
The Last vJ.Years 
Excerpts from "The Women's Movement in Sri Lanka 1985-95: A Glance 
Back Over Ten Years" give women the world over valuable insights. 

S
ome say tha t the 
w o m e n ' s 
m o v e m e n t i n S r i 
L a n k a i s de funct . 
T h e y b a s e t h e i r 
j udgemen t o n the 
c o n t r a s t b e twe e n 

the a c t i v i s m of the women ' s 
movement i n S r i L a n k a i n the 
1970s a n d early 1980s. B u t to 
say that the women's movement 
i s n o w ext inct i s to make a n 
inaccurate statement. Rather 
t han be ing defunct or even i n 
decline, the women's movement 
i n Sr i L a n k a has expanded from 
the act ions of sma l l groups to a 
nationally recognized movement. 

F e m i n i s m , once a taboo 
w o r d a n d d i s m i s s e d a s a 
dangerous trend copied from the 
W e s t , h a s b e c o m e b r o a d l y 
a c c e p t e d . T h e deba t e h a s 
m o v e d o n f r om d i s c u s s i o n s 
about whe ther f em in i sm is a 
foreign ideology to the nature of 
equal i ty a n d difference, to the 
role of the state a n d jud i c i a r y 
a n d to the need for chang ing 
l aws a n d s t r u c t u r e s as they 
af fect w o m e n ' s l i v e s . T h e 
movement h a s entered a new 
p h a s e o f c a m p a i g n i n g a n d 
lobby ing for po l icy changes. 

THE SHIFT TO RESEARCH 
The s logans " a c t i on " a n d 

" consc i ousness r a i s ing " were 
popular among feminists i n the 
1970s, a n d r esearch was t h e n 
cons idered to be " ivory tower" 
or "el i te" p reoccupat ions . B u t 
i n the 1980s a n d 1990s, not 
on ly w a s there a c o n s c i o u s 
shift to research bu t there were 
also important moves to expose 
the male b ias i n r esearch a n d 
promote Women ' s S tud i e s as 
a n academic d i sc ip l ine . 

There were debates o n th is 
i ssue . Some argued that every 
d i sc ip l ine taught s h o u l d have 
a women ' s c omponen t wh i l e 
o t h e r s felt t h a t a s e p a r a t e 
course o n W o m e n ' s S t u d i e s 
w a s n e e d e d . M a n y l o c a l 
w o m e n d u r i n g the 1980s h a d 
f o l l owed c o u r s e s a b r o a d i n 
Women 's Studies , especial ly at 
the Inst i tute of Soc ia l S tud i e s 
(ISS) i n the H a g u e a n d the 
I n s t i t u t e for D e v e l o p m e n t 
S t u d i e s ( IDS) i n S u s s e x . 
Moreover , l o c a l s t u d e n t s at 
f o r e i g n u n i v e r s i t i e s w e r e 
in f luenced by feminist move­
men t s a n d by programmes of 
s t u d y w h i c h i n c l u d e d a 
f e m i n i s t c o m p o n e n t . T h e 

r e s u l t w a s t h e w e l c o m e 
appearance i n recent years of 
y o u n g feminis t s cho la rs do ing 
r esearch o n gender. 

Several women 's research 
organizat ions were formed i n 
the 1980s, i nc lud ing the Centre 
for Women's Research (CENWOR) 
i n 1984, the Women's Educat ion 
and Research Centre (WERC) i n 
1992, a n d the M u s l i m Women's 
R e s e a r c h a n d A c t i o n F o r u m 
(MWRAF) w h i c h was revived i n 
1986. 

O t h e r n o n - g o v e r n m e n t 
o r g a n i s a t i o n s , s u c h as the 
Internat ional Centre for Ethn ic 
Studies (ICES), Social Scientists' 
Associat ion (SSi'^, the Centre for 
Society a n d Rel ig ion (CSR) and 
many others, have also done 
research on gender issues. The 
result has been a large number 
of valuable s tudies o n women 
covering a wide range of issues. 
M o r e o v e r , C E N W O R h a s 
o r g a n i z e d f o u r N a t i o n a l 
C o n v e n t i o n s o n W o m e n ' s 
S t u d i e s b e t w e e n 1989 a n d 
1994, providing opportunit ies 
for loca l researchers to present 
thefr research. 
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WOMEN'S STUDIES 
One major deve lopment i n 

t h i s a r e a h a s b e e n t h e 
launch ing i n 1991 of a Master 's 
P r o g r a m m e i n W o m e n ' s 
S tud ies by the Pos t -Graduate 
Inst i tute of the Un ive rs i t y of 
Colombo. Prev ious to th i s , at 
an informal level, a few courses 
for women were c onduc t ed by 
w o m e n ' s g r o u p s a n d o t h e r 
non-government groups . The 
M a s t e r ' s P r o ­
g r a m m e o f t h e 
U n i v e r s i t y i s 
divided into course 
w o r k a n d a 
d i s s e r t a t i o n . 
F em in i s t s cho l a r s 
t each course u n i t s 
i n M e t h o d o l o g y , 
W o m e n a n d Deve­
l o p m e n t , W o m e n 
a n d Law, W o m e n 
a n d Ideology, a n d 
S t r a t e g i e s for 
Change. E a c h year 
a r o u n d 20 w o m e n 
a n d m e n h a v e 
followed the course 
for w h i c h there i s 
now a good demand . 

Al l these have h a d 
i m p o r t a n t 
consequences for 
S r i L a n k a n 
scholarship. The 
a b s e n c e o f 

gender awareness i n the work 
of t he m o s t p r o m i n e n t S r i 
L a n k a n male scholars at home 
and abroad a n d the con t inu ing 
chauv in i sm and sex i sm among 
s e c t i o n s o f t h e a c a d e m i c 
c o m m u n i t y i s n o w b e i n g 
ser iously chal lenged. 

Moreover, these "gender 
sens i t i z ing" prograrmnes have 
b e e n l a u n c h e d b y w o m e n ' s 
g roups s u c h as C E N W O R a n d 
W E R C w h i c h target organiza­
t ions of bo th m e n a n d w o m e n 
i n var ious sectors. Part ic ipants 
to these programmes are made 

aware of women ' s s u b o r d i n a ­
t i on i n society a n d the need for 
change. 

WOMEN'S HISTORY 
A n impor tant t r end of the 

decade has been the interest i n 
deta i l ed r esearch o n women 's 
h is tory . These s tud i es were 
p rompted by the accusa t i on 
that f e m i n i s m was a fore ign 
ideology imposed by the West. 

To say that the 
women's movement 
in Sri Lanka is now 
extinct is to make an 
inaccurate statement. 

Those active i n the women ' s 
movement i n the 1970s were 
k e e n o n k n o w i n g i f there were 
earl ier women's protests about 
the i r subord inate s ta tus a n d 
s t r u g g l e s for e q u a l r i g h t s . 
R e s e a r c h r e v e a l e d a " l o s t 
h i s t o r y of women ' s achieve­
m e n t s a n d res is tance w h i c h 
h a d been bypassed or i gnored 
b y b o t h l o c a l a n d f o r e i g n 
scholars . 

The G e n d e r U n i t of the 
Social Scientists 'Association, i n 
a project to retrieve women 's 
h i s t o r y , h a s u n e a r t h e d a 
veritable archive on th is topic 
covering the last 150 years. A s 
a r e s u l t of a l l the r e s e a r c h 
u n d e r t a k e n by w o m e n a n d 
women's groups, S r i L a n k a has 
no w a n impressive number of 
books, pamphlets, and journa ls 

i n S inha l a , Tam i l a n d Eng l i sh , 
w h i c h he lp to keep women ' s 
i ssues before the pub l i c . 

T h e f a c t t h a t w o m e n ' s 
l i teracy i s very h i gh—near l y 83 
percent—helps spread ideas on 
w o m e n ' s r i g h t s . N a t i o n a l 
n e w s p a p e r s a n d m a g a z i n e s 
h a v e b e e n i n c r e a s i n g l y 
c o v e r i n g f e m i n i s m a n d 
women 's r ights , despite some 
s ex i sm i n the media . E v e n the 

w o m e n ' s 
magaz ines , w h i c h 
highl ight the u s u a l 
" feminine" themes, 
n o w o c c a s i o n a l l y 
h a v e i m p o r t a n t 
ar t i c l es a n d inter ­
v iews o n femin is t 
ideo logy a n d wo­
m e n ' s a c t i v i s m . 
T h e c u r r e n t wo ­
m e n ' s j o u r n a l s 
w h i c h cover femi­
n i s t i s sues inc lude 
Nivedini (hy WERC); 
Voice of Women; 
Options (by t h e 
W o m e n and Media) 
a n d Da Bidu ( i n 

S i n h a l a by the J a e l a Women ' s 
Centre). 

Source: Sthree Prabodha, 
newsletter of the Centre for 
Women's Research, August, 1995 
Vol. 7 No. 1 & 2. 
Address: 12 1/1, Ascot Avenue, 
Colombo 5, Sri Lanka 

78 Women in Action No. 1,1996 


