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Sample :  

A total sample of 451 women representing 11 subgroups were interviewed 

i. Urban low income families - Colombo      

ii.  Urban middle class families - Colombo     

iii.  Urban affluent families - Colombo   

iv.  A rural community -  Annuradhapura  

v.  A remote rural community - Moneragala   

vi.  An ethnic minority group (Tamils and Muslims in Batticaloa, Amparai, Trincomalee) 

vii.  An ethnic minority group (Tamils and Muslims in Puttalam)  

viii. Resident plantation families-Tamils of immigrant indian origina (Nuwara eliya) 

ix.  Non resident plantation labour families (Kegalle) 

 

Funder/ Sponsor: Asia Foundation 

Summary:  

 

What emerges clearly from the responses of the women and leaders is the impact of the social 

construction of gender on the participation of women in politics and in decision-making.  The 

gender specific constraints that have been identified point to structural constraints in society 

and in the family and household that are the outcome of the prevailing gender ideology.  Male 

dominance at policy and management levels and in the family and household, limits the access 

of women to political and career mobility.  But it is clear that unless there is more equity in 

family structures and relations and in the gender division of labour, `family responsibilities' will 

be subverted into a permanent barrier to equal opportunity outside the home.  It is the 

interface of popular perceptions of women's domestic roles and responsibilities and societal 

norms of women's extra-domestic roles that creates a social climate that is not conducive to 

the greater participation of women in the political and administrative power structure.  

  

 It does not seem that recognition of these gender specific constraints has led to strong 

gendered demand for increasing women's participation or representation.  While concern for 

women's rights is reflected in responses, gender consciousness does not appear to be widely 

diffused or to be strongly manifested except among  a minority of women and a few leaders of 

women's organizations.  Few women or even leaders have articulated a clear commitment to 



the empowerment of women through political participation or through the exercise of 

leadership functions.  

  

 While recognizing the role of education and the media in promoting awareness among women, 

over a third of the women attributed lack of awareness to deficiencies in the education system 

and the media.  Women's perceptions of the role of education were narrowly focused on 

subject knowledge, unlike some of the decision-makers who envisaged a much broader role for 

education, encompassing the total spectrum of personality development.  The media was seen 

by individuals in both groups to present a negative and distorted image of women that 

exacerbated negative attitudes.  

  

 The implications of the study are therefore not merely the need for policy reforms which are 

unlikely to be speedily effected, but the immediate operation of a multifaceted campaign to 

promote more positive attitudes among men and women at all levels to the participation of 

women at the highest levels in public life.  

  

Recommendations:  

 

Strategies that need to be implemented in this field are broadly two-fold:  

(i) policy reforms and  

(ii) gender sensitization - cum - political education  

  

 Besides national development policies to reduce poverty and ensure social equity, policy 

reforms relate to:   

  

     i.  amendment of laws that may limit women's resources and assets and therefore restrict 

their activities and introduction or revision of laws to protect women from gender-based 

violence and harassment  

  

    ii.  provision of adequate support services such as child care facilities and transport  

  

  

   iii.  changes in educational methodology and practice in schools and universities   

            a)  to expand the areas of knowledge incorporated in the curriculum  

            b)  to replace rote learning with creative learning - teaching process that will develop 

initiative, self-confidence and all round personality development;  

            c)  to eliminate gender role stereotypes in educational materials and to introduce 

materials that depict the equitable sharing of roles and tasks by men and women, 

girls and boys;   

          d)  to orient administrators and teachers to the need to encourage behavioural norms 

that ensure, not passivity and obedience as at present, but the development of the full 

potential of girls and gender equality.  

  



    iv.  re-orientation of media policies in the state and private sectors to portray a more positive 

image of women.  

  

  

 The second strategy is the operation of political awareness and gender sensitization 

programmes by the national machinery for women's affairs and by NGOs, participants would be 

policy makers, politicians, administrators, trade unionists, employers, educators, professional, 

nongovernmental and community based organizations, informal groups of women, and the 

community.  The responses to questions on politics, political rights and political issues have 

surfaced inadequacies in understanding and lack of broad perspectives.  The gender specific 

constraints that were identified have indicated the areas in politics, employment and 

household work in which sensitization of men and leaders and conscientization of women is 

required.  The women's issues prioritized by both women respondents and leaders provide an 

initial framework of felt needs.  Information materials, media messages and programmes, 

conscientization sessions, group mobilization networking and promotion of political and gender 

activism are some of the modalities that could be utlized to wider perspectives, create 

awareness and motivate greater participation.  

  

 Any sensitization programme has perforce to include at least these four aspects:   

  

    i.  enlarging perceptions of politics, political rights, and political issues in a holistic framework 

encompassing all areas of human life and endeavour.  

  

   ii.  promoting awareness that women's rights are human rights and therefore political rights 

that empower women.   

iii.  exposing myths and biases that limit women's participation in politics and their upward 

mobility to leadership positions.      

iv.  exploring avenues of increasing the participation of women in politics and decision-making.     

  

 It is likely that such strategies implemented within a conceptual framework of human rights 

and development, social equity and gender equality will not only increase women's political 

participation in the widest sense and representation in decision-making but also accelerate the 

empowerment of women through these processes and modalities. 

 

 

 


