggles, the women change glances, some look down) 

Interpreter (from the organisation):Tell her (nodding toward me). We know you all drink! 

It is such a bad habit and so many problems come from this. 

(interpreter scolds on for awhile until I interrupt her) 

I:I am mostly curious, I don’t want to judge in any way. You know where I live women 

drink alcohol, we sometimes drink during mealtimes but there are people there too who 

misuse alcohol. 

(Fairly shocked expressions all around, my interpreters included). The women fire me with 

questions about the alcohol in “my culture” and whether I have drunk alcohol. After several 

minutes I ask them again; 

I:So have any of you ever tasted?  

S:Yes, we drink when giving birth or when we get sick 

I:What do you mean, when giving birth?  

S:Yes, at home 

I:But how do you manage? Did anyone help?  

S:There is a women who knows. We call her when it is time. Sometimes we help each 

other if she can’t come 
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I:So you manage to give birth in your homes? And cut the chord? 

S:Yes, it is better than going to the hospital for us. 

 

Reference to being treated badly on accounts of being Tamil or low caste led to the decision to 

give birth at home rather than in hospital. Whilst personnel from the organisation had on earlier 

occasions been adamant on the worse treatment of this caste in society in general and confirmation 

that this group was easily identified by others in society (also confirmed by my interpreter), they 

strongly rejected my question as to the treatment of the women in hospital. Their answer was that 

medical professionals would not be so biased and that such discrimination did not occur within 

medical institutions in the same way as in rest of society. The alcohol culture in this village was 

part of a common understanding “even the women drink”, used to explain their stigma and low 

status, which added to the significance of the conversations we had. 

 

In an interview with a mother on a separate occasion (not from this village) we came to talk of 

child bearing and rearing and she mentioned certain fears of giving birth. Since this could be a 

referral to general fears held by most women I asked her to explain what her fears were about. She 

then went on to brush this question aside upon which I asked her again if it had to do with the 

physical pains of giving birth. The woman laughed and said “you know we get treated differently, 

because they saw my name.” (ethnic identity can be discerned from names unless they are 

‘Christian’, that is English).  She described how she got up at 3 a.m. in the morning to use the 

toilet to avoid snide remarks by nurses. She recounted how she and other Tamil mothers were told 

not to use the litter bins but had to take any garbage they had with them home because “they said 

they did not want our filth in their hospital”.   

 

Upon meeting the mothers in Group C I observed reactions from my interpreter (who is Tamil) 

which suggested that she was uncomfortable in the context and reluctant to formulate my 

questions. After awhile I resorted to posing the questions myself and asked her to aid me if I 

missed out on the responses. Added to this the organisation’s own interpreter was present during 

more or less the entire course of the group interview, hindering the flow of the discussion by her 

presence and own questioning. Afterwards I realised that the topics discussed and way we talked 

about them was perceived as crude and “beneath the dignity of the interpreters”. Their reluctance 

to partake in the interview was a demonstrative gesture to demarcate distance to the mothers and 

issues talked about. Later my interpreter informed me that she found the task of helping me too 

difficult and did not wish to accompany me anymore. This incident portrayed many aspects which 

I have reflected on in hindsight.  
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My own ignorance of discourses and associations were both a hindrance and advantage in this 

situation. The openness with which we discussed topics that are regarded as taboo, such as sex, 

alcohol, abuse and birth control brought with it consequences for the continuation of my 

relationship with the mothers and possibly compromised their situation as beneficiaries. This is a 

difficult responsibility to bear and one that led me to be careful in my questioning there after. At 

the same time, this group interview gave me unique revelations about discourses, power and 

discrimination and other aspects of poor mother’s lives which I probably would have missed 

otherwise. 

 

7.5     Discourses of Gender 

 

Norms and traditional values are internalised through socialisation and how men and women relate 

to these discourses is neither static nor unreflective. Many of the women I spoke with had strong 

opinions on the constraints and limitations that gender discourses places on them, irrespective of 

ethnicity or religion. However, adhering to gender discourses and feminine ideals appeared to be 

part of manoeuvring among survival strategies since the risks of breaking social codes can be 

hugely detrimental not just to the woman in question but her whole family.  

 

In close conversations with Mary I was told that the social rules for girls’ conduct has become 

even stricter during the last decade, possible due to the influx of western media and entertainment 

as well as increased domestic tourism. During the sweltering hot months of April and May, the hill 

region around Nuwara-Eliya is flooded with tourists from low country, especially Colombo, and 

their lifestyle and (liberal) behaviour was openly disfavoured and looked down upon by the 

permanent inhabitants that I met. Simultaneously, when talking to me women could say how lucky 

I was to be able to move freely, travel and talk to whom ever I wished openly20.  

 

7.5.1   Girlhood, Virginity and Social Control 

Girls are taught at a very early age to be modest, in conduct and appearance motivated by the 

mothers as “they have to learn now or there will be trouble later”. During my observations I found 

girls being disciplined to be composed and modest, seclusion and remaining “in the house” were 

promoted as defining of “good girls”. Anything to do with the body, nakedness or even female 

underwear was referred to as asingam, dirty, or the commonly used expression chi! for anything 

not favoured (I noticed this when laundry was hung up to dry and the women hung their own 

                                                 
20  The marked difference I found was between the rural and urban context, at least in explicit expressions. 
Young men and women showed affection openly and mingled with each other in groups irrespective of age 
and marital status in cities like Kandy and Colombo. However, I am aware that traditional norms of social 
and gendered conduct may still exist though more implicitly. 
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clothes to dry somewhere secluded). Chastity is one of the strongest ideals governing female 

discourses. All the mothers worried about their daughters’ reputations and exerted varying degrees 

of control over them to limit their social mobility. Looking at men, eye contact or being with boys 

is not acceptable according to the norm and all the mothers complied with this even when their 

personal feelings differed. One mother I met made a very strong impression with her 

outspokenness and ability to articulate contrary ideas to discursive practices in discussions with 

me. She found it incredible frustrating that her daughters had to be brought up under strict codes 

which she disagreed with,  

 
M:but you know how people talk here. Even if they stand outside the school gates 

people will start saying they are meeting boys.  

I:But who are these people? And your daughters are so young (11 and 13). 

M:Even if someone walking past sees them they will start spreading rumours, and 

even if they are so young. So I always go to pick them up from school, every day 

sharp.  – woman in group interview  

 

The segregation of girls and boys and the presence of someone older if moving in public spaces 

assures certain degrees of chastity (see also Ruwanpura 2004). Virginity and modesty is the ideal 

and for girls who work outside the private domain the risk of being abused correlates with the 

view that women are more able to control their sexuality than men. The sexual abuse or assault of 

girls and women is viewed with a combination of shame and abhorrence by the women 

interviewed. Moving in public spaces, though contrary to the prevalent norm, is a necessity for all 

the poor mothers and their daughters, primarily in incoming bringing activities and walking to 

school. In the analysis section I will return to conflicting gender discourses and how women have 

to resort to innovative strategies to find ways to legitimise their decisions.  

 

The shame and explicit resignation to unwelcome sexual overture and assault seemed to be a 

coping mechanism and reason for not voicing this common problem publicly (see also Kabeer 

1994). Venturing into public places constantly involved risks, as was vigorously described by the 

women when I revealed my lacking knowledge in this area. Travelling by public transport required 

deft manoeuvring to avoid being “felt” on the thighs and breasts on the crowded buses and markets 

(also Amarasinghe et al 2005). The women also tried when possible to fetch firewood and water 

collectively to minimise the risks of rape and sexual harassment. Discourses of segregation and 

seclusion contribute to a certain legitimacy of female assault it seemed, even going so far as 

portray woman who do not follow the codes of social conduct as responsible for overtly opposing 

norms. This is another vital aspect of poverty which I return to below. 
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From childhood girls are taught dependence on men in all spheres. Mothers who only had 

daughters said, “it is difficult because they don’t have a brother to protect them”. Men are still 

referred to as breadwinners, even when they consume their income and women perform dual work 

within and outside the home. Mothers who are single heads of households seek protection from 

men by men for their daughters, (like Devi), and hope their daughters will find a husband more 

that anything else, even if their own marriages testify to the vulnerability of this “protection”.  

 

I had extensive dialogues with Rani and Devi on this topic who so adamantly felt that whatever 

their own experiences, their daughters would still need a man to care for them. When we compared 

the importance of an education to that of marriage they were independently from each other, as 

persistent that girls need a husband, “otherwise who will pakurathake? literally “look” meaning 

“look after”. In a sense this was a projection of their own vulnerability and the hope that a son-in-

law would also guarantee some security for them in old age. Mary, who had an unwed sister, 

constantly lamented this fate and said this was her worry every waking hour. When I broached the 

possibility that her sister could achieve much in life regardless I realised by the reaction that this 

was a ludicrous proposal in comparison with being married and having a family. 

 

7.5.2     Marriage and Motherhood  

For most of the women that I interviewed, a dramatic change commenced with the transition into 

motherhood. Changes occurred in their relationship with their husbands, the wider family and how 

they were perceived against the ideals of motherhood. All the mothers in Group A had been 

“married off” (arranged marriages or the like), as young girls, with or without explicit objections 

from themselves. They had very little schooling and became mothers in their early teens. Many of 

the mothers in Group C had been approached by men in the same village, some already fathers or 

in relationships with other women and become pregnant.  

 

Domestic violence increased after the birth of children as did the time spent away from home by 

the husbands according to most of the mothers interviewed. The responsibility for the household 

and family (in cases also the extended family) increased dramatically after becoming a wife and 

mother. In terms of well-being their own focus and responsibility as mothers also shifted, 

concentrating more or less entirely on their children. These patterns are concurrent with the 

transition to motherhood as ideal and role manifested in the context of poverty, where the women 

as mothers have few economic or social resources to employ. 

 

The customs surrounding marriage differed among the women, although traditions are changing 

generally, for example going to the registry office was regarded as adequate to formalise marriage. 

Weddings are huge affairs traditionally, the bride’s parents stand for the expenses and marriages 
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are commonly ‘arranged’. This does not necessarily imply coercion since ‘arranging’ marriages 

include looking at compatibility based on horoscopes, family, background, caste, status and so on. 

For many of the mothers that I met poverty excluded any illusions of weddings but involved 

primarily formalising the marriage.  

 

Contrary to social acceptance at large, very few of the mothers in Group C, had registered their 

marriages in legal terms, subsequently their children were unregistered and have no birth 

certificates. This was perceived as ‘a problem’ by the organisation helping these mothers, where 

measures were taken to attempt to get fathers to register marriages and paternity. Without any 

legal verification no claims can be made on any grounds, and all contact with institutions 

debilitated. Being left by their husbands was perceived to be a constant risk and worry, which 

would place sole responsibility for the family on them. Being involved in sexual relations outside 

of marriage is not acceptable of women generally in Sri Lanka (see Jayaweera 1999) and it was 

apparent that the mothers in this group did suffer from the contempt of those outside their ‘caste’21. 

From the interpreters’ comments and other workers in the organisation it seemed that this village 

was generally associated with lose sexual morals and pathological immorality.  

 

One woman narrated how her husband left her after the birth of their third child and is now living 

in the same village with a young girl. Another woman was presently living with a man and had 

given birth to two of his children but knew he had a family elsewhere. When I asked her how she 

met her husband she explained that he came to her and she could not refuse him. The asymmetry 

of power in the relationships and vulnerability of young women in particular became evident 

during the group discussions. Similarly, other women in Group A made it clear that being 

“married off” is one way of having a mouth less to feed and commonly the man’s prerogative.    

 

7.6     Security 

 

Before leaving for Sri Lanka I realised that the whole aspect of security would arise and could 

become urgently significant if any violent incidents should take place while I carried out my field 

study. My assumption was that what went on in the rest of the country had marginal impacts in the 

lives of those living out in the remote villages, far up in the mountains. However, fear was 

expressively the most common emotion the women referred to in all the interview situations as 

well as during the participatory observations. I recognized that this question had to be raised and 

                                                 
21 I am reluctant to use this categorisation since it excludes so many other aspects which explain these 
mothers low status. In this context I refer to it to differentiate between these mothers and women who 
perceived caste to be a distinguishing feature. 
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looked at in depth to understand the experiences and daily decisions making process of the women 

in this study. 

 

7.6.1   Insecurity on the Basis of Ethnicity 

Issues of insecurity that arose among the mothers who were interviewed range from the lack of 

resources, including basic necessities as food to the fear of sexual abuse and the constant 

insecurity of living in a context when violence is a part of everyday life. During our stay in Sri 

Lanka the international airport and a major oil refinery were bombed which meant that although 

we lived six hours drive away, up in the mountains, military men dotted the streets and transport 

centres following these incidents. All forms of public transport were checked and anyone could be 

stopped and searched at a moment’s notice. 

 

The long term effects of political unrest are difficult to ascertain during such a short period of time 

as that of this field study and because it is a highly sensitive issue. When walking to town with 

mothers to do shopping or errands they often stopped speaking in Tamil and switched to Sinhalese 

when we neared other people or a group, (unless the persons were known). Eventually one of the 

mothers explained that it was a precautionary measure, to avoid being exposed to suspicion or 

discrimination. Another example of fear and the perception of threat on the basis of ethnicity is 

when travelling, especially if stopped at security posts.22 For Tamils having a Christian name, (i.e. 

‘English’) was an advantage since ethnicity is only detectable by name. On my trips to Colombo 

or other towns I was always recommended to take a male companion with me, preferably 

Sinhalese or with a ‘neutral’ name.  

 

Abductions, ‘disappearances’, the sexual harassment of women by authorities, the arrests and 

assaults on suspicious grounds, the fear of incriminating rumours, fear of being seen as 

representing Tamil militants on the one hand and Sinhalese nationalism on the other and a 

multitude of similar perceptions are evident when life in Sri Lanka becomes an everyday 

experience and deeper relationships are cultivated. During my stay a young teacher ‘disappeared’ 

from a school in a village nearby and there were frightened discussions amongst the families we 

lived close to. It is almost impossible to convey or truly understand the impact a conflict situation 

has on civilians and everyday/night life unless you live in it – and of course I don’t presume to 

know how it really ‘feels’ when there is nowhere to escape from these fears. It did become 

significantly evident that this aspect cannot be ignored in the context of poverty, empowerment 

and inequality. 

 

                                                 
22 There are military check posts along all roads near major towns which randomly stop and check the 
driver’s and passengers’ identities. 
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The perceptions of being discriminated inhibited many of the Tamil mothers I met, although their 

marginalisation was also attributed to poverty interchangeably with low status. It is necessary to 

mention that perceptions of being treated differently on the basis of ethnicity in general did not 

always correspond to a personal level, intermarriage and close relationships and friendship across 

ethnicity were common among several of the families. However, where ethnicity did not seem an 

issue sometimes religion or status was. Mothers like Malini and Hema knew that they were 

unwelcome company in certain contexts, although the variations in status and subtle expressions of 

these were not obvious to me as a beholder. They would tell me that they could not accompany me 

to specific places, especially if it involved meeting women they knew looked down on them. 

Similarly other mothers spoke condescendingly of others’ religious beliefs and made efforts not to 

have relations with people outside their faith. Pressure to abide by religion was also exercised as a 

more or less explicit form of control. One mother expressed, 
 

“If we don’t go to church people talk about us. The pastor even comes and asks us 

why we don’t go to church. Sunday is the only day I have to do the housework 

and washing. They also want us to come for all night prayers before poya.”23 

 

7.6.2 Insecurity on the Basis of Poverty 

“Why should anyone listen to us?” was the resignation expressed by one mother who felt that 

poverty made her invisible to the rest of society. The perceptions of some mothers who had 

struggled with poverty over a long period of time were that there was not a great deal of 

receptiveness to their needs. Even if some of them had been aided to varying degrees by different 

organisations, there was a cemented belief that they as poor could not have any expectations of 

society’s interest in them as citizens. For the mothers who had optimistic visions for the future, 

much of this was linked to the help they had received from organisations coupled with their own 

social networks and personal will.  

 

The belief and practice of less rights and low status on the basis of income seemed to project a 

vicious circle of marginalisation and sense of low esteem. The level of resignation and acceptance 

varied pertaining to the consequences of poverty. However, realising and identifying 

discrimination, such as worse treatment in hospitals, less services, derogatory comments when 

entering official institutions, sexual harassment and so on left the women with little choice but to 

resign themselves to their status. Not being able to pursue charges of rape due to status (based on 

gender, class, caste, ethnicity) for example, sets the cycle in motion of continued perpetuation, 

which the mothers described in depth and clearly could correlate but also felt they had no power to 

                                                 
23 Poya is a Buddhist national bank holiday every full moon. There about 26 major annual holidays in Sri 
Lanka representing the four major religions, Buddhism, Hinduism, Islam and Christianity. 
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change. Similarly, the neglect from centralised institutions and policy level to address issues 

facing the poor is interpreted by the women as confirmation of their low status and insignificance. 

 

For Rani whose daughter could not go to school because the school van was too expensive, there 

was no alternative but to keep her at home. Public transport is free for all school children by law in 

Sri Lanka but the lack of good roads and bus services to remoter areas (which per definition is 

most of the hill country) means they are reliant on private vans shuttling children to school. When 

they are not paid “they just open the door and put out the child” Rani told me, who found her 

daughter walking home alone after being refused the ride to school. The treatment by officials and 

institutions seem to corroborate the prevalence of derogatory treatment of people with less income. 

When school fees, expenses for uniforms, books etc. cannot be met “children and parents are 

treated badly even by some teachers” I was told.  

 

Being regarded with low status involved experiences of increased vulnerability. Added to the 

impact poverty has on status and manoeuvrability it also has grim consequences in everyday life. 

The risks and susceptibility to everything from illness to losing a place to live have immense 

consequences in the lives of those who already are exposed to extreme conditions. Devi and 

Shanthi for example felt that not knowing where to go with the children if the landlord “threw 

them out” or they did not work as much as they should (due to illness, rain, problems with the 

harvest etc.) was a constant worry. The pressure of dealing with daily needs continuously was 

expressed as a struggle, headaches and stomach aches were frequent, the worry to pacify the 

children’s hunger overwhelming. These thoughts were not aired easily and it was after getting to 

know some of the mothers through meeting them frequently that they were willing to speak of 

these issues. Lifting them in conversation was always emotional and painful. 

 

7.6.3 Vulnerability Based on Gender 

The fears of gender based violence, such as sexual assault, domestic violence, rape or sexual 

harassment was without question a prominent issue in all discussions. In one of my first 

conversations with one of the mothers whom I met on a regular basis she exclaimed, “Imagine if I 

could live in your country, there I would not have to be scared”. After a while I understood that 

she was referring to a belief that there were no occurrences of rape ‘in my country’.  

 

Many discussions centred on the vulnerability of women and girls, and a few with whom I 

developed closer contact recounted more detailed experiences but on the whole it was not 

something which I chose to go deeper into. Much of the mothers’ worry was for their daughters, 

and as anywhere that the “young people’s morals” were degrading. But there was also the greater 
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fear of rape and sexual assault as girls and women are forced out to fetch firewood, water, pick tea 

and travel without the protection of men. 

 

The fear of sexual harassment is widespread and partially explains the reluctance of mothers to 

allow their daughters to move in public spaces, particularly on their own. The mothers in Group B 

expressed acute concern due to a bus strike which coincided with a meeting they had. Their 

primary worry was for all the girls stranded on the way home from school and this was only 

verbalised when I posed questions. It was plainly visible that all of the mothers instinctively 

understood the acuteness of the situation upon receiving news of the strike, some rushing to 

hitchhike into town on the backs of trucks and lorries (this in itself not without risk). On a different 

occasion a mother was in a panic over the delay of her son who had travelled to another town. The 

disappearance of young boys, according to her especially Tamil boys, created constant anxiety24. 

Lack of enforcement of laws in combination with fear of police authorities also has to be seen in 

the context of the ongoing political situation where insecurity remains an invariable issue. 

 

Very often during the interviews women would ask me questions about my personal life, much 

centred on my children and husband. It was with inquisitive boldness that questions would veer 

toward the drinking and abusive aspects of marriage and “Does your husband often beat you?” 

Domestic violence and abuse increased when the women had been working ‘outside’ and after the 

birth of the children. This combined in many instances with high consumption patterns of alcohol 

portrayed an image of a widespread problem.  

 

In the village of the women in Group C, they knew that as evening drew near and the liquor shop 

opened their husbands would come home to varying degrees of intoxication. The women told me 

how they kept an eye out for each other and that if a husband showed tendencies of violent 

behaviour they would flee to each other’s houses. As they told me about this they laughed and 

showed me scars of “fights” as they said. I listened to incident after incident;  

 
“He shouted at me because the baby was crying.  

When I couldn’t get her to stop he came toward me with a knife” 
-woman in group interview who had a bloody cloth around her hand  

 

“Every time it is the same, we just have to go until he falls asleep, the children and 

I, we go to her house (pointing to another woman in the group). We stay there 

until it is calm.” 

                                                 
24 The disappearance of young Tamil boys is primarily associated with either a) forceful arrests by the 
national military on suspicions of connections with “terrorists groups” or b) the recruitment of young boys to 
different Tamil resistance groups by force. 
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“Mostly it is not too bad. He drinks but doesn’t hit us so much. But we run to each 

others houses in the dark because someone else might have made him angry. They 

get angry easily when they drink. Sometimes the men fight and come home 

angry”                                                       - women in group interviews 

 

Laughter was a significant distancing strategy for these women, whose homes were far from the 

secure places they needed them to be. Other mothers had fled to their parent’s homes if the abuse 

had become unbearable, although this brought with it feelings of guilt, shame and indebtedness.  

 

There was a general consensus among the women that they ought not to be outside after dark. If 

they had to go anywhere they tried to find a male person to go with them. The fears combined with 

the danger that many women were exposed to involved limiting constraints on mobility and 

potential to meet with other women for moral and practical support. 

 

7.7   Contact with Organisations 

 

When planning this field study one main focus was to discover how mothers as beneficiaries 

perceive different interventionist strategies and the relations between them and the organisations. 

However, this posed an immediate problem once I was in the interview situation, in the field, since 

one; I was obliged to conduct the interviews on the premises of the organisation in most of the 

cases and two; I was appointed an “extra” interpreter. Since I did not want to compromise the 

interview subjects added to which the general feeling was tense to begin with it was a delicate 

issue attempting to pose questions pertaining to different aspects of the organisation’s 

interventions.  

 

My focus therefore shifted to other aspects (in the everyday experiences of mothers), which 

successively were also easier to observe and organise from a practical perspective. The 

dependency on the organisations as gatekeepers to access the mothers proved to be a situation I 

had to consider carefully. Analysing the interview situations afterwards also gave insight to the 

nature of some of the relationships between representatives of the organisations and the 

beneficiaries and the discourses of poverty, motherhood, empowerment and so forth, at this level. 

 

For several of the mothers who had been in long term programmes with savings schemes, training 

on self subsistence, ecology and ‘coaching’ there were substantial improvements in well being 

compared to three or four years ago. This organisation had attempted to incorporate men in the 

programmes but with slow progress. The discussion with the mothers who were involved in these 
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projects related critical views of the gendered discrimination they were exposed to and articulated 

this in various ways. They narrated examples of being opposed at local village and community 

levels by men and local politicians who felt threatened. When I asked them what threat they posed 

they enthusiastically described with numerous examples initiatives to organise collectively, to help 

each other, to seek more training and knowledge and “now we dare to speak in front of others” one 

mother said laughing.  

 

The atmosphere in this organisation differed from the others and it was apparent that much of the 

work was directed toward collectively organising women in smaller and larger networks. Factors 

to keep in mind are that these mothers also lived integrated in villages with mixed ethnicity, caste 

and religion whereas the other groups live in segregated villages or housing areas attached with 

strong social stigmas. 

 

Overwhelming and immediate needs present a complex situation for development organisations 

where the interplay of short and long term strategies can result in difficult priority issues. 

Emanating from principles of minimising dependence some development strategies appeared to 

avoid giving material aid, focusing on projects of capacity building and awareness raising. 

Keeping up consistency and requiring mothers to attend workshops can contribute to increased 

workload, income fall outs and the near impossibility to partake due to other pressing needs (such 

as hunger or small children). One employee at an organisation exclaimed that it was “hopeless 

working with these people, they are always desperate”.  

 

It was sensitive approaching issues of participation, whether the mothers felt they had been given 

the space to articulate needs and priorities, and their perceptions of dissonances between them and 

the organisations. Even when I met mothers in different locations and we could speak undisturbed 

it was difficult to obtain responses which seemed to reflect ‘how they really felt’. I draw this 

conclusion from the understandable decision on the part of these mothers not to risk potential aid 

at the cost of being outspoken. Other aspects I noted was the obligation to partake in religious 

activities connected with strategies, mothers who came for help were asked to be seated while 

prayers were held followed by Bible readings. The open display of frustration and disgust of the 

mothers habit of chewing beetle, of drinking alcohol, of raising certain issues (sensitive/taboo) in 

connection with my interview, of them being pregnant (“It is better they get sterilised”), and 

warnings directed toward me of ‘their behaviour’ were revealing. 

 

When I met Shanthi the first time I had to abruptly end the interview since she was too torn up to 

speak (she had been ‘summoned’ by the organisation for the interview). Her situation was a crises 

and she need immediate help so that she could get food for her five children and remain in the 
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room they tenured. On a different occasion I visited this organisation again and they had provided 

her with a ‘start package’ as an initial step in a subsequent long term plan. This time Shanthi 

approached me and initiated a dialogue. She was still in a situation of acute needs and worried for 

her children. But she felt that she had the strength and capacity to think clearly of the day ahead, to 

consider what her alternatives were and which survival strategies she had to employ. Similarly, 

other mothers received initial help by some organisations to ‘get them on their feet’ after which 

long term programmes were implemented. 

 

Through the limited access I had to perceptions of organisations and their strategies, some 

coherence was achieved. Despite the variations in method and implementation, the way the 

mothers responded to questions and issues relating to the organisations were illustrative of this 

relationship. The projection of belittlement or viewing the mothers as infantile appeared to either 

be accepted by some mothers based on the belief that they (employers in the organisations) owned 

the expertise and were therefore entitled to behave this way. Similarly, depicting the women, their 

social group or caste as immoral or pathological in other ways signified the gap between the 

organisation employees and poor mothers. Using messages based on religious or other principles 

to “educate” them and “increase their awareness” neglected to include an interest in the contextual 

aspects and the specific circumstance of each individual mother.  

 

This in turn cultivated some responses toward the organisation which I interpreted as covert 

resistance, where the women manoeuvred to maximise what they could obtain without deeper 

commitment to any programme as such. (Unfortunately this contributed to the perpetuation of the 

stereotypes and negative image of them). Others resorted to a variety of positions such ‘passivity’, 

avoiding coming to the organisation when they were called or ‘exploiting’ the situation to get what 

they could in the form of material or other aid. This was also my dilemma in a context of acute 

needs and where I was perceived as a potential source of material help (read money). Considering 

the extent of their needs however, the few times that I was approached can be regarded as 

surprisingly few. It became apparent that with time the initial association of me with the 

organisations wore off and the dialogues could take place between myself as a researcher and the 

mothers as knowledge bearers. 
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8     AGENCY, DISCOURSE, STRUCTURE  
 

The aim of this thesis is to gain insight to the way the role of motherhood is defined and 

experienced and how this in turn relates to empowerment through different perspectives. In other 

words, what are the ideals surrounding motherhood and how do women position themselves in 

relating to social gender norms? Further, how does poverty interrelate with gender discourses and 

the decision-making process involved in this positioning by mothers? Based on informants’ 

accounts I have previously studied how different organisations define empowerment and 

implement strategies geared toward this. In this study the focus is on the empowering processes of 

mothers and their survival strategies.  

 

Part of this includes the mothers’ perceptions surrounding interventions from various organisations 

but much of my focus centres on contextual factors in general. Through the narratives and 

discussions with and between poor mothers in rural Sri Lanka I have attempted to identify 

discourses of gender and ‘ruling relations’ (Smith 1999, 2005), in everyday life. Through the 

mothers’ accounts and participatory observations I have also tried to recognise the structural and 

concrete aspects of living in poverty. By regarding empowerment holistically and including these 

perspectives I want to achieve an inclusive framework for analysis, hoping to avoid simplifying 

the myriad of issues facing mothers in poverty. 

 
This analysis will run along intersecting lines, combining mothers’ experiences in poverty with 

contextual discourses to disentangle everyday processes of empowerment. Permeating the 

discussion is power or relations of power particularly with regard to gender. I use the definition of 

power as fluid and multidimensional, expressed through and by discourses and structure. Care 

must be taken not to interpret discourses as “uniform(ly) creating dominance or powerlessness” 

(Jaworski & Coupland 1999:497), between men and women or other categorisations The concepts 

of discourse and empowerment are inextricably linked to power, how power is distributed, 

dispersed and manifested in and through social relations.  

 

Why certain traditions are reproduced and upheld and how destructive or discriminatory elements 

continue to exist derive from the complex interplay of power through discourses and social 

interaction (Kabeer 1994; Parpart et al 2002). Discourse analysis involves finding patterns and 

salient features and contextualising given meanings to understand how “truths” and norms are 

constructed and upheld. Here, the discourses in focus regard gender in terms of socialisation, 

internalisation and naturalisation and are pertinent pieces of the overall puzzle in the perpetuation 

of gender inequalities. 
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Also, as part of the analytical framework empowerment as a concept will constantly be revised 

against the findings and discussions pertaining to these. Empowerment, will be treated as a 

transformative process with personal outcomes, and is part of the inter-connectedness between 

different structural and discursive levels. As we have seen earlier, empowerment is defined in 

many differing ways for example as, “women’s growth in capacity to make choices” (UNDP 

1995; UNIFEM 200125), or as the capacity to participate as agents in society or enhancing 

capabilities (Kabeer 1994; Sen 1999). The definition of empowerment as power over, power 

within, power with and power to, form a base for analysis but the discussion will specifically 

explore ‘power within’ and ‘power with’. Can changes or potential for social change and 

empowering experiences be traced in the implicit and subtle strategies of women subordinated to 

dominant patriarchal values? How should these experiences and strategies be related to evaluations 

of empowerment? 

 

This will be critically discussed in terms of accessing alternatives and the applicability of choice as 

a relevant concept in the context of poverty, subordination and inequity. Additionally, asymmetric 

power relations may disadvantage women even if they do access options, which may result in 

conformity, acceptance and reproduction of norms and values. I will argue that individual 

empowerment and collective empowerment have to be seen as embedded in the wider contexts of 

economic and political structures, social norms, institutional practices and prevailing discourses 

(see also Parpart et al 2002). Furthermore, how everyday lives in social interaction reveal 

systematic ‘irregularities’ and ‘elasticity’ in discursive practices implying that time is a significant 

factor for the effects of adjustment and alignment (see also Smith 1999, 2005). 

 

The headings in this section follow the thematic categorisations in the presentation of empirical 

material from the previous chapter. This chapter is roughly divided into three parts, the first 

addresses the internal process of the mothers, the agency aspect of the discussion; the second 

focuses on the structural aspects including contextual discourses, which can be understood as 

external aspects; and finally the third part addresses the central thread of the thesis, that of 

empowerment. This last part discusses the complexity in linking agency with structure since these 

are in interplay constantly. It is precisely the diffuse nature of this interplay and the way they are 

interrelated through discourse that challenges clear cut definitions and descriptions.  

 

                                                 
25 UNIFEM: United Nations Development Fund for Women 



64 

Finally I refer to a few recommendations from C Wright Mills, which to me exemplify the 

importance of including ourselves in the global responsibility for how ruling relations influence 

the local. 
“Specialise your work variously, according to topic, and above all according to 

significant problem /../ Always keep your eyes open to the image of human beings 

/../ to the varieties of individuality and to the modes of epochal change. /../ Try to 

understand people not as isolated fragments, not as an intelligible field or system 

in and of itself. /../ Know that the human meaning of public issues must be 

revealed by relating them to personal troubles – and to the problems of individual 

life” “Above all, do not give up your moral and political autonomy” (C.W. Mills 

1959:16-17). 

 

This chapter will attempt to convey some coherence in the volumes of material that I have 

grappled with.  

 

8.1     Motherhood and Agency 

 

There are variations in the ideals of womanhood in Sri Lanka, especially between the high- income 

urban and low-income rural communities. The roles still however emanate from women as 

reproducers, nurturers, mothers and wives (de Alwis 2002; Jayaweera 1999a; Kottegoda 2004) 

with explicit and implicit codes and norms of behaviour. The view of women as more suited for 

childcare and household work on bases of normality and naturalisation perpetuate discourses of 

motherhood as crucial to female identity. They also function to justify the division of 

responsibility and roles within and outside the home.  

 

Although discourses are internalised as fixed truths, they are continually aligned and adjusted 

contextually, which also results in contrary norms as we will see. From a standpoint of power, 

restrictive discourses of sacrifice, respectability and virtue are identified with motherhood as forms 

of controlling sexuality and mobility (Kabeer 1994; Philips 2005).  For women, being relationally 

dependent on men as daughters, wives and mothers express patriarchal strategies of control and 

has been extensively discussed and theorised by feminists (Ramazanoglu 1989; Walby 1990; 

Wharton 2005). Reading through narratives and observations of mothers, some ideas can be 

achieved of how discourses and structural grids are manoeuvred and patriarchy accommodated.  

 

8.1.1   Aspirations and Responsibilities 

For all the women involved in the field study motherhood signified the end of any personal 

aspirations outside of maternity and the beginning of caring and providing. The glorification of 
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motherhood was a well established ideal in the communities that the mothers come from, allegedly 

space for personal ambitions are non-existent after childbirth. The questions that arise in this 

context are whether there are indications of alternative strategies to avoid conflict while locating 

channels for personal change? Of interest to the discussion is if the discursive norms can be useful 

for legitimising women’s strategies which “bend” rules of gender conduct for example. By 

applying ‘elasticity’ and successively expanding ‘doing’ within the frameworks of discourses 

perhaps social transformation is initiated at micro levels. I will attempt to argue that the gaps 

between discourses, as ideals and norms, and actual ‘doing’ permit glimpses of their constructed 

nature, and that the subsequent collective ‘doing’ and manoeuvring can be seen in relation to 

empowerment.  

 

The external constraints, perceived as discrimination due to gender, caste or ethnicity, lack of 

resources, discursive practices and so on are mirrored in the internal limitations of the mothers. 

Many of them can not and would not conceive of aspiring toward higher education for themselves 

or their children for example, but expressed a resignation of their low status and positioning in 

society. Whether this is a conscious strategy or a profound insight into the structural constraints 

facing them or a resignation that ‘this is not for them’ can be discussed. This could also explain 

reluctance to refer to aspiration on individual basis as well as express compliance with the norm. A 

way around this may be aspirations expressed within the framework of role expectations, in 

keeping with discursive norms. For example many of the mothers in Group B were enthusiastic 

and positive about improving their families’ well-being, many of them had channelled energy into 

small enterprises but they spoke singularly in terms of providing better futures for their children. 

 

An additional aspect of aspiration is raised in McLeod’s ethnographic study, in the way girls 

experience and manipulate the structural forces of class, race and gender. The outset is that 

women, because they “have to contend with patriarchy as a mode of domination as well as class 

and race” see the mothering option as an escape route (McLeod 1995:142). The aspiration of 

motherhood fulfils the roles that patriarchal society defines for girls and women, a way to live up 

to society’s expectations and approval. However, although none of the women regretted having 

children, the illusions surrounding motherhood rapidly vaporise. Poverty and dual burdens of 

nurturing and providing combine with the sense of betrayal from society and in the case of my 

study their husbands, “They (girls) had done what they understood they were supposed to do – 

either willingly or by default – but society seemed to be reneging on its part of the deal”, 

(Rosegrant in Macleod 1995:142, my brackets).  

 

Although I have no empirical material on the aspirations of girls prior to motherhood it is likely 

that the thoughts above are applicable also in the context of this study. The motive here is to 
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illustrate again the gap between the ideals and role expectations and the concrete ‘doing’, the lived 

experiences as mothers. Many of the mothers related experiences pertaining to the disappointment 

or resignation of their lives after childbirth, particularly in the treatment by husbands. In some 

cases this was directly related to aspirations of motherhood and wifehood in terms of gaining 

security, status or social approval. 

 

Hema had hoped that marriage and children would provide in her life some of the things that she 

had been deprived of. There was much anger and desperation as she spoke of the situation she was 

in today, with three small children to care for, no work, a husband who had abandoned her and no 

legal documents to show that he was the husband and father. The ideals surrounding marriage and 

motherhood contributed to ideas of heightened status, respectability and perhaps most importantly, 

security. In Hema’s case, as for many other mothers, there was no social safety net to fall back on 

or any family support. The respectability which was assumed would come with motherhood had 

not always been fulfilled; on the contrary the ideals of motherhood gave little relief from structural 

and discursive forces.  

 

8.1.2   Ideals and Doing 

 
“/../ It is the mother through whom patriarchy early teaches the small female her 

proper expectations” (Rich 1995:243) 

 

It is crucial to be reminiscent of the fact that women (also) reproduce the ideals and discourses 

surrounding motherhood – many of the mothers hoped for marriage and a family for their 

daughters in favour of other aspirations ‘despite’ their own experiences. Rani and Devi spoke with 

conviction of the importance that their daughters get married, “otherwise who will look after 

them?” The belief in dependence and protection by men is cemented and further accentuated by 

structural factors such as the lack of social services and provision of security, to these marginalised 

groups in particular. 

 

Malini and Priyanka do not belong to ethnically segregated groups, such as the mothers in group C 

or Tamil mothers living and working on the tea estates. I do not want to draw hasty conclusions 

based on the marginal access to material that this field study provided. However, the mothers who 

were not socially discriminated on the basis of ethnicity combined with where they lived (although 

they were discriminated in other respects, gender, class etc) appeared to have more optimistic 

views on the potential betterment of life through education and employment. They expressed their 

priorities as getting their daughters educated “so that they can get good jobs”. They also expressed 

that it was up to their daughters if they wished to marry or not.  
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Regardless of what the mothers hoped for their daughters, took part in reproducing or attempted to 

change, the ideals of marriage and childrearing continue to persist. The pervasiveness of these 

discourses are expressions of ruling relations in the lives of a majority of men and women (Smith 

1987, 1999, 2005). The gaping contradictory cleft between ideals and harsh lived experiences of 

the mothers that I met testifies to the gendered nature of the alternatives that are perceived and 

made available. A decision to not choose marriage or childbirth results in social exclusion, or at 

best being treated with pity and disregard. The ideals of motherhood epitomises the contradiction 

between the social and the personal, the abstract idea and the stark concrete experience; the 

invisible which forms the grids within which individuals act, behave and think but have little 

control over and the way power defines which options are made available (Kabeer 2001; Smith 

1987, 2005). 

 

Adrienne Rich presents a thought-provoking description of what she means is a false polarisation 

of motherhood and childless women. By projecting (historically and still today) dichotomous 

attributes to motherhood vis-à-vis women without children (child-free or child-less?), women’s 

sexuality, purpose and value has been inherently tied to nurturing and rearing. 

 
“Throughout recorded history the “childless” woman has been regarded (with 

certain specific exceptions, such as the cloistered nun or temple virgin) as a failed 

woman, unable to speak for the rest of her sex, and omitted from the hypocritical 

and palliative reverence accorded the mother. /../ They have been seen as 

embodiments of the great threat to male hegemony: the woman who is not tied to 

the family, who is disloyal to the law of heterosexual pairing and bearing” (Rich 

1995:251-252).  

 

This is a vivid illustration of how naturalisation of dominant ideas are cemented to the extent that 

non conformity, whether ‘childless’, or ‘childfree’, has severe repercussions, albeit explicit to 

varying degrees in different cultural and social contexts. Motherhood appears so central to the 

discourses of women’s roles and expectations of girls, that the inability to give birth or choice to 

stay childfree irrevocably brings with it complex internal, (e.g. sense of failure, shame, inferiority) 

and external consequences (e.g. social stigmatisation). As a small trajectory to do with this theme 

is the discrimination and/or unpopularity of women with young children, or pregnant, in the 

employment sector (Anderson 2000; Ramazanoglu 2002). Discourses are contrary but to draw 

conclusions on the basis of their arbitrariness often eludes us.  
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The contrast between the different groups and individual mothers was apparent and reflects the 

contextual differences of the mothers’ lives but also other aspects which are difficult to 

compartmentalise. In general these aspects touch upon issues that contribute to the perceptions of 

self identity in tension with the identity and roles that society confers. For some educating their 

children in spite of their own low educational levels indicates capacity and agency to confront the 

structural impediments, gendered constraints and internal apprehension.  

 

Priyanka was only fourteen when she gave birth to the first of four children and is adamant that 

their schooling is of extreme priority. At 29, she channels her energy completely toward the 

responsibility for her children, with no social network around her. There are some applicable 

theoretical frameworks through which we can analyse the different decision-making processes 

although severe explanatory gaps will persist, due to numerous reasons (not least the short time 

span of the field study and limited depth of material). Here I will refer to Macleod’s study of social 

immobility in a low-income region in the USA where the concept of habitus takes the essence of 

choice and limited alternatives to more profound level (McLeod 1995). 

 

As McLeod portrays in “Ain’t No Makin’ It” (ibid 1995), the way an individual’s aspirations take 

shape reflect the “internalisation of objective probabilities”. In other words circumstances and the 

accumulation of socialisation and experiences are determining in how an individual perceives 

her/his possibilities, capabilities and ambitions. McLeod bases his discussion on Bourdieu’s theory 

of habitus26 (see also theory section), which he interprets to be the mediating link between the 

agency and social structure, bridging subjective perceptions with outer limitations causing 

individuals to act and think as they do (McLeod 1995). In line with this argument parallels can be 

drawn to the poor mothers in this study and the limitations which they perceive and how these 

work to inhibit their aspirations also contributing to the reproduction of these very limitations. 

”The habitus engenders attitudes and conduct that enables objective social structures to succeed in 

reproducing themselves” (McLeod 1995:15). However, it would be in all unfairness to interpret 

the impression of inhibited aspirations as lack of awareness or resistance or will to bring about 

social transformation. In using this discussion my aim is to comprehend the relationship between 

accumulated experiences and internalised values with the external world in all its intricacy.  

 

A graphic example of this problematic is the continual portrayal of women singularly within 

traditional roles such as motherhood rather than individual agents involved in changing processes 

                                                 
26 Bourdieu defines the concept of habitus as, ”a system of lasting, transposable dispositions which, 
integrating past experiences, functions at every moment as a matrix of perceptions, appreciations, and 
actions”. The habitus “could be considered as a subjective but not individual system of internalised 
structures, schemes of perception, conception and action common to all members of the same group or 
class” (in McLeod 1995:14-15) 
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(Kabeer 1994; Martinsson 2006; Parpart 2002). From the perspective of development 

organisations, viewing women with children only within the frame of motherhood defines the 

shape and content of interventionist strategies. This also leaves less room for women to voice 

personal needs separate from the responsibilities of the family and home. Additionally, the already 

etched associations of femininity are accentuated further thus reproducing these discourses. After a 

group interview a representative from one organisation declared, 

 
“It is no use working with these mothers. They just do not care. Look at their 

children, left to fend for themselves. /../ It is better to work with the younger 

generation”.  

 

Irrespective of what this perception is grounded on it is possible that directing strategies toward 

mothers is done on the basis of betterment for children or the family or community as a whole and 

seldom on the premises of women as individuals. “The advancement of women is good for the 

whole community” was common rhetoric among workers within the organisations. With the 

perpetuation of gendered roles, “motherhood may continue to represent the only feasible route to 

self-realization open to many women” (Kabeer 1994:221). 

 

Similarly, critics purport that mainstream development agencies strategically include 

empowerment on the agenda with claims of supposed pay-offs in other areas; economic growth, 

fertility/demography, children’s welfare and so on (Chant 2006). Another significant point to be 

made in this area is the emphasis at all development levels on maternal responsibility and the 

neglect to include paternal roles and responsibilities (Kottegoda 2004). There was a prevailing 

view that trying to recruit and work with men/husbands was fruitless, referring to their alcoholism, 

abusiveness and resistance to changes in gender roles.  

 

Questions which need to be posed in this context are whether needs evaluations are embedded in 

women’s every day experiences including participatory contributions? How are poor and 

marginalised women and mothers regarded by the rest of society and how do these expectations 

reflect in their roles? Can women begin to formulate personal aspirations without the patriarchal 

structures being confronted and opposed? In order to begin to dissect these issues it is pertinent to 

look at the underlying conditions from which these women interact and make choices. 

 

8.1.3   Choice 

When reasoning in terms of choice there are important aspects which need to be considered, such 

as the alternatives available, the extent of awareness of these alternatives and the conditions from 

which choices are made. The concept of choice is closely linked with empowerment and theories 
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diverge on accessibility, availability and achievability of choices (Kabeer 2001; Parpart 2002). 

Whilst some focus on the importance of “knowing” to empower from ”within” others posit that 

power inequities present hindrances that undermine women’s “knowing”. 

 
“It is the very restrictions on women’s life choices that help to curtail their ability 

to “know” other ways of being and to engage in the analytical process by which 

their structural, rather than individual interests as a subordinated category come 

more clearly into view” (Kabeer 1994:228) 

 

It is apparent from the interviews with poor mothers that restrictions, both structural and 

discursive, in their lives limit alternatives and choices available to them. In many cases it is also 

evident that discursive practices contribute to women focusing on the individual rather than the 

collective subordination these impose, such as inflicting self blame and shame when exposed to 

abuse. In this sense not “knowing” constricts the analytical process which could result in the 

awareness of female discrimination and gender inequalities. However, in the narratives of women 

there were constant inferences to the “plight of women” and “what can you expect. We are born 

women and have to bear these burdens”.  

 

There is therefore a collective understanding that women categorically are exposed to adverse 

conditions and subjected to oppressive practices on the basis of gender. The self evident 

explanation to the perpetuation of gender inequality in this context would be that internalising 

discourses provides means to normalise and legitimise repressive practices, suggesting that women 

have internalised their social status as individuals of lower value. Studies also show that men and 

women can recognise and admit to gender inequalities but see these as differences and not in terms 

of inequity or that they are unjust (Kabeer 2001). Furthermore, women and mothers persist in 

making choices which continue to reproduce gender discrimination and reinforce the subordinate 

status of girls and women.  

 

But can we conclude that women, in this case poor, rural mothers with no or little education, 

unquestioningly accept overt bias on the premises of tradition or social norms? What happens 

when marginalised women do speak out or break away from dominant discourses and what are the 

costs of choice? Are there other determinants which need to be considered to understand the 

workings of power relations to do with collaboration, conformity and consequences of challenging 

the social order? These are some of the questions that should be posed in analysing the impact of 

external and internal processes for and in empowerment.  
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8.1.4   Reflexivity and Critical Consciousness 

Kabeer’s thoughts on empowerment and capacity to orient the power within, includes reasoning 

around the concept of choice as alternatives at discursive levels. This is about reflexivity and a 

critical consciousness, the ability to imagine choosing differently, to move from acquiescence to a 

critical questioning of the social order (Kabeer 2001). Being able to critically analyse one’s own 

situation and conceive of other alternatives and possibilities, ‘at least’ in the imagination reveals 

the process of identifying taken-for-grantedness and questioning the rules and norms which 

conduct every-day life experiences. Others have also pointed to the dynamic process in 

individual’s agency and autonomy interacting with structural determinants, and the significance of 

being able to envisage possibilities (Smith 2005; MacLeod 1995).  

 

Skeggs warns of risks in the conceptualisation of self as reflexive27, the focus on the ability to 

‘think’, and “that access to particular forms of knowledge can be acquired” at all (Skeggs 2004:81, 

italics in original). Assumptions of the universality of a reflexive self insinuates other ways of 

‘self-making’ as pathological, “failure of the self to know its self” she claims, drawing parallels to 

the ‘rational actor’ (ibid). With respect to the validity of Skeggs logic, the idea that individuals 

access and process the knowledge attained within their local and particularistic contexts through 

experience rests on grounds that there is no universal knowledge to access. Arriving at insights of 

alternative paths in life or that inequalities are structural and not self inflicted have significance for 

transformation and resisting discourses through innovative strategies. This does not mutually 

exclude the force of structural and dominant constraints. 

 

How can we begin to understand what prompts and facilitates this process? How and where do the 

mothers in this study access alternative ways of being and doing to that defined by ruling 

relations? The interviews, individual and in groups were more than my partaking in local everyday 

knowledge, an interaction unfolded where topics were discussed and aired. In the more in-depth 

interviews it became apparent that both the subject and I became increasingly reflective on 

contextual aspects as well as comparisons that arose between our different experiences.  

 

The awareness of their own situation, the difficulties that were associated with womanhood were 

acknowledged but attributed to the traditions and customs. Having the time to sit and contemplate, 

to take a break from the daily stress of survival, to hear themselves speak of their experiences and 

hear others reiterate many of the issues, to be asked questions of whether they as individuals had 

                                                 
27 The model of the reflexive universal self is promoted by Anthony Giddens (1991) and Ulrich Beck (1992). 
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aspirations and dreams was both liberating and painful.28 Malini was only one of the many 

mothers who told me that no one had ever asked her what she wanted to do with her life. The 

opportunity to voice and articulate thoughts which have to be obliterated in the pressures of 

everyday life actualities seemed to have effects on concealed consciousness (Kabeer 1994; 

Rowlands 1997; Smith 1999, 2005).  

 

8.2 Structural Dimensions 

 

From the narratives and observations some ideas of the structural constraints was gathered which 

also has been related to secondary sources. These themes are the result of a difficult selection 

including the frequency and emphasis given by the mothers themselves to different issues. Some 

of these aspects were part of the discourses prevalent during the time I spent in Sri Lanka, and 

appeared in contexts of popular debate, media, policy levels and so forth. Other issues, such as 

childbirth and segregation were absent from much of the social debate as far as I could gather. The 

significance of these issues in the lives of the mothers, perceived and factual, are the primary 

motivation for their inclusion in the discussion to follow.  

 

8.2.1   Segregation and Marginalisation    

The exclusion that the women experienced, social, economic and occasionally political, was 

attributed to ethnicity, gender and/or poverty to varying degrees. According to my interpretation, 

the most marked distinction between the mothers within the groups and individually stemmed 

from perceptions of marginalisation and segregation29. The mothers live in rural areas and are 

more or less integrated in the rest of society, depending on a variety of factors. Physical isolation 

and practical obstacles result in additional hindrances for mobility which in turn affects livelihood 

and the potential for collective mobilisation “power with,” the sharing of experiences and the 

empowerment that comes with acknowledgment.  

 

Isolation on the basis of marginalisation, gender norms and discrimination, being excluded 

because of poverty, as a woman being a single head of household or due to ethnicity or caste are 

additional factors which are debilitating for empowerment (Chant 2006; Kabeer 1994). Numerous 

social practices and institutions epitomise immobility such as: segregated temples according to 

caste; arranged marriages usually within caste (see also Jabbar 2005); gender, caste and ethnicity 

                                                 
28 This has ethical implications for me as a researcher and it is extremely difficult when in the context of 
doing field research to pursue in a way that does not raise “false hopes”. 
29 Marginalisation: on the outer limits, existing on the fringes of a group   
Segregation: separated, isolated from, not integrated (Oxford Dictionary, 1988) 
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based discrimination in schools and employment wise and several additional aspects by which the 

‘social order’ is preserved.  

 

There were marked differences in the type of solidarity and cohesion between the mothers in the 

groups. Group C provided a social network and support for each other and an identity on the basis 

of their segregation. The exclusion and “disqualification” of the village at large from social 

expectations and norms seemed to result in a heightened sense of solidarity but also distancing 

from social codes of behaviour. The overt discrimination on the basis of caste, that the children 

were subjected to at school, the adults in employment and the mothers at the hospitals (examples 

quoted in the interviews and from observations (see also Jabbar 2005; Ganepola & Thalayasingam 

2004), had the effect of creating alternative ways of adjusting and aligning to discursive 

practices.30 This repositioning creates or at least appears to ‘stretch’ existing dominant discourses 

but whether this leads to substantial change of betterment for these mothers needs to be analysed 

further. 

 

The experiences of the mothers in this group revealed a sense of discrimination not only based on 

ethnicity as Tamils but as “untouchables”, that is being discriminated by other Tamils also. My 

impressions were that whilst this group was described as deviating expressed on the basis of 

certain characteristics and behaviour (by interpreters, organisations, mainstream discourse), these 

stereotypical depictions coincided with other forms of generalised categorisation e.g. class present 

in other discourses (Skeggs 2004 and 1997). Further, the lack of analysing poverty from gender, 

caste/class and ethnicity perspectives by the aid organisations for example, neglected to see 

possible explanations behind attitudes toward education and high drop out rates as well as 

mothers’ reluctance to contact health services (also Jabbar 2005).  

 

It is extremely difficult to draw conclusions of empowerment based on the ‘critical consciousness’ 

of the mothers in Group C. Although they were strikingly more blunt and critical of gender roles 

and discrimination and aware of their situation in many ways, the limitations in terms of access 

and power over resources, their voicelessness and extreme (internalised) marginalisation are more 

than obvious. It is as Skeggs suggests, “by the emotions of affect that class struggle is being 

expressed, although not often heard” and the production of subjectivities from alternative ‘use-

value’, “not just based on necessitarianism, suffering and subject to forces, but on living life with a 

different set of values” (Skeggs 2004:91).31 The parallel that I draw here is that the repositioning 

and alternative use-value that evolves in subordinate contexts may be challenges to ruling relations 
                                                 
30 Similarly other studies show that internal caste restrictions grow increasingly rigid higher up in the caste 
hierarchy, especially with regard to seclusion and mobility in striving for status differentiation (Chen 1995). 
31 It is not my intention to include an analysis of class in this thesis, although it is pertinent to include class 
as an important exclusionary variable. 
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in that they are oppositionary but fail to transform these dominant discourses on the same 

premises. In a sense they are covert challenges and although constrained in the wider context they 

are collective ways of ‘doing.’ 

 

The mothers in Group B comprise mixed ethnicity which was not voiced as a specific issue. Their 

perceptions of marginalisation were expressed more on the basis of gender and poverty (class) in 

general, describing resistance to their empowering processes by men and political actors or 

wealthy landowners in the villages. Being poor meant less access to the political and decision-

making arenas for men and women alike. Most of these mothers could envisage accessing 

decision-making arenas if they obtained access to resources, signifying differences in the 

perceptions of constraints.  

 
“If we compare even to three or four years ago, our situation is getting better. 

Now we also dare to speak out. Even some of our husbands listen /../ but there are 

those (men) who feel threatened or do not want us to become independent. 

Especially some local politicians are working against us” - Mother in Group B 

during interview 

 

Regular meetings and social gatherings as well as structured programmes as part of the aid 

organisation’s strategies had contributed to some power within and power with through the 

mobilisation and internal collective support of smaller groups within Group B32. The capacity to 

conceive of alternative life experiences and well-being, and the awareness of women’s rights as 

individuals appeared to be the result of a combination of effective interventionist strategy and the 

conditions and capabilities of the mothers during a long period of time. Although all of the 

mothers described the level of difficulty in creating a life for themselves and their children, they 

did not experience over whelming restrictions of mobility, or discrimination. 

  

The significance of these mothers’ perceptions of their own situation is the dramatic 

transformation in their own lives over the past few years, through collective sharing of 

experiences. These empowering processes were attributed to the collective social ‘doing’ which 

initially gave them ideas of alternative ways of being and living. In spite of differences (age, 

ethnicity, individual capacities), their everyday lives as mothers allowed for ‘glimpsing’ of the 

constructions that sustained their collective subordination as women. Accessing these glimpses 

also rearranged the discursive power positioning them socially and began to stretch the matrices 

                                                 
32 Group B comprised a large group of women from different villages that met on a regular basis at the 
organisation for meetings, follow-ups and training. 
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within which they manoeuvred. This is central to my discussion of empowering experiences and 

ruling discourses (see also Kabeer 1994, 2001; Parpart 2002; Rowlands 1997). 

 

In this context, where and how you live is not to be underestimated. The enclave character of the 

estate sector still exists to a considerable degree, and those who work with picking tea for 

example, live and work within the estate. Here as in the society at large the patriarchal system is 

interwoven with hierarchical social structure and whilst the estate Tamils are discriminated on the 

basis of ethnicity and occupation, there exists internal systems of gender-based power (Gunetilleke 

et al 2005; Philips 2005; Piyarathne 2004). Conditions for teapluckers are harsh; their exclusion 

increases the insecurity for women and the living conditions present constraints for collective 

mobilisation. Unlike the mothers in Group C, the mothers who lived and worked on estates, had no 

or very little social network and expressed great restraint in analysing their situation. It is possible 

that they suffered from increased pressure and disapproval due to being single heads of household.   

 

8.2.2   Childbirth and Sexuality  

About half a million women die annually in childbirth, one woman every minute. The majority of 

these women live in rural regions of poor countries. The risks involved in childbirth can 

sometimes be overlooked by those of us who take for granted the health services and facilities 

available in rich countries. Many of the risks concern the young age of mothers, lack of maternal 

health care and nutrition, lack of awareness pertaining to health care and complications arising 

during and post labour. Maternal mortality rates are also linked to the four million or so new born 

babies that die each year and wider and long term effects on siblings and the rest of the family.33 

The lack of reproductive rights, underprovided health facilities and status of women cross cut to 

demonstrate how inequity can have severe consequences.  

 

Childbirth and pregnancy was not described as remarkable or burdensome in relation to other 

issues by the women interviewed although inferences were made to surrounding aspects such as 

social segregation and experiences of discrimination and derogatory treatment in health care (see 

interview extract in section on presentation of material). Child bearing in itself poses enormous 

risks for these women however, particularly since this does not qualify them to any advantages in 

the way of lessened burdens at home or at the workplace, or even food. The responsibility of 

contraception and other aspects surrounding pregnancy and birth appeared to rest solely on these 

                                                 
33 For more information see ://www.unmillenniumproject.org/reports/tf_health.htm, 
http://www.undp.org/mdg/goal5.shtml;http://www.savethechildren.org/publications/mothers/2006/SOWM_
2006_final.pdf 
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women. Their reluctance to dwell on these issues signified an acceptance of the naturalisation of 

the gender order and discourses of impurity.  

 

Motherhood was a painful transition for many of them, physically, mentally and psychologically. 

Among most of them motherhood was not an option, but closely linked with womanhood, for 

many of them in their early teens. Reproduction and rearing children is still predominantly 

associated with women and part of controlling female sexuality. The necessity of a wife being a 

virgin upon marriage and a married woman producing children limits her sexuality in accordance 

with the ideals (see also Jayaweera 1999a; Kottegoda 2004). Malini explained that should a 

woman be barren (if a couple can not have children it is most often assumed the woman is “to 

blame”), she would be looked down upon and called derogatory names, maladi or vandthe gani.   

 

Low maternal health amongst many of these woman and their newborn and neglect to include the 

issue of sexuality and childbirth in development contexts illustrates the lack of priority and low 

status of the questions and of these mothers (and sensitivity). Whilst there appeared to be a 

unquestioning reliance on the expertise of professional medicine by the women, there was 

simultaneously apprehension and insecurity as to the professionalism in the practical 

implementation, referring to experiences of discrimination and ill-treatment by nurses and doctors 

(see also Attanayake 2003; Piyarathne 2004). Discrimination on the basis of poverty, caste and 

ethnicity drove many of the mothers to alternative sources of health care (more or less reliable) 

and giving birth in the homes without adequate facilities or monitoring. 

 

Pregnancies out of official wedlock lead to social stigmatisation of the mother and child, further 

discouraging them to seek professional aid. Also pregnancies resulting from rape are associated 

with promiscuity and further isolate women and heightens the threat to their security (de Alwis 

2002; Jayaweera 1999b; Philips 2005; Kabeer 1994). As has been described in the previous 

section discourses of virginity and chastity are central and contribute to control female sexuality 

but also to limit mobility and in turn have further impacts in the lives of girls and women. 

Similarly, discourses of motherhood and continued restrictions of female movement and 

participation in public contexts after marriage are means of ensuring chastity and fidelity. On a 

deeper level female modesty and asexuality in contrast to masculinity reflects relations of power 

based on submission and authority (Fenstermaker et al 2002; Kabeer 1994; Walby 1997; Wharton 

2005).  
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8.2.3   Violence  
“Feminist knowledge of male violence requires a redefinition of public and 

private boundaries. The violence that occurs in the private sphere cannot be 

separated from the legitimation of male dominance, the greater value of men, and 

the dominance of patriarchal political and economic institutions in the public 

sphere” (Ramazanoglu 1989:68) 

 

Domestic violence and gendered violence are naturalised by discourses of gender norms, and 

women who are abused in the home or work place often project the blame on themselves. There 

were countless incidents during my field work when the mothers asked me how often my husband 

beat me or expressed that a husband was good because “he does not beat me so much”. Violence 

was a recurring theme in our conversations about marriage and relationships, although the mothers 

never spoke of the abuse in terms of violence but as expressions of frustration on the part of the 

husband, or that “he only hits me when he is troubled” and so on. Abuse of women and children 

was regarded as a vent for uncontrollable male behaviour as was the consumption of alcohol and 

even rape. So while the mother’s would express the “wrongness” of abuse, drunkenness and rape 

(“chi, he is a very bad person” or “it is good you have found a husband who doesn’t drink and hit 

you”) there was simultaneously an acceptance of it as normality and the opposite, i.e. “good men” 

as exceptions.  

 

While much violence was experienced within the privacy of the household, living without a 

husband exaggerated the insecurity and vulnerability for many women. Domestic violence is 

increasingly highlighted at different levels, policy, institutional etc. as “a grave issue in Sri Lanka” 

(Kottegoda 2004:7)34  

 
“In Sri Lankan society, where social norms are governed by an ideology which 

condones male control over women in many aspects, but especially in the realm of 

sexuality and intimacy, violence against women tends to be accepted as being part of 

our ‘culture’ or worse, to be blamed on the victim as something she brings upon 

herself through perceived misconduct by her” (Kottegoda 2004:7) 

 

There are also theories positing that men losing economic advantages and alternatives may 

increase the risk of violence directed toward women (Chant 2006; Kottegoda 2003). The 

Prevention of Domestic Violence Bill was passed in parliament in August 2005, bringing in laws 

to arrest the growing trend of domestic violence in the country. The Bureau for the Protection of 

                                                 
34 see also “We can End Violence Against Women”, http://www.wecanendvaw.org/view-srilanka.htm 
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Children and Women received 1,314 complaints of violent crimes against women in 200535. 

However, most women do not report abuse or sexual harassment for a variety of reasons; lack of 

awareness of legislation, lack of faith in the judicial and police authorities, personal shame and 

fear of further reprisals and so forth. While contextualisation is stressed as important in this thesis 

indications of certain gender roles and norms being more congruent than culture specific 

expressions have been described in many literary sources, particular concerning domestic violence. 

Why women remain silent world wide reflects a general problematic and is essential in revealing 

universal structural injustices (Kabeer 1994; Walby 1997). 36 

 

The study carried out by Amarasinghe et al of sexual harassment of women using public transport 

in Colombo illustrates several of the underlying discourses and structural factors in my own 

findings (Amarasinghe et al 2005). Respondents in their study described contributory reasons for 

sexual harassment as: wearing unsuitable clothes, behaving in an unsuitable manner, travelling 

alone, travelling at wrong times and not protesting. All the women (and girls) expressed 

knowledge of what defines sexual harassment.  

 

Similarly, I found that knowledge of what is meant by sexual abuse and harassment was universal 

among the mothers in my study, and responsibility was largely directed toward women themselves 

or if otherwise not reported. Sexual harassment is a criminal offence carrying a maximum sentence 

of five years in prison; however, according to sources these laws are not enforced (Amarasinghe et 

al 200537). In general when I asked questions on the lack of reporting incidents the answers 

reflected perceptions of discrimination due to poverty, gender or ethnicity. I will return more to the 

interconnectedness of these factors in creating a sense of vulnerability and marginalisation.  

 

8.2.4   The Household  

Conventional views in ‘the West’ within and outside development approaches have been that 

women in the developing part of the world need to be aided in enlightenment and assisted to 

liberation. A primary criterion of this was (is) employment and economic independence where 

“women are enabled to leave seclusion behind, and enter the world of paid work with the 

associated privileges of citizenship of the public sphere and decreased control over them by fathers 

and husbands” (Walby 1997:46), (see also Connelly et al 2000; Rathgeber 1995; Razawi & Miller 

                                                 
35 http://www.wecanendvaw.org/view-srilanka.htm 
36 I have not included child abuse in this study although I was confronted with this issue in the interviews 
with the mothers. This form of abuse is needless to say complex, especially sexual abuse and would require 
extremely sensitised methods in doing a field study. I have listened to accounts from mothers and include 
their worries and feelings of insecurity in this analysis but will avoid specifically focusing on the 
vulnerability of children in this respect due to complexity of the topic and my lack of experience and 
knowledge. 
37 http://www.wecanendvaw.org/view-srilanka.htm) 
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1995). This is widely contested today where the complexity of women’s work in the household 

and in the formal labour market need to analysed against transitions and relations of power (Chant 

2006; Walby 1997; Wharton 2005). Access to the public labour market and wage cannot 

automatically be translated as; increased control/disposition over income, (correlate also to the 

ideals of ‘sacrifice’ where the wife/mother ought to place herself last), increased autonomy, 

economic independence, access to other public spheres (i.e. increased mobility), increased intra-

household power (e.g. in decision-making) or increased gender equality.  

 

In the same way the work performed within the household also requires deeper analysis. The time 

spent on food preparation and household chores needs to be put in the context of very little or no 

technical equipment, often no running water, no refrigeration and limited resources overall. The 

triple burdens of household work, caring for children and employment do have consequences for 

the well being of women. “We are used to working”, the women used to say when I inquired to 

their perceptions of the workload. It would be to simplify the meaning attached to caring and 

nurturing, irrespective of discursive ideals and norms, which many mothers expressed. This is an 

important aspect related to agency and empowerment which tends to be ignored or labelled under 

diverse interpretations of the division of labour and household work emanating from western 

feminist theory. My point is to take precautions in relating choice and emancipation with formal 

employment as given, leaving limited space for alternative experiences of empowerment (see also 

hooks 2000; Mohanty 1997; Parpart et al 2002).    

 

In much analysis of the family and household, dichotomous discussions along the lines of 

reproduction and production and the public and private have been common. What this actually 

means contextually becomes complex when this division is blurred, when women bear the sole 

responsibility for the production in and outside the home, when women do domestic work in 

other’s households and when production and distribution of resources and decision-making within 

the household is disaggregated (Anderson 2000; Chant 2006; Walby 1997). Walby makes a valid 

point in referring to domestic work that “the issue is not the distinction between tasks, but rather 

between the social relations under which these forms of work are performed” (Walby 1990:62).38  

 

From the interviews and other material it is apparent that women and girls generally perform all 

work associated with the domestic sphere, particularly in the rural areas. Consequences of this are 

                                                 
38 I find much of Walby’s discussion on household relations stems from a cost/benefit analysis and material 
rationality, for example when she writes of women “assessing whether marriage is in their immediate 
interests or not” (1995:87), and thus neglecting other significant aspects, such as power and ‘feelings’ of 
love and infatuation. 
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not only the dual workload with their entry into the labour market but also invisibility of much of 

the work that women do. Measurements of poverty are still limited to indicators related to income 

and paid labour or aggregated household income which neglects to consider other significant 

aspects. Working in the public sphere and entering the labour market did not correspond to 

economic independence nor can conclusions of empowerment be made on this basis as has been 

seen in narratives (see also Chant 2006; Connell 2002; Kottegoda 1999).  

 

Feminists in particular, have strived to make women’s labour (especially women’s unpaid labour) 

visible thereby pointing to how this work becomes devalued in relation to the work done by men.  
 

“Once women were defined as workers, rather than just as wives and mothers, the 

extent and variation of male dominance around the world became much easier to 

recognise. Social distinctions between men’s work and women’s work concealed 

divisions in access to land, knowledge, skills and other resources, the control of 

labour, and rights to dispose of what was produced” (Ramazanoglu 1989:78) 

 

Domestic work is part of the informal labour that is not included in general assessments of 

economic growth or production, and is invisible in terms of countries’ GNP. The devaluation of 

the work predominantly performed by women is not only linked to the absence of monetary 

appraisals but to ideals of womanhood. Discourses of housekeeping and being the ‘homemaker’ 

strengthens stereotypical perceptions and disseminates the gendered division of labour. Whilst 

idealising the role of housewife confining domestic work as ‘women’s work’ means it is 

undervalued and perceived as below the dignity of men and masculinity, by both men and women 

(Chant 2006; Philips 2005). To challenge the gendered division of labour is to challenge gender 

identities and often the husband as the male most immediately near. The direct consequence of a 

‘disorder’ in gender identities is to approach which alternatives that are accessible otherwise. 

Underlying relations of power and reinforcements of gender hierarchy through these contradictory 

discourses of naturalisation are evident (Kabeer 1994; Philips 2005).  

 

The household should be analysed in light of differential control over and access to resources and 

as arenas of competing claims, power, interests, resources etc. By disaggregating households in 

economic and development assessments, strategies to bring about empowerment would be 

grounded. A household contains various systems of distribution and inequalities which are not 

made visible as long as indicators and measures are primarily concerned with market based 

methods of calculating or linear measures of development (i.e. economic growth, equal 

development). There are several theories, feminist and other, challenging traditional ways of 

monitoring, assessing and conceptualising poverty, development and intra-household 
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production/reproduction, (Chant 2006; Kabeer 1994; Razawi & Miller 1995). It is relevant to point 

to the gaps which are produced when the household is neglected as important indicators of gender 

equity in society at large. 

 
“Household-level research has accordingly demonstrated there is often as much 

going in within the home as outside it which determines women’s poverty, well-

being and power “ (Chant 2006: 100) 

 

Though much of household work is measured according to economic rationale I believe it is 

significant to include the value ascribed through the individual narratives of mothers to the work 

they do. The meaning attached to performing work and caring for children is often restricted to the 

lens of oppression and constraints, in feminist and development rhetoric, whilst many mothers 

regard their work as important and essential. It is key not to be overly reductive in analysing 

motherhood and the domestic role, on the one hand keeping to materialist rationale and on the 

other assigning these to ‘false consciousness’ or the family-household as singularly oppressive 

(Kabeer 1994; Ramazanoglu 1989; Ramazanoglu & Holland 2002).   

 

The mothers in this study can be categorised roughly into two different groups, those who have a 

history of women working within and outside the household, predominantly as teapluckers and 

general cleaners and those who have entered the labour market recently39. Traditional occupations 

are linked with caste, ethnicity and gender (such as picking tea and cleaning) which indicate more 

rigid mobility and susceptibility to discrimination (Gunetilleke et al 2005; Jabbar 2005). None of 

the women belonging to this category could envisage finding higher status employment (it is 

necessary to mention that the net salary of working as a cleaner could be considerably higher than 

working as a daily labourer in the fields for example), since the socially restraining barriers were 

perceived to be so restrictive. Since the mothers came from context of absolute poverty and had no 

formal qualifications there were marginal alternatives in localising work.  

 

Disapproval of the women working outside the home related to discourses of seclusion and the 

inappropriateness based on norms of occupational status. The latter is a vast topic and cannot be 

divulged further here, keeping in mind however, that caste, ethnicity and other complex aspects 

work to create a social organisation of occupation and vocation40  (Jabbar 2005). Norms for social 

conduct restrict what and where women may be employed as well as discourses relating to the 

transgression of boundaries between the home and ‘outside’. Discourses of seclusion relate to 
                                                 
39 Employment of women increased after the economic restructuring of the 1970’s and the expanding textile industry 
and migrant (push) labour to the Middle East countries (primarily domestic and unqualified labour) (Kottegoda 2003). 
40 There exist various systems of stratifying and organising occupations on the basis of caste, gender and ethnicity which 
are more or less relevant in Sri Lanka today. Tea plucking for example is carried out exclusively by low caste Tamils 
(Ganepola & Thalayasingam 2004).  
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female promiscuity and inappropriate behaviour which are regarded as sexual provocations that 

entail legitimacy of sexual harassment and abuse (Kabeer 1994; Philips 2006; Kottegoda 2004; 

UNESCAP 2006).  

 

Relating this to the extensive movements in the public of the tea plucking and cleaning women, 

who by necessity must also perform some of the work separate from the protection of the group, 

could explain why they are socially viewed in derogatory terms and subject to marginalisation and 

segregation (Philips 2005). Furthermore, gender inequalities and power relations within the 

household seem to be transferred to public spheres, excluding women from decision-making and 

controlling resources. So while women’s roles may change or transform integration into the labour 

market often leads to employment at the lowest rungs, with less pay and worse conditions than 

men, retaining gendered positions in tact (Connell 2002; Connelly et al 2000; Kottegoda 2004; 

Philips 2005).  

 
“ while there are many changes which facilitate women’s entry into the public 

sphere there are not so many which improve the position of women in it” (Walby 

1990:171)  

 

The rising demand for domestic labour, nationally (with increasing material standards and possibly 

women entering the labour market) and from other countries, along with increasing economical 

expectations on women has accelerated the traditional low income, low status occupation of young 

girls and women. Employment within this sector has been under critical debate in Sri Lanka due to 

massive inadequacy of legal protection, absence of rights, along with vulnerability and conditions 

of this kind of service. Recently the Sri Lankan Government passed a ban on mothers with 

children under the age of five taking jobs as housemaids abroad, based on motivations of 

protecting young children from the social disruption this causes. The ban was initiated by the 

minister for women’s empowerment and criticised most strongly by one of the forefront women’s 

rights activists in Sri Lanka, Nimalka Fernando41 illustrating conflicting claims on women’s 

emancipations also at domestic levels42.  

 

The internal dynamics of domestic work and implications for women working within this mode of 

production illustrate why transitions to waged labour cannot singularly signify empowerment, here 

the private is inextricably intertwined with the public. Anderson’s study of migrant domestic 

labour also makes a point which can be applied to the context here, that domestic workers are 

                                                 
41 http://southasia,oneworld.net/article/view/147133/1/  
42 It pertinent to keep in mind the diversity of women’s experiences also reflects at development and policy 
levels as to claims of knowledge and ‘reality’ pertaining to women’s rights. 
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constructed as ‘more suitable’ on the basis of skin colour, religion and nationality (Anderson 

2000). From the narratives of mother’s who have experiences of domestic work as ‘maids’ I would 

argue that ethnicity, caste and gender are also basis on which stereotypical domestic workers are 

construed and part of social positioning by dominant groups in society. Malini and Shanthi had 

first hand experiences of domestic labour in extremely oppressive forms as did several other 

mothers in the group interviews. The vulnerability of girls and women points to systemic 

exploitation and subordination by men and women with higher social status and resources. A 

quote from Anderson is illuminating; 

 
“The migrant domestic worker slips into the analytical space between body as 

personhood and body as property. For the domestic worker is selling, not her 

‘labour power’, (the property of the person), but her personhood” (Anderson 

2000:3). 

 

For the many women who have experiences of working as domestic labour it is clear that gender 

and poverty interconnect to uphold hierarchies and subordination. The practice of domestic labour 

appears to be widespread in Sri Lanka, the prevalence of young girls working in homes reveals 

how these stratifications are reproduced. Malini had worked in the home of a woman employed by 

one of the aid organisations and although she was the same age as the woman’s daughter at the 

time it was far from self evident that she would be entitled to an education or other possibilities. It 

is significant to understand the depth of the perception that low class or caste people, even children 

are given as servants in homes with moderate and higher incomes.  

 

So far it is palpable that gender discourses and structural restrictions, in the shape of 

insufficiencies at legal and policy level, implementation at institutional level and so on, limit 

movement and options for women and mothers. It is of course necessary to remember differences 

in experiences depending on a variety of factors such as class (caste), region, circumstance, age, 

etc. Poverty is in itself a vital factor in perceptions of marginalisation and vulnerability which is an 

important discussion in this study. It is also crucial to keep in mind that although I do not include 

men’s experiences here, they need to be diversified along stratified levels of power also. 

Furthermore, the desire for social approval and acceptance of normative gender relations is 

maintained by the exertion of power through diverse members in the patriarchal social context, 

women and men (Connell 2002; Fenstermaker et al 2002). This is fundamental in understanding 

how norms are perpetuated and upheld.  
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8.2.5 Vulnerability 

One of the most significant observations and impressions of the field study was the pervasive fear 

that existed like a constant silent backdrop to every other experience. The fear was attributed to 

various insecurities on the basis of ethnicity, understandably due to the on-going political conflict, 

gender (fear of rape and abuse) and to marginalisation and poverty. Being poor is being 

vulnerable. For most of the mothers the fear of being in the wrong place at the wrong time had to 

be ignored on a daily basis since every day involved decisions and strategies to cope with the basic 

necessities.  

 

Listening to the life stories of the mothers and the hardships that they are exposed to from 

childhood clearly portrayed the will and creativity to find strategies by manoeuvring among the 

conflicting and often contradictory discourses. This is about the stark reality of finding a way to 

survive for most of them, of finding means by which they can feed their children with minimal 

risks to their security, social exclusion and degradation. For a majority of women the impacts of 

hunger, insecurity and vulnerability had weakened them physically and mentally. Everyday 

experiences were about managing risks and uncertainty, about coping tactics to avoid total 

obliteration in case of crises.  

 

The lack of resources and structural factors, from fluctuating market prices to lack of amenities, 

increases physical vulnerability, economic insecurity and social exclusion for those living in 

poverty. Add to this a context of violence as a state of normality, provoking spiralling violence as 

part of the legitimacy that results from inability to enforce civilian law, and actions of retribution. 

Furthermore, the most materially deprived and socially excluded groups are those made most 

vulnerable by the political instability setting in motion interplays of ideologies of gender, ethnicity 

and nationalism (Ruwanpura 2004; Silva 2003). According to an analyses of poverty and conflict 

in Sri Lanka, the political conflict “has propelled a set of dynamics that makes these experiences 

(of poverty) to be perceived from the subjective position of ethnicity /../, notions of distinct, 

separate “our” cultural values and norms” (Ruwanpura 2004:112, my brackets). Ruling relations 

are reproduced and reconstructed through these forces of redirecting structural determinants to 

causes stemming from differences on the basis of ethnicity. 

 

In the same way that exclusion and poverty are attributed to ethnicity rather than structural or 

discursive aspects, similarly gender dimensions can be avoided by focusing on poverty as 

singularly causal in different contexts of constraints. Marginalisation and segregation albeit posing 

substantial limitations, can be observed to be reasserted on the basis of gender, through discourses 

of seclusion, mobility and norms governing occupational status and so on. Mothers would in other 
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words be confronted with the same obstacles which they perceived to be attributed to poverty, in 

confrontation with poor men, men of the same ethnicity and caste, as well as within their own 

families. In this way, it can be argued, that gender dimensions are neglected to be analysed through 

the way patriarchal institutions shape the everyday context at local levels, and where other factors 

are applied to justify the social organisation, including inequity.  

 

The fear and insecurity perceived by mothers is rooted in their every experiences, they are exposed 

to numerous concerns that increase their feelings of and actual insecurity. Restriction and 

constraints are thus not only limiting in manoeuvrability and how strategies can be designed, but 

are often explicit oppressive expressions of ruling relations. Poverty and insecurity are linked in 

different ways across gender and persistent in both private and public spaces. 

 
 “(V)ulnerability to sexual harassment and domestic violence is an aspect of the 

gendered nature of poverty because poor women in particular, are most exposed to 

the risk /../ and least able to remove themselves from violent situations (Kabeer 

1994:149) 

 

How compatible is empowerment with vulnerability, whether experienced or perceived? Can 

empowering experiences begin to germinate and progress under the conditions and circumstances 

discussed above? When in this process do internal capabilities require external opportunities? 

These questions will not be answered in full in this thesis, but it is necessary that they are lifted in 

order to remind us of the core of the issue and why this topic continues to be debated at all levels 

globally. 

 

8.3     Empowerment  

 

One of the central questions which has arisen when studying the every day lives in complex 

contexts such as of the mothers in this study is how they cope with the multiple responsibilities of 

employment, household work and child rearing. Perhaps even more imperative is why women 

seemingly continue to adhere to norms which are detrimental to them and undermining to their 

own well-being. In talking with the poor mothers in the rural hilly regions in Southern Sri Lanka 

very little pointed to the absence in the capacity for critical reflection of their circumstances. 

Expressing awareness of injustices and understanding the subordination of women needs to be 

interpreted within empowerment frameworks which also include constraints and perceptions of 

limitations embedded in other aspects. But perhaps the concept of empowerment also needs to 

include the subtle and covert on going processes which merge with ‘doing’ and experiences in 

everyday/night life. 
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Interpreting levels of consciousness is complex, in this case my interpretation is based not so much 

on the explicit articulation of critical self reflection but on the nature of how these women coped 

and spoke of their everyday life. Every morning begins for the mothers with an endless list of 

strategies to combat the acute worry about feeding their children; about fetching firewood and 

water, about the fear that a son or daughter will be abducted or assaulted, about having a roof over 

their heads, fearing that the husband will be violent or abusive when he comes home, whether 

there will be opportunities to earn an income and so on and on. The insecurity of being a poor 

mother brings with it so many dimensions that we need to be wary of making any assumptions 

based on ‘comfortable’ definitions of empowerment where the stark reality of daily struggles do 

not have to be met.  

 

8.3.1   Empowerment, Discourses and Ambivalence  

Social rules, norms, values and other discursive practices work to conceal and defuse gender 

inequality and overt male dominance (Kabeer 1994). The pervasiveness of discourses lie in their 

nature of being absorbed as normalcy, even if they are contradictory and shifting. Knowing of 

inequality and recognising the detrimental aspects of discursive practices are not in themselves 

liberating, awareness cannot be equalled with the access to analysis (Mohanty 1997; Parpart 

2002). Far from being unanimous, discourses are constantly under revision, being battled over and 

contested, particularly in the globalised world of today where influences permeate society through 

new mediums and technologies, introducing alternative meanings and ‘truths’. 

 

The battles of discourses or competing relations of power also require people to adjust in different 

interactive contexts to accepted norms and values. These can be regarded as adapted strategies to 

interweave discursive practices in order to minimise potential risks and vulnerabilities. Many of 

the mothers in this study live in potentially conflictual situations, so conformity and adherence 

may be safe guards to protect her and her children, her employment prospects, and livelihood and 

avoid abuse, isolation and exclusion. When the stakes are this high, overt challenges to discourses 

are not favourable alternatives even if there are long-term gains to be made, in the way of social 

change (Kabeer 1994: Rowlands 1997; Parpart 2002).  

 

Kanchana Ruwanpura illustrates through a study of ‘Children supporting Households’ in regions 

of conflict in Sri Lanka how mothers use patriarchal logic to rationalise their own decisions and 

practices. Similarly, creative uses of the cultural norms or “silent challenges to ‘authentic’ cultural 

readings” (ibid 2004:105) allowed room for manoeuvring in order to send daughters to school or 

for themselves to partake in paid labour. Readings from the women’s narratives also revealed 



87 

comparable ‘silent challenges’, where discourses of seclusion, ideals of motherhood and other 

norms governing female behaviour had to be manoeuvred to be able to survive.  

 

This ‘ambivalence’ is described by other theoreticians who maintain that subjects never fully 

occupy or identify with norms (Skeggs 1997, 2004), that positioning and repositioning is a means 

of moving between different discourses without destabilising the order. Empowerment is an 

internal process, part of which involves finding ways to relate to the external and ‘inherited’ 

limitations and constraints. As has been discussed, alternative use-values that Skeggs refers to, 

may in turn provide alternate paths to empowerment if as she posits, access to the dominant 

symbolic is futile. However, can long-term, far-reaching empowerment on the other hand come 

about without challenging existing power relations? Or are the structural constraints so 

impermeable that power within and with cannot bring about ‘durable’ empowerment? “(G)iving 

voice to the voiceless does not solve power inequities” (Parpart 2002:176). 

 

I suggest that it is through and by the ‘repositioning’ that women obtain glimpses of the 

constructive nature of discourses. In the transition to motherhood which presumably is one of the 

most defining changes in roles and expectations during a life phase, the gap between ideals and 

actual ‘doing’ becomes increasingly evident over time. ‘Silent challenges’ may therefore be 

symptomatic of these ‘glimpses’ of discourses as social constructions, amounting to alternative 

‘doing’. This is a long term process whereby survival strategies result in different positioning by 

women in different contexts to minimise opposition. The role of motherhood places demands on 

women that require both economic and social innovation leading to discursive ‘elasticity’ over 

time. So women working outside the home, for example, may be unacceptable according to the 

norm but all the mothers I spoke to worked and founds ways to appease these discursive values. 

 

Whilst I argue that as long as structural and macro level limitations are pervasive, empowerment 

can only be partially experienced, potentials for social changes at micro levels can be conceived 

through ‘doing with’. ‘Glimpsing’ linked to ‘doing with’ can be thus seen as innovative ways of 

alternative aligning and adjusting to discourses where space and resources for explicit critical 

reflection is limited. 
 

”For many women around the world, caught up in struggles to survive, raise 

children, cope with poverty, natural disasters, corrupt regimes or varieties of 

social exclusion, resources for thinking about thinking are irrelevant luxuries” 

(Ramazanoglu & Holland 2002:167). 
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The capacity to analyse, critically reflect, question and act upon social inequity are part of the 

essential process of empowerment and part of the definition used in this thesis. Therefore it must 

also be seen in the structural context (Kabeer 1994; Parpart et al 2002). In the stress and daily 

struggle of lives organised along principles of survival and basic necessities, contemplation is a 

‘luxury’, of which the prerequisites are time, space and resources. However, perhaps thinking 

about thinking does not have the catalytical prerogative. Perhaps the significance of ‘doing’ lies in 

the social process of interaction, where red lights are run, U-turns made and speeding a constant 

breach in a concerting of people’s driving, despite rules, in reference to Dorothy Smith’s example 

of traffic and ruling relations. In the ‘doing with’; in the social interaction and experiences thereof, 

the ruling relations may continue to concert the social but the performances will inevitably be 

results of improvisation and experimentation. 

 

8.3.2    Empowerment and Development  

Women in the ‘Third World’ have frequently been depicted as passive victims, who have limited 

access to knowledge and skills and live under oppressive conditions. This universal portrayal of 

women as pre-modern beings with no agenda of their own has implications for power relations and 

how development organisations establish the privilege to define both problems and solutions 

(Connelly et al 2000; Chowdry 1995; Kabeer 1994; Mohanty 1997; Parpart et al 2002)43. How 

strategies are designed and directed toward poor women is intrinsically connected to the 

perceptions of them at both macro and local levels.  

 

The mothers in this study have all been in contact with aid organisations albeit the help they 

received differed considerably in scope and content. These organisations had previously provided 

basic assessments and profiles of the women (see Martinsson 2006) is incorporated in this 

analysis. Of interest here is to look more closely at the mothers perceptions of the interventionist 

strategies and their outcome or impact, the nature of the relations with the organisation and how 

the correlation between the assessments and their own definitions of their needs. The organisations 

worked from conventional ideals based on awareness, ‘capacity building’ and participation, but at 

the level of implementation there were considerable discrepancies. 

 

For the mothers, attempting to conceive of long-term solutions, from the education of their 

children to saving whatever minute amount on a regular basis is extremely complex when other 

needs are acute and immediate. Directing strategies toward women in this situation presents the 

dilemma of making solutions in the long-term conceivable whilst meeting with pressing needs. 

                                                 
43 Much criticism has been directed at large development agencies such as the World Bank, united nations 
and also national governments and NGO’s for their reductive descriptions of poor people and particularly 
poor women in the Third World. 
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Several of the recurring problems that the organisations had in addressing empowerment was in 

differentiating between gradual and instant procedures. This is part of the intricacies of 

empowering processes and the difficulty in bridging the realities of poor mothers with 

development implementation. Development interventions may also redirect or discourage public 

expenditure, accentuate conflicts and increase corruption, just some side issues which should be 

mentioned (Chambers 1983; Connelly et al 2000; Kabeer 1994; Rathgeber 1995). 

 

The perception of the poor mothers by different organisations varied to a great degree.  It became 

apparent that the mothers who recounted improvements in well-being and capacity to make 

decisions were incorporated in strategies by organisations with inclusive and participatory 

methods. The view of the women as capable individuals requiring different alternatives and 

concrete measures including help with access to and distribution of resources seemed to have 

positive effects. There is contrary evidence to similar micro credit schemes and training in 

collective mobilisation being beneficial in general (e.g. Kabeer 1994; Tinker 2006) since men 

manipulate loans through women and women may be exposed to greater vulnerability if they are 

seen as threats for example. While these critical stances may be well founded, the mothers here 

were convincing in their articulations of their strategies and descriptions of the relations of power 

around them. I am aware that a majority of these interviews were carried out on the premises of the 

organisation and that could have prevented mothers who did have complaints or contrary views 

expressing them. 

 

In contrast to the perception of women as active agents capable of bringing about change and 

social transformation, depictions within other organisational contexts included ignorance, apathy 

and incompetence. Existing derogatory discourses were further sustained by treating and talking of 

the mothers in terms of irresponsibility, immorality and ‘wastefulness’ (in reference to the 

relatively normal income many of the husbands had).  Especially the women living on estates and 

in the village of ‘untouchables’ were generally associated with lose sexual morals and pathological 

behaviour, as ‘hardened’ individuals who broke all norms of gender appropriate conduct. 

Furthermore, any material aid was merely encouraging dependence, “if you give them once they 

will always come back for more help”.  

 

Here it became obvious that a vicious cycle had been set in motion, where the mothers tended to 

avoid the organisations sessions unless they thought they could gain some concrete help, and the 

organisation drew conclusions based on their absence to further fuel their negative ‘image’. An 

additional aspect to the relations between beneficiaries and development organisations is the 

accentuation of the dichotomy of those representing the ruling relations as experts even of the 

everyday lives of the poor mothers. This symptom is prevalent also between ‘Western’ experts 



90 

who do work in ‘Third World’ countries and where this perception is internalised as ‘truth’. In 

other words, this polarisation further contributes to the mothers’ low self esteem and belief in their 

own inability to define priorities and needs. 

 

By neglecting to include structural constraints in understanding the situation of the mothers as well 

as dominant discourses to their disadvantage, some organisations did little to reach effective 

methods to facilitate empowerment, in my interpretation from the mothers’ narratives. By not 

including men in gender awareness sessions the women were also placed with additional 

responsibilities whilst the power relations remained intact (compare Kottegoda 2003). These 

young mothers expressed a great knowledge of skills and awareness in the ability to negotiate 

discourses and structural restraints whilst pursuing their own and their children’s’ survival. Some 

of them also abused their children, were angry and highly frustrated, resorting to alternative ‘roles’ 

to disengage themselves from ideals that were hopelessly futile (see also Skeggs 2004; Lawler 

2004). One way to combat the absence of men in gender projects and address issues like abuse as 

collective, social problems, is as e.g. Kottegoda prescribes, for men to conduct gender ‘training’ 

for men, though these instances were rare (Kottegoda 2003). 

 

Many development ideals are directed toward increasing ‘self-help’, based on the belief that 

empowerment cannot be done for people, it must be generated from within (Kabeer 2001; 

Rowlands 1997). By facilitating empowerment on the premises of ‘power within’ and ‘power 

over’ the focus is on the individual’s capacity to bring about change toward betterment. Caroline 

Moser44 claims that challenging structural powers is likely to be counterproductive and that 

personal empowerment is key “to determine choices in life and to influence the direction of 

change, through the ability to gain control over crucial material and non-material resources 

“(Moser 1993:74-5). However, can capacity and agency, which Moser refers to, be achieved 

without the transformation of power structures? 

 

There is a reluctance and sensitivity of aid organisations to intervene in the private realm of the 

household and the relational aspects therein. The difficulties are understandable, especially from 

the criticism emanating from post colonial thinking on the imposition of Western values and 

universalism. To facilitate empowerment may require challenging values and behaviour, an 

intrusion of what is often the most private and intimate spheres in society. Simultaneously, 

empowerment should not be interfered with to the extent that the ‘internalisation of oppression’ is 

accentuated by imposing new forms of requirements and demands. Despite the necessary 

balancing of facilitation and bottom-up processes, several of the organisations’ strategies directed 

                                                 
44 Caroline Moser has previously worked as a social policy specialist for the World Bank. 
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toward the mothers in this study originated from biased perceptions of gender and people in 

poverty.  
 

Reluctance to address certain issues coupled with the uncritical acceptance of inequities due to 

gendered structures and cultural norms contribute to the invisibility of asymmetry in the divisions 

of labour, the prevalence of domestic abuse and external factors such as social exclusion and 

discrimination (Rowlands 1997; Parpart 2002). Underestimating the significance of the complex 

interplay of internal and external factors, the experiences in the local with ruling relations also 

overlook one of the crucial hindrances of empowerment. Psycho-social processes of empowerment 

are the most difficult to define and measure and therefore also the most neglected (avoided) by 

development agencies (Rowlands 1997). Perceptions of personal failure and sense of individual 

responsibility outweigh insight of the structural injustices and this is accentuated when 

development and empowerment strategies fail to identify the centrality of these issues (Kabeer 

1994; Parpart 2002). 

 

8.3.3   Empowering Experiences  

Identifying why maternal health care is not a priority while motherhood is idealised, why women 

are considered inferior physically and mentally to men, while at the same time loaded with 

responsibilities and workloads beyond their capacity, why women are constantly supervised by 

men in work places with lower pay and worse conditions and why women’s sexuality is spoken of 

as ‘dirty’ and ‘immoral’ while fears of rape and harassment by men are constant, is complicated. It 

is complicated in societies where women have access to education, resources and networks for 

mobilisations. It is a paramount task in a context where tiredness and malnutrition blur the eyes 

and mind. Revealing gender discourses and underlying ruling relations is a process which no 

society has yet completed. 

 

Rowlands sees action, power to, and awareness, power within, as the spiralling dynamic of 

empowerment; the one fuels the other (Rowlands 1997). Even when there is collective awareness 

of inequity, and women design strategies to accommodate individual needs, such as women 

sending daughters to school because they are safe from men there45 in spite of the cultural norm of 

seclusion, seeing possibilities beyond ‘the grids’ of gender discourses may be difficult.  

 

 

 

 

                                                 
45 See previous discussion on discourses of seclusion and mobility 
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“Even though there appear to be ruptures and moments of emancipation in the 

decision-making process of female-heads, the need to equally acknowledge the 

strength of patriarchal thinking influencing the everyday lives - and the ways in 

which this thinking circumscribes gender relations and roles, needs reiteration” 

(Ruwanpura 2004:113)  

 

The internalisation of discourses is universal and involves a systematic denial of power and 

authority, of the ruling relations, and is a basic survival mechanism (Rowlands 1997). Control that 

results in internalisation of relations of power need no overt assertion of power. The notion of 

women becoming empowered is threatening if power is seen as a gain and loss process, that it has 

to take place at men’s expense. Empowering processes can therefore be overtly resisted and 

counteracted by men (and women I would argue) who stand to lose or are opposed to changes in 

the social order (Kabeer 1994; Parpart 2002; Rowlands 1997).   

 

Initiating change often involves contesting and negotiating discourses within the immediate 

spheres of the family and household. The daily confrontation with a husband poses considerable 

pressure and sense of vulnerability for women already exposed to insecurity and risks. Smith 

illustrates through a quote, how internalisation of values and norms based on the inferiority of 

women can lead to the sense of loss of agency and action, of any belief in the ability or possibility 

to choose; 
 

“the loss of one’s senses of and wish for autonomy, as a result of processes that 

play on one’s doubt’s about the reality and validity of one’s self, one’s 

perceptions, and one’s values” (Marcia Dimen 1989:37 in Smith 1999:149). 

 

In the everyday experiences of poor mothers, fear has to be over won on a daily basis, again and 

again in order to obtain the most basic of necessities. The courage this takes speaks of a power to 

overcome the uncertainty and risks every day poses. Rowlands thoughts on power as generative 

and productive can be seen as part of empowering processes (Rowlands 1997). In dialogue and 

conversations in groups, power could be said to have been produced in the form of moral support, 

acknowledgment and being ‘seen’. Invisibility is a common experience of the mothers in this 

study, as women, as mothers, as wives and most of all as individuals. To measure what comes out 

of abstract processes, such as giving validity to experiences in terms of empowerment, is an 

overwhelming task especially in the short term.  

 

In the conversations with the mothers in this study and through observations, insight to different 

empowering experiences was made. Articulating experiences collectively, through interaction, 

with others who share many similarities through experiences, validates and acknowledges the 
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‘truth’ of these experiences. A ‘reality’ beyond the individual and personal takes shape, a process 

which is filled with empowering potential because the focus shifts from the self as solely 

responsible for the conditions and state of life. An interconnectedness occurs between the women 

through the social invisibility of the work they do. 

 

The idea here is not a linear process from ‘critical consciousness’ to ‘doing’ to social change but 

rather that through social interaction ‘doing with’, actual experiences and practices are constantly 

changing and realigning. Glimpses of the constructions as the basis of an ‘objectified order’ 

silently challenge normative discourses through undulating adjustments of alternative ‘doing’.  

These expressions of women’s experiences can be seen as the other side of what Smith refers to as 

“historically normalised organisations of social relations in which men /../ have represented and 

derived their authority from the objectified order” (Smith 1999: 219). A collective ‘doing with’ 

presents systematic differences in responses to discourses, which work to fray at these claims of 

how social relations should be organised. 

 

The risks in analysing mothers’ lived experiences from an empowerment perspective are that we 

subdue the local and particular through our involvement in relations of ruling, in creating fixed 

texts with rigid frameworks and translations; 
 

“The constitutional theories of sociology have provided methods of writing 

society into texts. The conventions established construct an objectified standpoint 

situating their readers and writers in the ruling relations and subduing particular 

local positions, perspectives, and experiences” (Smith 1999:54). 

 

So how can ruling relations be confronted and changed? Creating spaces and possibilities, 

affirming experiences and structural injustices may lead to collective mobilisation, power with, 

and agency, power within but can strategies at grass root and development level have impacts at 

structural levels? Where does the responsibility of transforming dominant and oppressive 

structures lie? If we assume the position that agency and capability has to be seen in the wider 

global context of interdependency and connectedness between the local, institutions, social, 

economic and political structures, can then empowerment process and initiatives be confined to the 

women alone? Do we as actors who have ‘leverage’ through ruling relations bear certain 

responsibilities?  

 

In our need to organise and comprehend, universality and objectivity appear reasonable methods 

for analysing and theorising how actual situated experiences are lived. But the social is in constant 

reorganisation with the discourses that attempt to define it as are the representations of the social 



94 

that discourses intend (Smith 1999). Institutional ethnographic inquiries into the lives of poor 

mothers in rural Sri Lanka leaves me with the complex task of attempting to draw conclusions and 

in doing so not separate the subject from the world that I describe. While aware of the risks of 

dissonance I posit an obligation interwoven with the responsibility of revealing the disjuncture 

between lived experiences and ruling relations. The questions above which instigate this 

conviction on my part involve answers which relate to the possibility of social change at micro and 

macro levels.  

 

As has been argued, glimpsing and ‘doing with’ frays at ruling discourses of their tacit authority 

based on social constructions and gradually, with time induces changes through increasing 

‘elasticity’ of discursive practices. But this can only bring about marginal changes at micro levels 

in the contexts of wider oppressive structures which continue to permit poverty and inequity. For 

transformation to occur at macro levels we need to understand the interconnectedness of us as 

social beings and the responsibility that is divided among us, as active participants also in the 

producing and reproducing of discourses. Furthermore, the interdependency that this involves 

imbues in us who have greater manoeuvrability within structural and discursive fields to critically 

view the forces and power that uphold the relations of inequity in the world today. 

 

The objective of this study has been to analyse the interrelatedness of contextual discourses and 

structures with empowerment processes of poor mothers in rural Sri Lanka. The aim has not been 

to define empowerment but view it as an ongoing individual process where changes in one sphere 

affect another. This interconnection is facilitated and debilitated by aspects of the economic, 

social, political, cultural and institutional context at various levels. Empowerment is influenced by 

changes at all levels, where relations of power work to preserve order based on gender, ethnicity, 

class, caste and age. Locating strategies which are conducive to manoeuvrability in contexts which 

are unfavourable solely on the premises of being female are noteworthy of the women. From a 

disadvantaged position which rests on biological criteria they manage to perform strategies for 

survival under the most pressing of circumstances as has been described throughout this thesis. 

Regardless of how those of us viewing these women from a more advantaged position define their 

experiences, it is pertinent that experience of mothers are validated and incorporated into our 

understanding of empowerment. If we continue to neglect the significance of contextually adapted 

empowering experiences we will also ignore our role and responsibility in the survival strategies 

of the poor and marginalised, in the global context. 
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9 CONCLUDING REFLECTIONS 
 

This thesis is based on the narratives of mothers living in poverty in Sri Lanka. How they decided 

to recount experiences of their everyday lives was an individual decisional process for each and 

every one of them. Although their experiences are personal, what they experience on a daily basis 

share remarkable similarities. Every day they wake up and have to combat fear, fear for the safety 

and well-being of their children and for themselves. Yet every day these women work and bear 

responsibilities. The women I have met are subordinated to various hierarchical organisations 

based on class, caste, ethnicity, age, income and gender and live under oppressive conditions. 

They are low income, low status women who are struggling on the margins. They are not passive 

and they do not lack capacity to understand that they are living in a society of inequality. To 

understand what causes inequality and what to do about it, however, are different issues.  

 

The paradox of empowerment when applied to ‘Third World’ women is that whilst perceiving 

these women as less capable, less aware and with considerably less resources, we still project 

expectations on their capacities which no one would be able to fulfil elsewhere, let alone in the 

context where survival is the primary issue. The complexity of identifying and resisting patriarchy 

is not and should not be portrayed as only essential in the ‘Third World’. Being critical and 

thinking coherently on power relations between men and women is a challenging task irrespective 

of the context. We all believe the ‘reality’ we experience and ‘do’ in everyday and everynight life. 

In spite of access to resources and facilitating factors we still struggle to ‘see’ through the 

normative and taken-for-grantedness of contradicting discourses and conflicting ideals. It is in the 

language of ruling relations that empowerment is discussed, ironical considering its origins. How 

would the mothers in this study define empowerment if they accessed these ‘texts’? Empowerment 

is a process that occurs more or less overtly in contexts that are more or less translucent.  

 

The mothers I met are not in the least bit more suited to be mothers than any other random woman 

in the world. Some of them abused their children, others neglected them and some probably 

wished they had not given birth to them. It is meaningless to portray an image of these mothers as 

morally superior or having refined their ‘mothering skills’. There are those who wished they could 

escape from the ‘drudgery’ of caring and nurturing and others who anguished that they could not 

provide better futures for their children. Most of the mothers expressed an acceptance of their 

‘fate’ as women, for knowing and understanding that there exists inequalities was not necessarily 

equated with perceptions that things could be different (see also Kabeer 1994; Mohanty 1997). 

They did not observe the connections between their labour and hard work and the national or 

global economy, nor did they explicitly question their status on the basis of income or as servants. 
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But they wanted and worked for better futures and opportunities for their children, and some of 

them hoped that their daughters would face better fortunes than they had.  

 

The invisibility these mothers are exposed to and feel is part of a discursive and structural dual 

motion to create hierarchical stratification, and they are not alone in this subordination as women. 

Awakening a critical consciousness sows the first seeds of doubt as to the essentialism of this 

order, the self evidence of the ruling relations as universal and objectified (Smith 1999). For many 

of the women in this study the transition into motherhood revealed a glaring contradiction of an 

ideal, between the institution of motherhood and their own lived experiences. Just as they began to 

wonder at this paradox, mothers-in-law, sisters and society at large tightened the discursive reigns 

to limit any sense of womanhood beyond rearing and nurturing. It is the lack of choice that is the 

issue here, not the nature of the choice of motherhood in itself. Whether motherhood had been an 

aspiration in the dreams of the young girl or not, once achieved her main purpose had been 

fulfilled, there was nothing further to aspire toward.  

 

Can we speak of empowerment unless these experiences are validated? What would empowerment 

mean in real terms for these mothers? Would we be willing to bear the consequences of being 

socially outcast or excluded from society? Would we be willing to risk our children suffering for 

the sake of long term change ‘for the good of all women’? These are questions I posed to myself 

as I lived and spoke with the women who have featured in this study. It seems meaningless to 

arrive at conclusions that are ‘tidy’ and sociologically appealing, as many development policies 

are, where the concept of empowerment is so distanced from its actual context that it merges into 

the rhetoric of ‘discursive expertise’. 

 

This is an attempt to illustrate how discourses in interplay with structural factors effectively can 

constrain the individual of possibilities, aspirations and alternatives. The lack of alternatives is 

further emphasised by the insecurities and vulnerabilities these women exist in, especially because 

they are mothers with young children. Accessing empowering potentials, such as time, space, 

peace, food, positive interaction and moral support can lead to innovative strategies where 

alternatives are located based on lived experience as the guiding principle and not outside 

‘expertise’. Most of these mothers are forced to find or create survival strategies on a daily basis 

within contextual structures of power without at the same time posing a threat or disruption to this 

order. 

 

However, despite these surface expressions there appears to be an internal dynamic at work when 

women live and share experiences. In the gaps between ideals and practices glimpses of the 

constructions that sustain discursive authority trickles forth. Through survival strategies discourses 
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are stretched to accommodate alternative ways of ‘doing with’, which may not entail the extent of 

power achieved through mobilisation but offer potential for gradual and long term micro level 

change. As social beings in constant interaction translocally there is a force and power in the 

collective of ‘doing’ which is not self evidently contained or controlled by the ruling (Smith 1999). 

 

I wish to avoid simplifying the experiences and conditions of survival that I have witnessed and 

heard narrated to comfortable theories which can be mulled over far from the blaring reality of 

violence, war, hunger, pain, anguish and suffering. For in spite of the laughs and jokes I heard 

narrated and observed, the intense and long conversations on how to find work, of boredom, of 

having too little money to travel and see other places, of which soap operas on TV were best, of 

future hopes, the fact remains that these women are inescapably confined to a limiting context 

within which they must manoeuvre, to the hard grind of finding work to make money to be able to 

eat. I am not. And there is no way I can convey the immense task of mobilising strength, even to 

conceive of alternatives, when the structural odds are so stacked against you. It is more illustrative 

of our role as researchers in field contexts which are distant from our everyday experiences. 

 

Although this may convey a sense of hopelessness, this is the least of all the impressions that stay 

with me from the observations and narratives of these mothers. On the contrary, the fact that they 

manage to create lives for themselves and their children through a variety of strategies testify to 

overwhelming strength and will. Their knowledge of survival and everyday experiences is 

emblematic of contextual empowering processes. The opportunity to be able to partake in 

interactions that I have had the privilege of, epitomises the responsibilities that we share and bear. 

Our shared humanity brings with it our social commitment, central to our social existence, as Sen 

posits.  
“As people who live together, we cannot escape the thought that the terrible 

occurrences that we see around us are quintessentially our problems. They are our 

responsibility /../ As competent human being we cannot shirk the task of judging 

how things are and what needs to be done. As reflective creatures we have the 

ability to contemplate the lives of others. To deny the relevance of that general 

claim (of responsibility) would be to miss something central of our social 

existence” (Sen 1999.282-283) 
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__________________                                                                                      APPENDIX 1 
 
INTERVIEW GUIDE  
THEMATIC HEADINGS AND SEMI STRUCTURED QUESTIONS 
 
This guide was primarily to get the interviews started. Numerous themes arose which successively 
were incorporated. Many questions were successively formulated through the narratives and 
observations and cannot be listed in full here. 
 
Background 
Age 
Marital status 
Age when married (arranged? By whom? How did you feel about an arranged marriage?) 
Husband alive/deceased 
Number of children, ages, sex, if school going do they attend 
Where does she live? Household composition (also terms and conditions of living e.g. house, 
rented etc.) 
Educational levels of family members and herself 
Occupation and employment of family members and herself (past and present), on what basis, 
salary, other conditions 
 
Situation at home 
If working who takes care of children (if under-aged?) 
A typical day:  
What time does she have to get up in the morning? 
What duties does she have to do at home?  
Does she get any help to do these and if so by whom? 
What duties does she feel are the most difficult at home? 
What does she wish she could help with in the home? 
How does she feel about the division of (if there is) responsibilities at home? 
   - and of the children? 
 
What are the biggest expenses in a month? What are the most difficult expenses to meet? 
What does she spend the most on and what does she not buy if there is less money? 
What does she spend on if there is extra money sometime? 
Does she feel that there is an equal spending of money in the family (if husband alive?) If not why 
not? 
 
 
Work situation 
Description of work: hours, content, perception of work in terms of difficulty, interest, 
development, personal fulfilment 
How does she experience the work outside the home? Is it difficult? Would she want to work if 
she could get an income any other way? How far from home is work. How does she get there? 
What does this involve? Does she have work mates? Describe this relation. 
How are the responsibilities for the division of work outside the home? (if husband is alive) 
Is she involved in any activities outside the home apart from work? 
Has she partaken in any workshops/training/classes/information etc? 
If so, what did she think about these? 
Anything more she wants to share about this and if this has changed her life in any way? 
 
General 
What does she feel are the main problems/joys concerning: 
the children 
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the home 
work outside the home 
husband (if alive) 
friends 
other social network 
situation in general or other 
(motivate) 
 
Pertaining to problems: 
How does she/ they manage with these problems? 
Does she/they get any help and if so in what form? From whom? 
How regularly and on what basis? 
Has this help affected her life in any way and if so how? 
How does she feel her life has changed? Is it more difficult or easier than say five years ago? 
What has been the major change? (Why) 
What kind of help does she feel she needs the most from outside? Why? 
What does she wish would be different in her life? 
 
Has she ever been to the bank? (Why/why not) 
Has she ever taken a loan? (from whom? For what?) 
 
What does she wish for her children? Why? 
How would she like their futures to be? Why? 
Does she have any plans for how to bring about what she hopes for? Does she have any ideas of 
what she will do in the future? Hopes for herself? What she perceive are the biggest obstacles? 
Why? Does she have any thoughts on how these can be overcome? 
When does she feel the most fulfilled? When does she feel the most constrained? 
Can these situations be described and reflections on why and how. 
 
 
Contact with organisation 
Describe contact: 
Type and content of help, on what basis, conditions, regularity/continuity 
Perception of organisation, personnel (why) 
Have they spoken to her individually? Content and nature of this conversation. 
Her thoughts and feelings on this 
How have the strategies directed at her been implemented, e.g. has it been a result of a 
combination of dialogue and outline of her needs/has she been summoned/other 
Describe what happens when she visits the organisation, during and after (who are there, who does 
she meet, response, reception, content, time, venue). Even details of where she is seated, if she is 
served anything, etc. 
How does she think of this contact in the long/short term.  
What does she value the most/the least in this contact. What does she wish she could change? 
Significant changes in her life prior to and after this contact. How/why/when? 
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____________________________________________________________APPENDIX 2 
 
MAP OF SRI LANKA  
 

 
 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

                 



 

 


