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Abstract 

In geographically vulnerable and politically unstable regions such as Sri Lanka, I 

argue that linking natural hazards and climate-induced disasters to existing social issues 

is more pressing than ever. In the case of the 2004 Boxing Day tsunami, it was impossible 

to dissociate the two. Looking though the lens of distress, in conflict and environmental 

disaster, this thesis explores how women have transformed moments of victimization into 

opportunities for resistance and agency. This thesis examines the following questions: 

Within the geo-political context of Sri Lanka, how does social stress (human-made or 

environmental) produce conflict and resistance to patriarchal traditions along gender 

lines? What gaps do women-led groups and coalitions fill in responding to the needs of 

women in conflict and post-disaster landscapes? And how has the public participation of 

women in armed conflict and female-led coalitions provided space for transgressive 

agency to redefine traditional expectations? I argue that a greater understanding of the 

ways in which women are resisting their construction as partial citizens during sustained 

periods of crisis can provide insight to their organizational capacities and role in shaping 

female identities.  
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Introduction 

In Sri Lanka, the civil war between the Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam (LTTE) 

and the Government of Sri Lanka (GoSL) formed the background against which the 2004 

Boxing Day tsunami occurred. Understanding Sri Lanka’s geo-political past is crucial to 

ensure that gender mainstreaming and conflict sensitivity are prioritized in international 

disaster relief. Since Sri Lanka’s independence from British Rule in 1948, interethnic 

conflict and violence between the GoSL and the LTTE has been relatively constant. 

Given Sri Lanka’s history with both the civil war and major environmental disaster, the 

country presents an important case study to examine the experiences and organizational 

capacities of women in both contexts. When the tsunami occurred, the GoSL and the 

LTTE had only recently agreed to a mutual ceasefire in 2002.1 However, in the aftermath 

of the disaster, the ethnic borders drawn previously during the civil war became more 

clearly defined by the disproportionate response and impacts endured.  

LTTE controlled coastal areas in the north and east, where the majority of Tamil 

people lived, experienced the greatest devastation when the waves struck. Three eastern 

districts alone made up almost 40 percent of all tsunami casualties in Sri Lanka. In 

addition to this, the North accounted for about 16 percent of the death toll, even though 

the southern portion of the country was more densely populated.2  In a fateful few 

minutes, it is estimated that over 30,000 people were killed, thousands went missing, and 

over half a million people were displaced throughout Sri Lanka. However, the tsunami 

did not occur in a vacuum; during the civil war in Sri Lanka, it is estimated that over 

))))))))))))))))))))))))))))))))))))))))))))))))))))))))
1 Bandarage, 2010 
2 Thurnheer, 2014 2 Thurnheer, 2014 
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100,000 lives were lost between 1983 and 2009.3 In this paper I examine the ways that 

women have responded to crisis.  

The women’s movement in Sri Lanka gained initial traction in the 1980s, during 

the Reign of Terror, a period in which thousands of primarily male youth were murdered 

or ‘disappeared’ across the island.4 Anyone the state suspected to be a ‘subversive’ (i.e. a 

left-wing activists, playwrights, lawyers, and journalists who were monitoring human 

rights violations) was targeted during this time.5 In opposition to trauma caused by the 

state, the Mother’s Front and the Women’s Action Committee (WAC) were created.6 

These coalitions, and others like them, allowed new space for women to develop 

interethnic and inter-class linkages with one another across political borders to address 

mounting disappearances and human rights violations. Through such pluralist tactics, 

women defied the homogenization of the nationalist movement. In July 1984, the first 

Mother’s Front was formed in the northern district of Jaffna.  Six years later during in 

July of 1990, the first southern branch of the Mother’s Front was formed in Matara, a 

district affected severely by disappearances.7 In just six months, the Mother’s Front had 

spread to ten other districts. 

While geographic barriers limited the extent to which women’s groups were able 

to diversify across ethnic dimensions, their missions were mutual and drew in women 

from all classes and castes to participate.8 In the south alone, by 1992 the Mother’s Front 

had acquired over 25,000 members representative of mostly rural and underprivileged 

))))))))))))))))))))))))))))))))))))))))))))))))))))))))
3 Mahr, 2013 
4 De Mel, 2001 
5 De Alwis, 1998 
6 De Mel, 2001 
7 De Alwis, 1998 
8 Bandarage, 2010 
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families.9 Conversely, the president of the National Committee of the Mother’s Front was 

Dr. Manorani Saravana-muttu, a Tamil woman from an elite background. After Saravana-

muttu’s own son was abducted and killed in 1990, she was compelled to bring women 

together across ethnicity and class to protest the actions of the state. In a speech to the 

Mother’s Front, she stated:  

It’s not my son, it’s all the sons and daughters, not in one part of Sri Lanka, but in 
every part of Sri Lanka, that are lost. If we mothers do not get up today, tomorrow 
and in the future and fight, maybe there won’t be any children left . . . to live in 
our land, bring it back to life, bring it back to serenity and peace.10 
 

As mothers, sisters, and wives—women came together and demanded that the state be 

held accountable for the lives of the disappeared. Together, women organized around a 

myriad of humanitarian issues and brought international attention to the atrocities caused 

by Sri Lankan state forces during the war. I argue that the development of such 

organizational capacitates during the conflict years provided women with skills, 

experience, and resources to more effectively meet the needs of marginalized 

communities following the tsunami.  

While a Ceasefire Agreement had previously been signed between the GoSL and 

LTTE in 2002, the disproportionate allocation of international aid following the tsunami 

resulted in increased tensions, furthering conflict between the Tamil and Singhalese 

people. As international media increasingly politicized the tsunami, the landscape of war 

and violence in which the disaster occurred became normalized. 11 No dispersal of aid or 

development program is ever completely neutral in its intervention. In post-disaster 

landscapes around the world any influx of aid comes with the restructuring of power in 

))))))))))))))))))))))))))))))))))))))))))))))))))))))))
9 Bandarage, 2010 
10 Bandarage, 2010, p. 660 
11 De Mel, 2008 
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society. This restructuring drives competition, which often results in violence, contrary to 

the expectations of the development and relief community in humanitarian response. This 

is clearly observable in the case of Sri Lanka, in which both a lack of understanding and 

sensitivity towards existing socio-political issues, resulted in foreign interventions that re-

sewed aid into the fabric of political violence in the country.  Incoming aid led to 

structural concerns over authority in which the LTTE and GoSL once again found 

themselves in competition with one another. In this thesis I argue that in the case of Sri 

Lanka, but also universally, the recognition of women’s organizational capacities to 

respond during periods of social stress should be prioritized and incorporated into future 

crisis management and global politics.  

This Thesis maps the forms of resistance women have used during periods of 

emergency and how this contributed to their collective organizational capacity following 

the tsunami. I argue that together women have strategically deployed the image of 

motherhood to advance their political position, reinvent tradition, and redefine their roles 

in Sri Lankan society. As both perpetrators of violence and upholders of peace, women 

have bridged the private and public binary by elevating their struggles to the political 

forefront. 
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   Literature Review:  

The State of Crisis Management in Sri Lanka 

While significant research has investigated gender dynamics within the context of 

conflict;12 it was not until the 2004 Boxing Day tsunami that scholars began to draw 

parallels between women’s experiences in war with those of women following disaster.13 

In the aftermath of the tsunami, it became impossible to dissociate pre-existing 

interethnic tension or gender relations. However, aside from the recent work of scholars 

in Sri Lanka, the overwhelming majority of disaster research has yet to thoroughly 

examine gendered impacts with the added stratum of conflict. Greater cross-pollination 

between scholars in the fields of gender, conflict, and disaster social science is critical. 

Communication and collaboration among scholars in these areas is needed to ensure the 

needs of diverse communities in complex socio-economic contexts are identified and met 

during periods of crisis. Disasters are inherently interdisciplinary and the literature should 

reflect this.  

A significant gap exists in our understanding of how women and marginalized 

groups are disproportionality impacted by environmental disaster as well as how disasters 

intersect with existing social problems.14 Environmental sociologist Kathleen Tierney 

(2007) argues that scholarly discourse on disasters has been largely resistant to changes 

in the social dimensions of hazards and disasters, including natural and human-induced 

extreme events. Tierney believes that this field of study is unlikely to progress if scholars 

))))))))))))))))))))))))))))))))))))))))))))))))))))))))
12 Manchanda, 2001; Argenti, 2003; Bandarage, 2010; Rajasingham-Senanyake, 2004; Parashar, 
2009; Giles, De Alwis, Klein, & Silva, 2003; Samuel, 2003; Alison, 2003; Ruwanpura. 2006 
13 Siapno, 2009; Thurnheer, 2014; De Mel, 2008; De Alwis & Hedman, 2009; Le Billon & 
Waizenegger, 2007 
14 Enarson & Chakrabarti, 2009 
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do not make significant strides towards interdisciplinarity. Disaster sociology should be 

linked with relevant fields of risk, including those that deal with sociological concerns 

related to inequality, diversity, and social change.15 Overwhelmingly, the field of disaster 

sociology is limited to scholars who become involved as a result of disasters that have 

affected the geographic areas in which they work.16 As the field moves forward, future 

research will need to be less circumstantial and more holistic in it’s framework. It is 

important that scholars to not only react to disasters in their work, but advocate, 

recommend, and propel further research in this area. I agree with the pioneering disaster 

sociologist Enrico Quarantelli that, “We will do better disaster studies when we become 

better sociologists.”17  

Transcending Conceptions of Gender and Power 

Carla Risseeuw (1991) is a renowned scholar who has made significant 

contributions in the fields of feminism, power, and resistance in Sri Lanka. Drawing from 

Bourdieu’s theories, Risseeuw emphasizes that the transformation of gender 

constructions is a process, one that is observed over long periods of time and often 

involves more subtle changes in gender relations. While Risseeuw’s analysis is confined 

to the experiences of Sri Lankan women during the British Colonial era, her findings are 

relevant to the analysis of women’s transformative roles in postcolonial Sri Lanka within 

armed conflict and peace activism.  Bordieu’s work, Towards a Theory of Practice 

(1977), examines the limitations of structuralist analysis when referring to agency and 

freedom. He states that this form of analysis, using ‘structures’ and ‘models,’ 

))))))))))))))))))))))))))))))))))))))))))))))))))))))))
15 Tierney, 2007 
16 Tierney, 2007 
17 Tierney, 2007, p. 20 
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“misrepresent the full process taking place at the agent level.”18 This is especially true in 

the case of women’s public participation in post-colonial Sri Lanka. It is important to 

acknowledge how (rather than at the institutional level) transformation of gender norms 

has taken place at the community and individual level. Risseeuw (1991) draws upon 

Bourdieu’s concepts of ‘orthodoxy’, ‘heterodoxy’, and ‘doxa’ in her analysis. Doxa refers 

to consensus (for instance the legitimization of classification systems based on sex, etc.), 

orthodoxy represents the “dominant articulated position”, and Heterodoxy refers to 

“discourse as opposition.”19 Risseeuw (1991) argues that these concepts can be applied to 

the strategies women employed to enact social change as they navigated different levels 

of adherence to the social order20.  Bourdieu (1977) further explains that it is the 

operative of the dominant class to limit the extent to which subordinate groups are able to 

build consensus and dissent. During the civil war in Sri Lanka, women took action 

publically to display their resistance to the state and combat its actions. Such 

demonstrations of power challenged the government and employed Bourdieu’s three 

levels of resistance: (1) reaching consensus over the disappearances loved ones by state 

forces, (2) articulating the dominant position, and (3) elevating collective oppositional 

discourse to the public sphere.  

Unfortunately, because the qualities associated with femininity have been 

traditionally viewed as inferior, “gender stereotypes exist and persist in a world where 

women are often invisible and frequently ignored across the global political arena, and 

their roles often downplayed or understudied,” this is largely the case regarding the role 

))))))))))))))))))))))))))))))))))))))))))))))))))))))))
18 Risseeuw, 1991, p. 164 
19 Risseeuw, 1991, p. 167 
20 Risseeuw, 1991 
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of women in violence and activism.21 Caron Gentry and Laura Sjoberg (2015) make clear 

in their book, Beyond Mothers, Monsters, Whores, that international relations analysis 

moving forward must recognize gendered constraints on women and expand itself to 

include “‘multi-locational perspectives on patriarchal forces’ which are capable of 

identifying ‘people as actors, the system as multiple hierarchies, and as characterized by 

multiple relations.’”22 In this way the actions and thoughts of women can begin to be 

valued in the international political arena in the same way that men’s are.  

Armed Conflict and Transforming Gender Relations 

 Literature examining the role of women in war deals overwhelming with the 

question of whether or not women are victimized or provided space for agency.23  In 

Miranda Alison’s foundational work, Cogs in the Wheel? Women in the Liberation Tigers 

of Tamil Ealam, she includes interviews with female LTTE combatants and ex-

combatants.24 Alison (2003) maintains that while there may be various reasons for why 

women have chosen to join the armed force, some being similar to men’s, others are 

gender-specific and deserve further investigation. Most scholars agree that moving 

beyond the binary framework of ‘victimhood’ and ‘agency’ is necessary in order to more 

fully capture the complex roles women play during periods of conflict.25 Rajasingham-

Senanyake (2004) expands this binary framework by arguing that regardless whether 

women are perceived as victims or agents, their involvement alone has irreversibly 

transformed how women are seen in Sri Lanka society. There can be no return to the 

status quo. In regards to women’s participation in violence, Gentry and Sjoberg (2015) 
))))))))))))))))))))))))))))))))))))))))))))))))))))))))
21 Gentry & Sjoberg, 2015, p. 7 
22 Gentry & Sjoberg, 2015, p. 29 
23 Rajasingham-Senanayake, 2004; Parashar, 2009; Alison, 2003; Jordan & Denov, 2007 
24 Alison, 2003 
25 Rajasingham-Senanayake, 2004; Parashar, 2009; Alison, 2003 
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suggest using Nancy Hirschmann’s (1989) conception of relational autonomy to better 

understand women’s ‘choices’ in conflict. According to Hirschmann, relational autonomy 

“suggests that consent is not always voluntary, and is complicate even when voluntary” 

and it is important to recognize that “freedom of action is defined and limited by social 

relationships.”26 Hirschmann’s theory of relational autonomy offers an important 

theoretical framework from which to examine the complexities of women’s agency in 

violence.  

 The term ‘double victim’ appears often in the literature on women in conflict 

zones. This term refers not only to the vulnerability of women in wartime and conflict, 

but also that which women face as a result of one’s caste, culture, and class.27 Swati 

Parashar (2009) and Darini Rajasingham-Senanyake (2004), propose a more nuanced 

approach in their analysis of women’s victimization. Parashar (2009) recommends using 

a postmodern feminist relations lens to investigate the more complex roles women play in 

material and ideological contributions to the military and political violence. Parashar 

sheds light on the feminist’s dilemma with regards to the intersection of gender and 

conflict and argues that those feminists who claim a “special affinity” with women and 

peace are rejecting the possibility that women could be empowered in “men’s war.”28 

This single-minded approach places undue restrictions on women’s agency and aids in 

their subordination. Asoka Bandarage (2010) agrees with Parashar that during periods of 

armed conflict the roles and responsibilities of women are multifaceted. Women who 

engage in violent actions are often described as demonstrating irrational behavior and 

))))))))))))))))))))))))))))))))))))))))))))))))))))))))
26 Gentry & Sjoberg, 2015, p. 44 
27 Rajasingham-Senanyake, 2004 
28 Parashar, 2009, p.237 
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looked at as mothers who have gone awry.29 This narrative, as compared with men’s, 

discounts women’s personal and political motivations for violence rather than recognizes 

their intellectual capacity for agency. 

During the Sri Lankan civil war women faded in-between peacemaking activism, 

perpetrators of violence, victimization, and human rights advocacy work. Bandarage 

(2010) discusses explicitly the varying perceptions of Sri Lankan women in armed 

conflict as well as their changing role in activism. Bandarage is cautious to use binary 

categories in reference to war and peace, and instead focuses on the change in societal 

and familial dynamics as a direct result of their participation in these spaces. I argue that 

the roles of women in separatist armed conflict have resulted in a great transformation, 

not only in regards to how women view themselves, but how society interprets their 

actions.30 Among scholars there is general consensus that at least on the individual level, 

agency and self-confidence were experienced and gender roles were transformed among 

women in the LTTE.31  

Gendered Cultural Restraints: The War on Women’s Bodies   

Teresa de Lauretis (1987) is a prominent theorist who has contributed a wealth of 

knowledge over the last several decades to the field of feminist studies, specifically with 

regards to the construction of gender. In Lauretis’s work, Technologies of Gender, she 

explains that “The term gender is, actually, the representation of a relation, that of 

belonging to a class, a group, a category…Gender constructs a relation between one 

entity and other entities.”32 For this thesis it is important to understand how gender has 

))))))))))))))))))))))))))))))))))))))))))))))))))))))))
29 Gentry & Sjoberg, 1998, p. 12 
30 Bandarage, 2010; Rajasingham-Senanyake, 2004; Parashar, 2009 
31 Coomaraswamy & Perera-Rajasingham, 2009; De Mel, 2001; Rajasingham Senanayake, 2004 
32 Lauretis, 1987, p. 4 
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historically been constructed in Sri Lanka as well as how women’s roles in the public 

sphere have aided in its deconstruction.  

 In the broader literature on gender and difference, feminist scholar Catherine 

Mackinnon (2001) uses what she terms the ‘difference’ approach to explain the 

construction of gender binaries—the story goes as follows:  

On the first day, difference was; on the second day, a division was created upon 
it; on the third day, occasional dominance arose. Division may be rational or 
irrational. Dominance either seems or is justified. Difference is.33 

 
 Mackinnon’s main point is that while it is important to recognize that difference is 

inherent, how difference is constructed and by who needs to be more critically 

investigated. Carole Pateman (1988), whose scholarship has inspired much of the 

literature in this area, including Mackinnon’s work, explains in her book, The Sexual 

Contract: “The patriarchal construction of the difference between masculinity and 

femininity is the political difference between freedom and subjection.”34 In Mackinnon’s 

analysis of gender and dominance, she emphasizes that “The problem is not that 

differences are not valued; the problem is that they are defined by power.”35 In the case 

of Sri Lanka, women have re-defined and shifted gender relations through their 

involvement in armed conflict and activism—challenging permanently the balance of 

power between men and women.  

 In the nationalist framework of Sri Lanka women are socialized and viewed as the 

bearers of ethnic tradition, cultural values, and the nation’s identity. This is strengthened 

as war is fought over the control of women’s bodies.36 In Sri Lanka, but also in most 

))))))))))))))))))))))))))))))))))))))))))))))))))))))))
33 Mackinnon, 2001 
34 Pateman, 1988, p. 207 
35 Mackinnon, 2001, p. 233 
36 Parashar, 2009; De Mel, 2001 
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parts of the world, men are recognized as the protectors of the feminized nation. 

Protecting the nation then becomes about protecting the cultural values inscribed on 

women’s bodies and carried forward by women themselves.37 Examples of the 

mechanisms women have used to resist feminized ideals and their construction as partial 

citizens can be found in much of the literature on gender and conflict.38 In the LTTE, 

women have taken a role in the armed conflict as active combatants. In the environment 

of conflict, women become both perpetrators of violence and upholders of peace. 

Participation in this setting has greatly shaped society’s perceptions on the collective 

strength of women.39   

Motherhood Culture and Politics 

 Under conditions of political instability in which the state is challenged, women’s 

roles as guardians of cultural values and traditions are reinforced. However, even within 

the context of the civil war and competing nationalist interests, women have been 

successful in forging links with one another across ethnic and class divisions through 

their involvement in Mother’s Fronts. Across Sri Lanka women have come together 

under the unifying symbol of  “motherhood” and have used its construction to their 

strategic advantage as a means to elevate their concerns to the political sphere.40 Many 

scholars agree that the tactic of motherhood has great political potential and should not be 

underestimated.41 As Asoka Bandarage (2010) argues, “The idea of the woman nurturer 

and mother has helped mobilize previously politically inactive women into the public 

))))))))))))))))))))))))))))))))))))))))))))))))))))))))
37 De Mel, 2001 
38 De Mel, 2001; Parahsar, 2009 
39 Alison, 2003; De Mel, 2001; Bandarage, 2010 
40 Samuel, 2003; De Mel, 2001; Bandarage, 2010 
41 Asoka, Bandarage, 2010; De Mel, 2001 
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sphere to campaign for peace.”42 After widespread disappearances in Sri Lanka women 

came together as mothers, sisters, and wives connected by the mutual loss of their sons 

and husbands.43 Neloufer De Mel (2001) discusses the rise of ‘Mother Politics’ within the 

formation of Mother’s Fronts; emphasizing the importance such politics have played in 

generating unity and visibility among Sri Lankan women.44 De Mel explains that, “In a 

culture where motherhood is valorized, the appeal to mother’s to come together as 

protectors of their sons, searching for the truth of their whereabouts, proved most 

compelling, as the numbers of the movement proved.”45 I argue that through the 

deployment of motherhood as a tactic, women were able to reclaim this political space as 

their own.  

 Despite gains made by the Mother’s Front internally and politically, many 

scholars agree that even among Mother’s groups and warrior-mothers, pervasive notions 

of female identity proved difficult to transcend.46 Rashika Coomaraswamy (1997), the 

United Nations Special Reporter on Violence Against Women and staunch advocate for 

women’s rights in Sri Lanka, firmly maintains that within the women cadres of the LTTE 

there can be no room for women’s empowerment or liberation. Coomaraswamy (1997) 

does not deny that transformation has taken place in Sri Lankan society, but questions the 

permanence of these changes. Samuel (2003) agrees with Coomaraswamy’s main idea, 

arguing that with regards to the Mother’s Front, “This approach may help to deal with 

crises in the short term and facilitate longer-term survival, but the construct of 

motherhood by itself, with no critique of its repercussions, has not been a sustainable 
))))))))))))))))))))))))))))))))))))))))))))))))))))))))
42 Bandarage, 2010, p. 659 
43 Bandarage, 2010 
44 De Mel, 2001 
45 De Mel, 2001, p. 250 
46 De Mel, 2001; Bandarage, 2010; Coomaraswamy, 1997; Samuel 2003 
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source of power for women.”47 In contrast to both Coomaraswamy and Samuel, I argue 

that regardless of whether women effectively transcended these gendered constructions or 

not, their collective involvement in Mother’s Groups and the armed force opened new 

space to reclaim the symbol of motherhood and practice open resistance. Jim Scott 

(1990), an expert on the arts of domination and resistance, emphasizes that such acts of 

public defiance have an impact at the individual and collective level, which should not be 

overlooked or discounted. Scott argues that “Both the psychological release and the 

social meaning of breaking the silence deserve emphasis.”48 In the case of the Sri Lankan 

Mother’s Fronts, women were not only able to come together and amplify their struggle 

but also to provide support and relief to one another in the process.  The confidence and 

psychological benefits women gained from engaging in such acts of resistance cannot be 

understated.  

Gender and Disaster: Multi-dimensional Vulnerability  

 While research on the intersection of gender and disaster has gained traction and 

recognition among regional and international level policymakers, further inquiry is 

needed in this area.49 This thesis examines multidimensional vulnerability as it is exposed 

during periods of crisis, both human-made and environmental. In the case of Sri Lanka, a 

more complete understanding of gender in the context of war could have enhanced 

disaster risk management and response to be more effective in responding to the needs of 

impacted communities. Due to pervasive gendered taboos and cultural expectations, 

many women faced heightened vulnerability in the aftermath of the 2004 tsunami. For 

instance a significant amount of women reported refusing to take off long dresses or 
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bulky clothing that made it difficult for them to swim, in fear of the embarrassment of 

being rescued naked, many of these women drowned as result.50 Gendered cultural 

restraints such as this, as well as others, make it more difficult for women to respond in 

the immediate aftermath of disaster.  

 Israel and Sachs (2013) argue that if international aid agencies continue to operate 

under the guise of “partial knowledge” with regards to gendered impacts, they cannot 

adequately manage and respond to disasters. In order to prevent against the further 

marginalization of vulnerable communities, it is important that foreign aid interventions 

are able to locate differences and needs between social groups following an 

environmental disaster.51 Feminist scholars call for greater engagement with diverse 

stakeholders and vulnerable populations in disaster planning and relief decision-

making.52 The adoption of gender quotas within NGOs and government committees is 

one proposed method of including the voice of women in disaster politics. However this 

is not necessarily the ‘fix-all’ solution. Scholars and activists are demanding greater 

commitment to engaging with women and other marginalized stakeholders to ensure their 

voices are heard in the policy decisions that shape their everyday lives.53 This work is not 

women’s alone; it falls on the shoulders of men as well.54  In a patriarchal world, the 

impacts of disasters are inherently gendered; international relations policies should 

recognize and be sensitive to this.  

 At the time that the 2004 tsunami occurred, women were already actively 

involved in issues related to displacement, the livelihood of widows, humanitarian aid 
))))))))))))))))))))))))))))))))))))))))))))))))))))))))
50 Thurnheer, 2014 
51 Bell, 2013 
52 Enarson, 2013; Israel & Sachs, 2013 
53 Bell, 2013 
54 De Alwis, 2009; Enarson, 2013 



LOCATING)GENDERED)RESISTANCE))) 21)

distribution, and gendered violence. However, their wealth of knowledge and experience 

was largely ignored post-disaster recovery efforts.55 Pre-disaster inequalities become 

unmasked following major environmental disaster, as was illustrated in the literature 

produced following the tsunami. In an increasingly complex and inter-connected world, 

disaster studies will need to balance hard science with social science to more effectively 

analyze and address the needs of those affected by human-made and climate-induced 

disasters.  

Anti-Nationalist Feminism  

 For a long time scholars have had a contested relationship with nationalism and 

feminism. Does separatist nationalism in Sri Lanka open space for women’s resistance? 

Or does it instead confine women to the boundaries of nationalist goals and projects, 

further reinforcing their roles as reproducers and bearers of cultural tradition? The 

argument adopted by many scholars is that while gendered restrictions exist within this 

framework, the social transformation of women’s roles in armed conflict and activism 

cannot be denied in Sri Lankan society.56 Greater examination of the moments where 

feminism and nationalism intersect can further this understanding. Especially within the 

LTTE movement, the transformation of women’s roles and status has been widely 

commented on. In many ways the nationalist framework of the LTTE has allowed women 

the opportunity to not only participate in the war, but also become more active in their 

communities, providing space for personal autonomy and advancement. However the 

extent to which such nationalist movements have resulted in the liberation or 
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emancipation of women is still highly debated among feminists.57 Miranda Alison (2003) 

elaborates on feminist critiques of Tamil nationalist feminism and female combatants 

insisting that rather than getting caught up in the pros and cons of nationalist feminism, 

scholars should focus on the transformation female combatants undergo as a result of 

taking up various roles in the LTTE movement.  

 Some scholars claim the liberation of women via rejecting traditional gender 

norms,58 while others have paid more attention to LTTE nationalist group’s contradictory 

call for women’s equality without thoroughly acknowledging the ways in which women 

are oppressed within the Tamil nationalist framework.59 Sitrlega Maunaguru (1995) takes 

this one step further by acknowledging the contradictions as well as space such 

nationalist movements open for feminist debate on gender and oppression in conflict. 

Rajasingham-Senanyake (2004) adds that this ‘new war’ has created opportunities for 

women to engage with new roles and responsibilities, allowing them to re-shape their 

identities within the nationalist state. Rather than viewing women as agents or victims, 

oppressed or emancipated, Rajasingham-Senanyake (2004) moves beyond such naïve 

binaries and adds a nuanced perspective to the literature, which she has termed 

‘ambivalent empowerment.’ She investigates the mechanisms women have used in Sri 

Lanka to create new spaces for feminist activism within ethnic politics, focusing more 

explicitly on the “ambiguous spaces of agency and empowerment” that women occupy. 60    

 Sri Lankan women have demonstrated their resistance to separatist nationalism by 

forging interethnic networks that span across internal borders of conflict, ethnicity, and 
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religion.61 Together, women are resisting against dominant nationalist and separatist 

paradigms to create a new vision for Sri Lanka’s future. In this thesis I argue that through 

an anti-nationalist feminist framework women have located opportunities to negotiate 

patriarchal structures in Sri Lanka to their strategic advantage.62 Women are leveraging 

their resistance, activism, and roles as mothers to redefine how they are seen and heard in 

Sri Lankan society, raising their private struggle to the public sphere.63  

Emergency Rule and A Theory of Resistance  

 Since conflict first arose between the LTTE and GoSL following independence 

from British rule, normalcy has been suspended within the country.64 Intense conflict and 

sustained low-level violence has come to characterize the everyday lived experience of 

those in a war-torn country.65 De Mel (2001) has contributed the term  “Emergency Rule” 

to characterize Sri Lanka in the midst of the civil war.66 De Mel argues that under such 

circumstances dissent manifests as internal violence and conflict stir up debate and 

contestation. Scholars have used the idea of ‘emergency rule’ to bring attention to the 

destabilizing nature that conflict and disasters have on shifting social and gender relations 

over long periods of time.67 James Scott’s (1990) work on resistance can also be applied 

under conditions of emergency rule, as he states, “It is in such sequestered settings where, 

in principle, a shared critique of domination may develop.”68 In the case of Sri Lanka I 
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argue that women came together as mothers during a period of emergency rule and 

developed a shared critique of the state, to which they publically resisted.  

Problematizing International Disaster Aid and Relief 

 Among many feminist scholars, it is agreed that western methods of providing 

rehabilitation services, trauma counseling, and addressing the needs of local people, often 

amount in more harm than good. In post-tsunami Sri Lanka, international relief agencies 

and NGOs lacked a comprehensive understanding of pre-existing interethnic tensions, 

local traditional coping mechanisms for trauma, or the gendered consequences of 

disaster.69 Following the disaster, NGOs and humanitarian organizations tended to 

reinforce women’s dependency on men and international aid rather than invest in long-

term sustainable solutions that allowed for the economic independence of women or 

promoted actual political change.70  De Alwis & Hedman (2009) warn that if 

humanitarian aid does not take seriously the geo-political context and history of the 

countries in which they operate, they risk ingraining themselves into “the fabric of 

political violence”.71 Because of inadequate planning and unequal aid distribution by 

foreign aid professionals, interethnic tensions were sparked, causing conflict in the 

aftermath of the tsunami.72  

 Even with the help of NGOs in providing services in education, health care, and 

economic empowerment, many still represented “Neo-Orientalism” to some extent, 

reinforcing hierarchal structures between the “western donors” and the “native 
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subjects.”73 In addition to the hierarchal structures of such agencies, the narrative of 

‘victimhood’ is highly pervasive in international relief, making it difficult to foster the 

inclusion of women within political leadership.74 Rajasingham-Senanyake (2004) 

advocates that women’s empowerment will not be achieved at the expense of men and 

that NGOs must recognize this in their planning and implementation of projects.75 

 Bandarage (2010) is critical of the mechanisms through which gender has been 

effectively (or not so effectively) mainstreamed in Sri Lankan NGOs, especially during 

the 2002 peace process. It is not only important to have women present in decision 

making, but to ensure that the opinions and needs of women from diverse castes, ethnic 

groups, and economic backgrounds are represented and prioritized in the process. This is 

especially important with regards to post-crisis reconciliation and development. Scholars 

warn against the “secondary victimization” of women and the social stigma this carries in 

post-disaster and post-conflict settings.76  Rajasingham-Senanyake (2004) expresses the 

need to move beyond the representation of women as victims and towards a better 

understanding of their agency and strength during periods of social stress.  

With regards to crisis prevention and management, linking scholars across 

disciplines is both relevant and pressing. As the literature reflects, there is a need for 

better communication and collaboration among scholars regarding conflict studies, 

disaster sociology, gender studies, and international relations. Interdisciplinary analysis is 

crucial to furthering our collective understanding of disaster in the context of pre-existing 

conflict and gender relations.  
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Sri Lanka as a Case Study 

There is an assumption in the literature that violence caused by weapons and 

violence caused by waves will result in different outcomes—as the case study of Sri 

Lanka proves, this is incorrect. In the overwhelming majority of large-scale climate-

induced disasters, social disparities are magnified and tensions are exacerbated. Sustained 

crisis in Sri Lanka has generated opportunities for women to enter the public sphere and 

disrupt traditional gender norms. This thesis examines the strategies women have used to 

navigate these complex spaces and build social resiliency. Examining the active role of 

women in coalition building and context sensitive community engagement during the war 

and after the tsunami, can provide important information and insight to practitioners in 

the fields of disaster, conflict and crisis management. Looking towards the future, this 

thesis argues that women must be incorporated in the planning an implementation of 

humanitarian projects, not only as recipients of aid but as administrators also.  

Ethnography of Political Violence  

To better contextualize the impact of the 2004 tsunami, I first present an overview 

of Sri Lanka’s history with political violence. After receiving independence from British 

rule in 1948, competing nationalist interests and armed conflict have been maintained 

between the Government of Sri Lanka (GoSL) and the Liberation Tigers of the Tamil 

Eelam (LTTE). During the pogrom of 1983, also known as “Black July”, the conflict 

took a brutal turn as 3,000 Tamil people were massacred and thousands more were 

deported to the North and East of the country by the UNP government and state forces.77 

From this moment forward violence has been relatively sustained in Sri Lanka, 
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concentrated most in the northern and eastern LTTE controlled regions. In 2002, with the 

assistance of Norwegian officials, the GoSL and the LTTE agreed upon a “formal but 

fragile” ceasefire.78 The GoSL was still in the midst of peace talk negotiations with the 

LTTE when the 2004 Tsunami struck, interrupting the process and resulting in increased 

tensions. As concerns were raised over the distribution of foreign aid and proposed plans 

for post-disaster development, cease-fire violations escalated and conflict was resumed 

between the two groups.  In August of 2006 undeclared war broke out, but it was not 

until January 2008 that the Sri Lankan government officially declared the Cease-Fire 

Agreement void.79 On May 18, 2009, after taking control of the entire island and killing 

Velupillai Prabhakaran, the leader of the LTTE, the GoSL declared a formal end to the 

twenty-five year long civil war.80 In his victory address to parliament, Mahinda 

Rajapaksa, the Sri Lankan president, declared that the country had finally been ‘liberated’ 

from terrorism.81 Unfortunately because no political agreement could be reached, the 

government took a militarized approach to ending the war. It is estimated that over 7,000 

ethnic Tamil civilians were killed between January and May of 2009 in the final and 

brutal attacks by Sri Lankan government forces.82 Following the end to the war, the 

European United Nations called for an independent investigation into the killings of Sri 

Lankan civilians, investigating war crimes on both the GoSL and LTTE sides of the 

conflict.  
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The Recruitment of Female Combatants  

 To understand the current status of women in Sri Lanka, it is necessary to observe 

their contributions and roles in both war and peace activism. Beginning in the 1980s, the 

LTTE began the recruitment and training of Tamil female-combatants to aid in the fight 

against the separatist Sinhala-Buddhist state. 83 The participation of Tamil women in the 

LTTE provided unmapped terrain for women to publically display their sacrifice for the 

Tamil people and their resistance to gendered and ethnic oppression by the state. The 

founder and leader of the LTTE, Velupillai Prabhakaran, is known especially for having 

taken a vested interest to increase the number of women included in the military groups 

training program.84 Eventually, LTTE forces consisted of about one-fifth women; this 

was unprecedented for the time and defied the gendered tradition of war.85 In a number of 

cases, female combatants reported leaving their homes to join the war without the 

approval of their parents, further defying traditions of patriarchal controls.86 Within the 

LTTE, Women played an active role both behind the scenes and on the frontlines of the 

civil war, including logistical activities and carrying out suicide bombings.  

 The transition of women from the private sphere of the home into military 

training camps and eventually the front lines of combat, has had an indelible impact on 

the perception of women’s capabilities, bravery, and strength. Through engaging in 

traditionally ‘masculine’ activities, and confronting patriarchal gendered norms, women 

have transcended prescribed socio-cultural roles.87 As Miranda Alison (2013) 
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emphasizes, women do not lack agency in this space.88 However, while Alison (2013) 

and Parashar (2009) have chosen to draw attention to the ambivalent spaces of 

empowerment that open up for women in periods of conflict, other scholars maintain that 

in this context the availability of choice can be an illusion. For example, Bandarage 

(2010) argues that while it has been agreed between feminist researchers and activists 

that women’s participation in militant separatist struggle has brought forth a 

transformation in women’s roles, they disagree that women have been able to achieve 

meaningful empowerment within the male-dominated and controlled LTTE forces.89 

However, I argue that to measure the significance of women’s agency based solely on 

their ability to achieve full empowerment is impossible. In this case, neither liberation, 

emancipation, or empowerment are the end goal, rather each are processes and 

movements that are continuously ongoing.  

It is impossible to discuss the recruitment of female combatants without also 

discussing issues related to choice. Many of the women recruited by the LTTE were 

younger, in their teens, less educated, and came from poor Dalit (the ‘untouchable’ class) 

families.90 In Parashar’s interviews with ex-female-combatants in Batticaloa, many of 

them mentioned that joining the LTTE was not completely their decision; it was their 

only option.91 Forced conscription was one of the LTTE’s primary recruitment tactics. As 

such, during the insurgency each Tamil family was mandated to send one child to serve 

in the Tamil cause.92 Because sons are more valued than daughters in Sri Lankan society, 

many families chose to send their daughters to fight. In addition the LTTE provided 
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incentives, such as food rations tied to military training, forcing many parents to send 

their children to war than to school.93 Poverty was also a major factor in the level of 

autonomy some women and young girls had in choosing to enter the ranks of the LTTE.  

While it is important to be critical of women’s relational autonomy and agency in 

the context of the LTTE, the symbolic significance and impact of their involvement 

should not be overlooked. For example through the women’s wing of the LTTE, the 

Freedom Birds, female combatants played a crucial role in the armed force during the 

war.94 The national image of women as peaceful, docile, and weak was quickly ripped 

away as women became involved in the LTTE fight. As Bandarage reports, “The young 

women cadres were known for their harsh treatment not only of the ethnic and 

gender other—the Sinhala males—but also non-LTTE Tamil women, especially 

women from rival militant organizations.”95 These women were brutal, 

unforgiving, and committed to the Tamil cause. In such examples it is clear how 

women in Sri Lanka have used their agency in periods of crisis to chip away at the 

base of gender constructions and patriarchal infrastructures. In Sri Lanka the 

involvement of women in war, a highly gendered space, has aided in this 

deconstruction.  

Disappearances and Killings: A Cause for Resistance  

 Between the years 1987 to 1991, Sri Lanka experienced an uprising from the 

Janatha Vimukthi Peramuna (JVP), a group of Sinhala nationalist youth in opposition to 
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the actions taken by the Sri Lankan Government.96 JVP militants terrorized and murdered 

anyone who criticized their group or that they suspected of collaborating with the state. In 

response to the uprising, the Sri Lankan government fought fire with fire, but on a much 

larger scale. The GoSL enacted a ‘Reign of Terror’ in which anyone suspected of being a 

‘subversive’ of the state (i.e. a left-wing activists, playwrights, lawyers, and journalists 

who were monitoring human rights violations) was murdered or disappeared.97 

Subsequently, JVP Sinhala youth became a primary target of the government during this 

time. Between the years, 1988 and 1990, “bodies, rotting on beaches, smoldering in 

grotesque heaps by the roadsides and floating down rivers, were a daily sight during the 

height of state repression.”98 Second to Iraq, Sri Lanka is reported by the United Nations 

to have the highest number of disappearances in the world.99 During the ‘Reign of 

Terror,’ the government used disappearances as a way to instill fear and obedience 

among Sinhalese and Tamil communities. Terror became a formal mechanism of control 

by the government.   

 Once someone has disappeared they are never seen again and what happens to 

their bodies is never fully known. In the documentary, White Van Stories, Leena 

Manimekalai meets with the families of Sri Lanka’s disappeared, interviewing mostly 

women who have lost their children or spouses to the state. Remarkably, a common 

theme observable among the women is their refusal to give up the hope that one day their 

loved ones might return. Many women reported shared experiences of helplessness, 

watching as their children and husbands were abducted from their homes and taken away 
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in un-marked white vans. As the documentary shows, across Sri Lanka, these vans have 

become a symbol of the oppression and abuse of human rights by the government.100  

 Despite the pervasive culture of fear and abuse perpetrated by the Sri Lankan 

government, women came together as mothers to protest the disappearances of their sons 

publically. I argue that the magnitude of social stress mothers endured as a result of the 

kidnappings and murders of their children, created an environment in which they were no 

longer capable of concealing their opposition to the state. Unified as mother, sisters, and 

wives, women took to the streets and demanded that justice be served and the 

government be held accountable. These protests, led by Mother’s Fronts, were successful 

in drawing international attention to the human rights abuses in Sri Lanka. In an effort to 

draw the media away from such concerns, government representatives would periodically 

give public statements denying any part in the disappearances and provide reassurance 

that they were looking into the growing situation. However, as to be expected, these 

investigations never led to any actual findings.   

 The term ‘disappeared’ carries with it the weight of unknowingness and the hope 

that your loved one could still be alive. One of the woman interviewed in the 

documentary stated that while she often thought about killing herself after her husband 

disappeared, the hope that he might return one day kept her fighting. In this woman’s 

journey for answers, she found other mothers. While men were afraid of being detained 

by the government, it was the women who stepped forward during the reign of terror and 

confronted the authorities in public protests.101 Together women in both the north and 

south resisted against human rights abuses by Sri Lankan state forces and demanded that 
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justice be served. It was during this period of terror and militancy that the first southern 

Mother’s Front was founded in the province of Matara.102 Two year later, in 1992, the 

Mother’s Front membership soared to over 25,000.103 This marked an incredible 

transition of women from the private sphere of the home to the public space of protest. 

Feminist Cultures of Resistance 

Within the Sri Lankan civil war, feminism, and nationalism have had a dynamic 

relationship. Historically, the nationalist state has sought to suppress the modern woman, 

for her body is the “discursive terrain on which significant socio-cultural tenets of the 

nation are produced.”104 In this sense, to preserve the traditional woman is to preserve the 

nation. While the GoSL has been proactive to control and oppress women in the 

nationalist framework, the LTTE widely promoted the liberation of women as one of its 

primary tenants. However within both organizations a certain level of control over 

women’s bodies is being exercised. The moments in which feminism and nationalism 

intersect, draw attention to the mechanisms of resistance women are using to oppose their 

construction as partial citizens in the nationalist patriarchal framework. Dominant 

nationalism constructs women as the mother’s of the feminized nation and the bearers of 

cultural tradition, which men seek to protect from competing nationalist interests.105 

While the traditional woman is tasked with upholding the nationalist state, the modern 

woman resists limitations to her advancement imposed by patriarchal institutions. These 

women are at odds with one another in Sri Lankan society.  
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Kumari Jayawardena, in her work, Feminism and Nationalism in the Third World, 

seeks to “‘uncover’ the role played by women in nationalist struggles rather than 

highlight their subordination within them.”106 Women in Sri Lanka have taken on a 

variety of complex roles within the LTTE as female combatants as well as outside of the 

military on the frontlines of activism as members of Mother’s Fronts. This section 

introduces the specific strategies women have deployed in opposition to Sri Lankan 

forces, particularly the use of motherhood and violence. This section identifies how 

women have redefined traditional expectations, drawn international attention to human 

right abuses in the country, and elevated their concerns to the political sphere. Using tears 

on the streets and guns on the battlefield, I argue that these women have deployed both 

feminine and masculine strategies of resistance to their advantage.  

Public Sacrifice and Resistance: Women in the LTTE  

In 1983, the LTTE set up it’s first special unit for women called the Vituthalai 

Pulikal Munani (Women’s Front of the Liberation Tigers) and in 1985 women began to 

be trained for armed combat.107 In 1987, following shortly after Vituthalai Pulikal 

Munani’s initial battle, the LTTE’s leader Velupillai Prabhakaran established the first all-

women training camp in Jaffna.108 This move by the LTTE forwarded a great 

transformation in the role of women in Sri Lanka. Within the LTTE, and other Tamil 

militant groups, a strong commitment to linking women’s liberation with the goal of 

national liberation was expressed.109 In a speech given by LTTE leader Prabhakaran, he 

states that “'[t]he ideology of women liberation is a child born out of the womb of our 
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liberation struggle.'” to which he also adds, “'[t]he Tamil Eelam revolutionary woman has 

transformed herself as a Tiger for the Liberation of our land and liberation of women. 

She, like a fire that burns injustices, has taken up arms.’” 110  While the sincerity of the 

LTTE’s commitment to women’s liberation is highly debated among scholars, it has great 

symbolic significance.  

In Miranda Alison’s work, Cogs in the Wheel? Women in the Liberation Tigers of 

Tamil Eelam, she focuses less so on the LTTE’s recruitment tactics and instead 

investigates the gender-specific reasons behind women’s choices in joining the 

movement. I agree with Alison’s perspective that it is in the personal narratives of female 

combatants that we see true transformation and change taking place.  In her analysis, 

Alison (2003) interviews fourteen female LTTE combatants and ex-combatants to gage 

their perspective on liberation within the conflict. While nationalist sentiment may have 

been one reason behind women’s choice to join the fight of the Tamil Ealam, Alison 

argues that this sentiment is a “meta-reason for enlisting; beneath this ideological 

motivation there are also more specific, more personal factors operating.”111 She notes 

that many of the women who chose to join the LTTE cadres also came from families and 

regions that had been particularly affected by the war, their motivations were both 

political and personal. In James Scott’s work, Domination and the Arts of Resistance, he 

emphasizes the importance of the “hidden transcript,” meaning the private spaces in 

communities where dissent is generated.112 Scott argues that, “neither everyday forms of 

resistance nor the occasional insurrection can be understood without reference to the 
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sequestered social sites at which such resistance can be nurtured and given meaning.”113 

Many scholars have leapt to the conclusion that female combatants are pawns at the 

disposal of male LTTE superiors. As Radhika Coomaraswamy states, “[the LTTE 

women] are not initiators of ideas. They are only implementers of policy made by 

someone else…”114 This generalization discounts the agency and personal narratives of 

women who partake in extreme forms of violence. Scott (1990) however suggests that, 

“To do so is to see the performance as totally determined from above and to miss the 

agency of the actor in appropriating the performance for his own ends.”115 The majority 

of women interviewed in Alison’s study that joined the movement voluntarily expressed 

anger and resentment over the death of loved ones by the Sri Lankan army as a 

motivating factor in their choice to join the LTTE.  

Alison (2003) outlines disruption to education and protection as other important 

motivating factors reported by female-combatants. A number of the women interviewed 

stated that because of displacement caused by the war and discrimination against Tamil 

youth in university entrance, access to higher education was limited. Five of the fourteen 

women interviewed listed disruption to education as a primary reason for joining the 

LTTE. One woman reported explicitly that she joined the movement because “She does 

not want this disruption to education to happen to future generations and wanted to help 

end this.”116 Another reason behind women’s participation was shared anger and fear 

towards the Indian Peacekeeping Force (IPKF), which had raped and molested hundreds 

of Tamil women between 1987-1990 in the northeast. In one interview, a woman 
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explained that fear of sexual violence was a primary motivating factors for joining the 

movement; she stated that, “Everyone has to protect themselves.”117 As a female she also 

saw it as her responsibility to fight for the protection of other Tamil women from the 

IPKF occupation.118 These examples prove that women could no longer sit idly as their 

community’s continued to be threatened and their opportunities limited. The social stress 

generated by the conflict motivated women to take up arms of their own, to fight against 

the atrocities of the Sri Lankan Armed Forces and IPKF in their communities, and 

participate in the struggle for Tamil liberation. Alison’s interviews show that in joining 

the LTTE armed forces Tamil women found psychological release, a space to exercise 

transgressive agency, and a sense of protection. Interestingly women reported becoming 

more aware of the issues affecting women after having joined the LTTE movement.119  

 In contrast to Alison’s work, Radhika Commaraswamy (1997) argues that no 

peace or justice can be achieved in society unless feminism is linked to humanism and 

non-violence.120 In addition to Commaraswamy, Darini Rajasingham-Senanyake (2001) 

also cautions scholars to be wary of assertions that women’s empowerment and peace can 

come from acts of violence and injustice.121 For a long time feminist scholars have had a 

contested relationship with women’s involvement in war. Likewise, Swati Parashar 

(2009) discourages the glorification of female warriors, arguing that “The identity of 

women militants is multilayered, constructed by the societies they come from, by the 

militant and political extremist groups they are part of, and by the dominant media 
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images that romanticize and feminize them.”122 While women’s involvement in the LTTE 

may not have resulted in the overall emancipation or liberation of women in Sri Lanka, I 

argue it created space for liberating experiences during the conflict. A pattern Alison 

(2003) noticed during her fieldwork is that “Tiger women have an air of quiet assurance 

and confidence that is not necessarily obvious in other women; even the way they carry 

themselves is different.”123 This subtle change in women’s attitudes and actions is 

significant. The involvement of women in the LTTE armed forces not only changed the 

way society saw them but also how they viewed their own capacity for action.  

Female Suicide Bombers: An Examination of Empowerment 

During the civil war, women made up one-third of the LTTE’s suicide unit.124  In 

committing extreme acts of self-sacrifice, these brave women broke down taboos and 

impositions of female identity. As De Mel (2001) states, these moments “acquire 

particular significance during national crises.”125 Within the LTTE, martyr became 

synonymous with honored hero.126 What impact has this “grammar of recruitment” had 

on the women who are chosen to preform the task? De Mel argues that such acts “can be 

viewed as an agentive moment in the militant’s life, the pinnacle in a career of 

dedication.”127 While coercion is likely to play a role in women’s ‘sacrifice,’ I argue that 

the choices women make in this space are often more complex. Dhanu is one of the most 

well known female suicide bombers in the LTTE. When she was just seventeen years old, 
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she carried out an attack on Rajiv Gandhi, the former Indian Prime Minister.128 While her 

suicide was one of sacrifice, it was equally if not more so, one of revenge. After the 

attack, the LTTE came forward stating that Dhanu chose to avenge herself after being 

raped by members of the IPKF who had been sent to Sri Lanka under the supervision of 

Gandhi.129  

A rising concern however, among feminist scholars is that women are socialized 

to be altruistic suicide-bombers. Rajasingham-Sananayake (2004) argues that women in 

groups like the LTTE, “tend to subordinate their gender identities to the nationalist 

cause.”130 She argues that because women have been socialized in patriarchal and Asian 

culture to put themselves second, women are more likely to sacrifice themselves. While 

this may be true to some extent, the reductionist nature of this statement risks discounting 

women’s legitimate political grievances and transformative potential in war and extreme 

acts of violence.  

In the fourth clause of the LTTE’s Women’s Manifesto, one of the tenets listed is 

to “Ensure that women control their own lives.”131 De Mel (2001) critiques this claim and 

those made by Velupillai Pribakaran, the leader of the LTTE and founder of the 

Women’s Military unit of the Liberation Tigers. She states that despite these declarations 

for equality and liberation, Pribakaran is only the “midwife of their agency” reinforcing 

the “gender hierarchies which keep women in reliance on men…”132 While De Mel 

(2001) recognizes the complex nature of female combatants in her work, I disagree with 

the absolute nature of this statement. I argue that women’s empowerment is a process, 
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which occurs along a spectrum. Women are continuously conforming, transforming, and 

re-creating themselves in the face of patriarchy and in their resistance to it. It is important 

to critique the structures that limit women’s potential for agency, but scholars must be 

cautious of how these limitations are perpetuated in their work. For instance, Parashar 

(2009) argues that in the case of female suicide bombers, their identities and politics are 

reduced to their bodies and sexuality. She states that, “It would seem to suggest that there 

is no possibility of emancipatory politics for women in the LTTE ranks.”133 To argue that 

women have completely ‘defeminized’ themselves in armed combat or are completely at 

the will of the LTTE risks overlooking matters of choice and agency in such movements. 

My intention is not to glorify the actions of female suicide bombers, but to draw attention 

to the questions their involvement raises and how they have transformed the perception 

of women in Sri Lankan society. 

Backing Away from Binaries: Women in War  

“Looking at women as vulnerable, passive and acted upon…reinforces the maleness of 
agency.”134 

In the literature on conflict, but also environmental disaster, women are 

overwhelmingly depicted as victims of cultural traditions, gendered stereotypes, the state, 

nationalist struggle, and other patriarchal structures. However, the situation is far more 

complex. Even so, Parashar (2009) states, “Feminist International Relations can’t 

deconstruct the identities of women militants and engage with their violent politics 

without endorsing or condoning it in any way.”135 While it is important to understand 

how women are vulnerable to certain forms of violence, it is equally important that their 
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strengths individually and collectively are recognized in the face of adversity. Significant 

social stress in Sri Lanka has shown to generate resistance to state sanctioned violence 

and provided an opportunity to for women to transform their social and political 

identities. I agree with Parashar that with regards to women in crisis, “The reality is 

somewhere in between the binaries of agency and victimhood, private and public, voice 

and silence...”136 Given choices under conditions of social stress, I argue that Sri Lankan 

women have chosen to abandon cultures of patriarchy. 

The case of female LTTE suicide bombers raise concerns among feminist 

scholars when matters of agency and empowerment are brought forward. In Charles 

Sarvan’s famous short story, Appointment with Rajiv Gandi, he tells the story of Dhanu, 

the female LTTE suicide bomber who killed Rajiv Gandhi, the prime minister of India.137 

While Dhanu’s story is true, Sarvan adds his own commentary and backstory to the 

historic event. In one part of the story Dhanu reflects on her decision to participate in the 

suicide bombing, expressing that:  

The world will think me ugly in what it’ll call my fanaticism. Wild, lunatic eyed 
and with disheveled hair, or frightening in my cold control, my cruel composure. 
Dressed for a wedding or festival, with flowers in my hair, I have pretended not to 
notice male eyes looking at me, but have felt warm in my womanhood; felt happy, 
felt even a touch of pride and power. I may not be a beauty but I was, have been, a 
woman.138  

While this story is fictional, the details of the Dhanu’s dress, adorned with flowers, are 

not. Her attire was meant to be symbolic in the same way that her actions were. In De 

Mel’s analysis of Sarvan’s story, she claims that Dhanu’s act of terror can be seen as an 

empowering one:  
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Through it she will break with an oppressive tradition. Unlike the usual arranged 
marriages, she will choose her bridegroom; unlike the usual traditional virgin bride, 
she will be touched by men before her ‘wedding’; unlike the modest women who 
shuns publicity, her photograph will be flashed in the world press; unlike other 
Hindu women, she will walk to the site of the numerous funerals, including her 
own.139  

 
But what is the price of such ‘freedom’? This is the question De Mel attempts to answer 

in her work. In what ways does Sarvan’s historical fiction capture the reality of Dhanu’s 

sacrifice?  How have the actions of Dhanu, and other female suicide bombers like her, 

provided ambiguous and liberating spaces for empowerment? Rather than presenting an 

argument as to whether or not Dhanu was empowered, scholars should focus on the 

indisputable significance of her sacrifice.  

Women in the LTTE chose to embody resistance in different ways. In the poem, 

She the Woman of the Tamil EELAM, written by Vanati, a female captain of the armed 

wing of the LTTE, she depicts her personal reality and that of fellow female fighters: 

Her forehead shall be adorned 
not with kunkunman (but) with red blood. 
All that is seen in her eyes 
is not the sweetness of youth (but) the tombs of the dead. 
Her lips shall utter 
not useless sentences  
(but) firm declarations of those who have fallen down.  
On her neck will lay  
no tali, (but) a Cyanide capsule! 
She has embraced 
not men, (but) weapons! 
Her legs are going and searching,  
not for searching a relationship with relatives  
(but) looking towards the liberation of the soil of Tamililam 
Her gun will fire shots. 
No failure will cause the enemy to fall! 
It will break the fetters of Tamililam!! 
Then from out people’s lips 
a national anthem will tone up!!!140 
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This poem offers important insight to the perception of honor within the LTTE and the 

power of women to redefine what is expected of them. In this poem Vanati characterizes 

a woman who has rejected conventional gender norms and is in the process of 

reconstructing her identity. As De Mel states, she has “embraced a language of death and 

militancy where there is no place for squeamishness and coyness. Her sexual energy is 

directed at ushering in a new state and dispensation, not preserving old familial ties.”141 

Women’s involvement in the LTTE illustrates a vast departure from the tradition 

behavior of Tamil women. Under extreme social stress, these women have chosen to 

resist the status quo, take up arms, and become agents in the fight for social change.   

 Within the discourse on women in war, scholars have had difficulty reconciling 

the roles of women in peace activism with those in armed combat. Parashar (2009) states 

that, “Women are often labeled as inherently peaceful and their violence is explained as 

the consequence of male victimization and maneuvering.”142  Such labels depict women 

as lacking personal political motivation or nationalist aspirations, presenting a major 

obstacle to their agency. Parashar (2009) advocates for IR feminists to deconstruct 

traditional binaries and be open to the multitude of roles women perform during periods 

of social stress. Parashar emphasizes that: 

The ‘personal’ and the ‘political’ interact and influence each other. To exclude 
these voices implies imposing value judgments of what is ‘acceptable’ in 
women’s lives and behavior. Recognizing only certain kinds of women’s 
activities is a problematic framework of gendered enquiry that strips women of 
difference and renders them powerless.143  
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Parashar’s point here is critical for feminist IR scholars to bear in mind. We cannot 

mainstream women’s voices effectively into discussions of peace if we do not understand 

their motivations for violence. The field of Feminist IR must accept the diversity and 

legitimacy of women’s experiences in conflict so that the women’s participation in 

violence is no longer marginalized, but rather understood through the lens of agency. 

Gendered Struggle and Public Resistance: The Rise of Women’s Groups  

Over the last several decades, women in Sri Lanka have made their presence 

known in the political and public sphere. Female-led organizations have been 

overwhelmingly successful in speaking across geopolitical and methodological borders to 

address issues of nationalism, militarization, and gender violence in the context of war.144 

Periods of increased trauma and social stress have resulted in new opportunities for 

resistance among women of all ethnic groups and classes. The formation of the Women’s 

Action Committee (WAC) in 1982 (a coalition of women’s groups, women NGO 

activists, church groups, women writers, and academics) marked the beginning of 

contemporary feminist peace activism in Sri Lanka.145  Soon after WAC’s formation, the 

groups created the “Women for Peace 1984” petition which received over 10,000 

signatures from women across all ethnicities, calling for an end to the civil war.146 

However, the WAC was eventually forced to disband after supporting the controversial 

entrance of the IPKF to Sri Lanka as well as after having received serious threats from 

the JVP.147 After a period of hiatus, these women re-emerged in 1989 when the group 

Mothers and Daughters of Lanka (MDL) was formed. Similar to the WAC, the MDL 
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worked primarily on creating a political platform for devolution and to negotiate an end 

to the war.148 During the same year that the WAC was formed, Tamil women in the 

Northern city of Jaffna mobilized the first Mother’s Front.149 Two years after the 

formation of the WAC, in 1984 the Northern Mother’s Front was formed in Jaffna and 

six years later in 1990, Sinhalese women expanded the Mother’s Front in the southern 

province of Matara.150 While these women’s organizations oppose dominant nationalism, 

it is important to remember that they also function within it.  

The Mother’s Front: The Politics and Strategy of Motherhood  

The emergence of Mother’s Fronts during the height of the Reign of Terror 

demonstrated tremendous courage. During this time Tamil women in the north and 

Sinhalese women in the south took to the streets and demanded justice for the arbitrary 

disappearances and murders of their sons by Sri Lankan state forces, the LTTE, and 

IPKF.151 Wenona Giles, a prominent feminist scholar, explains that “In times of war and 

socio-political insecurity, the figure of the mother becomes a central signifier of racial 

and cultural values, national pride and purity, and is intrinsically connected in this way to 

the nation’s honor.”152 While historically the Sri Lankan government has used 

motherhood as a tactic of oppression, members of the Mother’s Front chose to reclaim 

motherhood as a site of protest, demonstrating their collective unity and potential. 

Through public activism and the deployment of “Mother Politics”, women brought about 

significant changes in the balance of political power.153 While motherhood might not be 
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the most transformative feminist tactic, I argue that it was effective in elevating the 

concerns of women and offered a certain level of protection in a politically unstable and 

dangerous context.   

The politicization of motherhood brought women together across ethnic, 

religious, and socio-economic divides. Together mothers identified a common cause and 

drew international attention to the disappearances of their children. 154 Some scholars 

critique the use of motherhood as a strategy and de-value it as a ‘safe tactic.’ I argue 

however, that the deployment of motherhood acted as a necessary safeguard against state 

brutality and allowed women to form inter-ethnic linkages in the ethno-nationalist 

context of Sri Lanka. In James Scott’s work, Domination and the Arts of Resistance, he 

sates that “Conformity in the face of domination is thus occasionally—and 

unforgettably—a question of suppressing a violent rage in the interest of oneself and 

loved ones.”155 While women might have expressed varying degrees of rage publically, 

they had to be careful of where and how they did so. Motherhood as a strategy allowed 

women to balance the need to protection with that of remaining heard domestically and 

internationally. In the North, after 800 Tamil Youth were abducted and transported to the 

south, Tamil women mobilized and formed the Northern Mother’s Front. Shortly after the 

group was formed, over five thousand women marched to the Kahecheri building (where 

the Government Agent’s office was located), it was reported that, “in a mood of militancy 

and anger, the women stormed the office of the GA, climbed onto his conference table, 

and read their demands to him…the Minister was forced to assure the mothers that their 
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children would be returned within the week.”156 The international attention attracted by 

the mothers of the disappeared, combined with the government’s efforts to cover up 

human rights abuses, afforded women both moral legitimacy and political protection in 

activism.  

Defying Nationalist Hegemony: Pluralist Tactics in a Separatist Conflict  

One of the most important aspects of the women’s movement in Sri Lanka has 

been heir ability to form coalitions and defy homogenization through the diversity of the 

movement.157 Within the Mother’s Front especially, pluralism was an essential tactic in 

advocating for an end to the separatist conflict in Sri Lanka because of its inconsistency 

with the goals of Sri Lankan separatist nationalism. In its extreme form, nationalism 

“negates difference and diversity, forging an identity and a politics that will brook no 

dissent.”158 As can be seen in the efforts of the Mother’s Fronts, feminist peace activists 

sought to disrupt nationalist homogeneity through the incorporation of diverse 

stakeholders in their movement.  

James Scott states that, “geographical separation, linguistic differences, or 

fear…impede the growth of an elaborate, shared hidden transcript” because of this, “the 

explosive realm of public defiance is nearly the only social site where communication 

among subordinates is possible.”159 In the case of Sri Lanka women found their collective 

voice within the larger group of mothers.  Together they organized across geographic and 

political borders. In the following section, I will discuss how the organizational capacity 
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of women developed during the civil war proved an essential basis for meeting the needs 

of impacted communities following the 2004 tsunami.  

When Waves Crash on a Broken Shore 

When the tsunami struck Sri Lanka’s shore in 2004, Sri Lanka was already 

broken. Not only had 80,000 people been killed and more than 800,000 people displaced, 

shortly after the disaster war was resumed in 2006. The ceasefire agreement signed 

between the GoSL and LTTE in 2002 quickly fell apart as tensions mounted over foreign 

aid. During the second phase of the war, another estimated 21,000 people were killed 

followed by tens of thousands more in the final military campaigns of 2009.160 In total, 

over 101,000 people were killed in Sri Lanka between 2004 and 2009. The tsunami did 

not occur in a vacuum. With the influx of foreign aid focused solely on victims of the 

tsunami, previously Internally Displaced Persons (IDPs) from the war who were not 

tsunami-affected received little, if any, aid.161 Competition and tensions arose due to aid 

reserved for those affected by the tsunami versus those affected by the war.162 The lack of 

gender, political, and socio-cultural sensitivity by international relief, furthered conflict in 

the country.  

The Gendered Terrain of Disaster 

Kathleen Thurheer, an anthropologist who has written significantly on violence 

and disaster in Sri Lanka, states that while disasters discriminate based on established 

differences such as class, caste, gender, ethnicity and age, “ultimately, power 
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relationships lie at the core of a disaster’s impact.”163 The 2004 tsunami was one of 

largest recorded to hit parts of India, Africa, and South East Asia.164 In the aftermath of 

the disaster, it was estimated that approximately three times as many women as men were 

killed between the ages of sixteen and thirty years old.165 This sparked concern among 

scholars and spurred an academic movement to look at gendered data in disasters more 

closely to better understand the multiple layers of women’s vulnerability. As such gender 

relationships have become a part of the “deep social grammar” that disasters reveal in 

their aftermaths.166  

When determining who is most vulnerable in a disaster situation, it is important to 

look at who has the least assets and capacity to adapt to such changes. By this equation, 

women who work as substance farmers and land managers in the rural north and east 

worn-torn territories are the most vulnerable, provided their dependent position on their 

land, in most cases their husband, and the responsibility to their family to provide food, 

care, water, etc. As stated by Chew, in Caught in the Storm: The Impact of Natural 

Disasters on Women, in countries similar to Sri Lanka: 

Women are especially likely to work in agricultural industry or the informal 
economy, both of which tend to be heavily impacted by natural disasters. Due to 
this fact and their lower educational and literacy levels, they are overrepresented 
among those who end up unemployed. Due to their care taking responsibilities, 
they are not free to relocate in search of work. As a result, they are vulnerable to 
impoverishment, forced marriage, labor exploitation and trafficking.167  
 

In addition, due to head-of-household rules governing eligibility for assistance, after the 

tsunami women who had become widowed were put at a significant disadvantage in their 
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recovery. Inheritance and property laws also limited women’s ability to acquire assets.168 

Women play keys roles in their homes and communities, as Elaine Enarson, an expert on 

disaster sociology states, "women are significant economic actors whose time, efforts, 

and income sustain life for others, and their economic losses impact overall household 

and community recovery after disasters".169 Enarson emphasizes that the inclusion of 

women in development projects, relief efforts, and decision-making is critical to move 

entire communities forward.   

 In addition to lacking certain financial resources to adapt, due to cultural norms 

and socialization women were placed in especially vulnerable positions when the waves 

struck. In addition to wearing restrictive and long clothing, which made it difficult to 

swim, many women lacked certain survival skills (generally taught to males) such as tree 

climbing and swimming170. A number of women also reported being unable to evacuate 

their homes in time because they were traveling with smaller children who could not 

walk or run as fast.  

Pre-Existing Gender-Biased Policies: Socio-Economic Vulnerability  

In comparison with other South Asian countries, women in Sri Lanka rank highly 

in terms of literacy and health. However, these rankings do not necessarily equate to 

economic or social security.  Studies show that in post disaster circumstances women 

often face heightened risk of inequality and violence. According to scholarship conducted 

on ecofeminism and natural disasters in Sri Lanka, policies that favor men financially 

such as gender-biased inheritance allow for a culture where women are forced to remain 
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dependent on men for their survival. 171  For instance, “many Sri Lankan women whose 

husbands died in the tsunami were left without their former property because of 

inhibition under Sharia law prohibiting women from property inheritance.172 This is just 

one example of how pre-existing structures made it more difficult for women to cope and 

adapt, women are more vulnerable not because they are less capable but because they 

have been historically and structurally disadvantaged in society. Because of these 

restraints on women, resources allocated towards building their economic and adaptation 

capacity should be prioritized. 

In times of crisis, how are women’s specific needs supposed to be met when there 

are no women included in decision-making process in disaster risk management? If their 

voices are not heard, their needs are more likely to be overlooked in relief and recovery. 

According to a 2004 report in Sri Lanka: 

Only 0.6% of the female labor force was employed at the senior administrative 
and management level, in comparison to 1.6% of their male counterparts. Women 
comprise only 5% of the Parliament and occupy 2% of the provisional and local 
government positions (Asian Development Bank 2004).173 
 

These conditions are reflected both in disaster impact and recovery, which show clear 

disparities between men and women. Unfortunately, experiences such as this are not 

unique among women in Sri Lanka and other Central and South Asian countries. With 

inadequate assistance following a natural disaster, women’s already numerous 

responsibilities are increased, leaving them with even less time than was available before 

for them to become involved outside of the gendered sphere of the home. Investment 

must be made in this area to help increase women’s access and presence in decision-
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making.  

Even among women, vulnerability differs significantly. In Kanchana 

Ruwanpura’s research, Temporality of Disasters: The Politics of women’s Livelihoods 

‘after’ the 2004 Tsunami in Sri Lanka, she argues that women’s responses in times of 

disaster must be contextualized, stating that, “Women in the various ethnic groups are 

likely to have experienced the tsunami differently.”174 In her work, Ruwanpurna (2008) 

examined Hikkaduwa and Batticaloa, two badly impacted regions on the southern and 

eastern coast of Sri Lanka. Ruwanapurna chose to conduct her research in these two 

distinct regions, “to capture and represent the multifaceted aspects of regional 

discrepancies and spatial specificities” in the aftermath of the tsunami.175  She defines 

natural disasters as not just cutting across gendered landscapes, but ethnonationalist ones 

as well.176 Hikkaduwa and Batticaloa are both coastal towns, however, Hikkaduwa is 

popular among tourists and has been more successful economically, as opposed to 

Batticaloa, which is “is located in a severely depressed part of the country that in recent 

times has been subjected to the ravages of the ‘ethnic war’ in multiple ways”.177 After the 

tsunami the Sri Lankan government declared that there would be a two hundred meter 

buffer zone established in the Tamil and Muslim dominated Eastern Province (Batticaloa) 

and only a one hundred meter buffer zone in the southern Sinhala majority and tourist 

heavy province (Hikkaduwa).  This decision caused unequal displacement and setbacks, 

outraging a number of people in the Batticaloa province who felt that the government was 

))))))))))))))))))))))))))))))))))))))))))))))))))))))))
174 Ruwanpura, 2008, p. 327 
175 Ruwanpura, 2008, p. 326 
176 Ruwanpura, 2008 
177 Ruwanpura, 2008, p. 327 



LOCATING)GENDERED)RESISTANCE))) 53)

systematically disadvantaging them.178  The institute for Policy Studies in Colombo 

stated that, “if public safety was the prevailing aim, the buffer zones should have been 

equal for all areas”.179  ‘No-build zones’ were also larger in Batticaloa, which impacted 

the community’s ability to reconstruct their livelihoods following the tsunami.180  

In a study of 200 homes in Batticaloa, it was found that 80% of the people who 

died in the tsunami were women, in addition to the loss of lives, “women’s wealth, often 

in the form of gold jewelry (but also bicycles), was also swept away by the destructive 

waves”.181 The loss of lives and capital among women was grave throughout Sri Lanka 

and was more severe in marginalized communities, such as Batticaloa. Women who were 

widowed after the tsunami faced significant challenges in accessing emergency relief and 

overcoming cultural stigmatization. In the aftermath of the tsunami, “52.2 percent of 

Sinhala women heads interviewed were widows, 67.2 percent of Tamil women and 61 

percent of Muslim women heads were widows”.182 Jennifer Hydman (2008), a researcher 

on feminism, conflict, and disasters in post tsunami Sri Lanka, advocates for greater 

analysis of the power relations between men and women that result in social reproduction 

and deep-rooted inequality. Hydman’s states that, “The practices of aid, policy and 

history which position certain groups of people in hierarchical relation to others are not 

easily unraveled”.183 However, Hydman (2008) suggests that through a feminist lens and 

approach these structures can be dissembled. 
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Increased Ethnic Tensions 

According to the 2001 Sri Lanka Census of Population and Housing, out of the 18 

total districts in Sri Lanka it is estimated that about 82% of the population are Sinhalese, 

4.3% are Sri Lanka Tamil, 5.1% are Indian Tamil, and the remaining 8.6% consists of 

smaller minority groups including Burghers, Moors, and Malays.184 When the waves 

struck Sri Lanka, the eastern and northern coastlines were hit hardest.185 During the civil 

war in Sri Lanka these same coastlines were where the majority of violent battles were 

fought between the LTTE and the state. In the aftermath of the tsunami Tamil 

communities in the north and east were tasked not only with the recovery of one disaster, 

but two. 

As foreign aid flowed into the country, its distribution was shaped unevenly by 

the pre-existing political geography. Hyndman (2009) argues, and I agree, “Without a 

strong understanding of ‘new political formations emerging on the global periphery,’ 

humanitarian aid will be incorporated into the fabric of political violence.”186 This was 

precisely the case in Sri Lanka, where the concentration of aid in the hands of the 

government sparked resentment and polarization within the LTTE.187 In the immediate 

aftermath of the tsunami the LTTE and GoSL had agreed to a joint mechanism to 

distribute aid, the Post-Tsunami Operational Management Structure (P-TOMS), however 

this plan was never actually implemented.188 Regional aid was prioritized not based on 

need; instead the areas that were politically more dominant (i.e. Sinhalese communities in 
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the south) saw more access to relief personnel, humanitarian items, and financial aid.189 A 

year following the tsunami it was reported by a local aid official that, in the southern 

province of Hambantota, agencies were constructing 4,478 homes even though only 

2,445 were needed. As this was happening in the south, in the Tamil district of Ampara 

(reported to have been hit hardest by the tsunami), only 3,136 homes were being built for 

over 18,000 families whose homes had been destroyed.190 Following the norm in large-

scale environmental disasters, NGOs implemented band-aid solutions rather than used 

their resources and power to promote political solutions and long-term reconstruction.191 

As such, devastation caused by the tsunami and insensitive relief operations, led to 

further conflict and lives lost across Sri Lanka.  

Role of Women in Meeting Survivor Needs 

 In post-tsunami Sri Lanka, I argue local female-led organizations were more 

effective than formal aid institutions in meeting the diverse needs of women and 

marginalized communities. Their prior-experiences working during the conflict years 

provided them with a level of sensitivity and consciousness that lacked in foreign aid 

interventions. Women’s activism for human rights provided a useful frame of reference, 

enabling them to “draw attention to the contiguities between the political and 

‘natural’ disasters of the war and the tsunami, and to go beyond the actual events 

themselves towards a feminist understanding of their impact as dynamic processes 

that affect women in particular gendered ways.”192 In this section I uncover the 
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critical role women’s groups played in responding to the tsunami and how this was 

influenced by their activity during the war.  

 When the tsunami occurred, women’s organizations were already deeply 

embedded in women’s issues in Sri Lanka, such as gendered violence, 

displacement, and the livelihoods of widows. This prior knowledge formed the 

basis for their work following the disaster. As Del Mel (2008) states, “A significant 

feminist trend in this post-tsunami activity…drew from prior experience in the work of 

gender and human rights in the context of armed violence.”193 In addition to pre-existing 

organizations including, the Coalition for Assisting Tsunami Affected Women (CATAW) 

was formed. CATAW is an example of a feminist group that saw its purpose as linking 

developmental and rehabilitation goals with human rights.194 This group was one of the 

only ones to send out a fact-finding team to gather specific information on the impacts of 

the tsunami on women.195 Most of CATAW’s work took place in conflict areas and 

focused on bringing awareness to women about their rights through legal clinics.196 

CATAW also advocated that the state allow women complete ownership over personal 

property or at least joint-ownership with their husband, or children if they were 

widowed.197 However, due to some ethnic bias of the CATAW, Tamil and Muslim 

women have been relatively more aware of their rights than less dominant ethnic 

minorities such as the Burghers (who were less directly involved in the war).198 While 

CATAW assisted in meeting the immediate needs of women and providing important 
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information related to women’s rights—the goals and mission of the organization moving 

forward would be benefited by a more progressive agenda, using disaster as a way to 

promote women’s advancement rather than a return to pre-tsunami status quo.  

Apart from the efforts of CATAW, another approach to promoting participation 

among women and address gendered disparities after the tsunami was the development of 

“women-to-women” groups, in which female survivors were provided a space to come 

together: 

With a larger group of women involved in the initiative to discuss ideas. Content 
of the groups included sharing experiences of violence and abuse as well as 
resilience and the promotion of safety. Such a modality of providing a context for 
the voice of women’s resilience and perspective is critical in highlighting and 
addressing gendered structures that enable violence to continue.199   
 

Programs like this not only provide opportunities to build adaptation capacity, but to also 

validate women’s experiences and support one another following intense trauma. In 

recent years, numerous scholars have contributed research on programs that have been 

successful in empowering and meeting women’s needs. These programs emphasize the 

multiple needs and skills of women as well as the importance of sharing their stories and 

working together. 

International Disaster Relief- Moving Forward From Sri Lanka 

In contrast to the war years, Sri Lanka experienced a massive influx of foreign aid 

following the tsunami. The internal shock of the disaster was so immediately devastating 

that it resulted in the marginalization of war-related deaths as tsunami relief efforts 

became increasingly politicized.200 Regardless of whether or not aid agencies explicitly 
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considered the war in their agenda setting, it was certainly a factor in the uneven 

distribution of aid across ethnic and party lines.  

Within international aid agencies women are overwhelmingly labeled as victims. 

This narrative is both pervasive and problematic, creating a dependent culture in which 

women rely on relief handouts rather than building their own capacities and lives outside 

of the dominant aid framework.201 Ironically, in such circumstances relief actually incites 

more harm that good. It reinforces the dependency syndrome, assisting in short term 

livelihood solutions without providing the actual resources or tools necessary to meet 

long-term needs. For example, rather than helping to promote positive changes in social 

relations, international aid agencies found it easier replace boats that had been lost 

instead.202  

While NGOs provide a number of services, such as education, health care, and 

economic empowerment, it has been critiqued by Asoka Bandarage (2010) that many still 

“represent a form of ‘Neo-Orientalism,’ upholding the long-standing hierarchal power 

dynamics between the Western donors and native subjects.”203 In Argenti-Pillen’s work, 

Masking Terror: How Women Contain Violence in Southern Sri Lanka, she studies Euro-

American methods of dealing with trauma survivors during the war. These findings are 

equally relevant in the context of the tsunami. Argenti-Pillen argues that the Euro-

American methods used by foreign NGOs pose a threat to culture-specific methods local 

women use to contain violence.204 Not only must foreign NGOs and international aid 
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agencies navigate the political terrain of Sri Lanka sensitively, but also the cultural 

terrain.   

Male dominance in relief and recovery work, as well as in important decision-

making, is a central issue in Disaster Risk Management (DRM). A major concern in male 

dominated decision-making is the likelihood of erroneous gender assumptions. Madhavi 

Ariyabandu (2005), an expert on gender issues in recovery following the 2004 tsunami, 

worries that these “assumptions by policy makers and practitioners may not only deny 

benefits to women, but also worsen the situation for women, in terms of their social and 

economic position”.205 Systematic exclusion on this level must be addressed in order for 

disaster risk management to be streamlined effectively and for relief to be administered 

equitably.  

Conclusions 

This thesis examines multidimensional vulnerability and agency among women as 

it is exposed during periods of sustained social stress in Sri Lanka. A more complete 

understanding women’s agency and organizational capacity in this context can enhance 

disaster risk management and response to be more effective in responding to the needs of 

impacted communities, not only in Sri Lanka but around the world. I advocate that the 

development and international relief community adopt a feminist IR lens to examine 

further the roles and potential of women in their work. The patriarchal and hierarchal 

structures of aid, policy, and history are not easily unraveled, however through a feminist 

lens and approach, scholars suggest these structures can be dissembled.206 Finally, in 

future scholarly research regarding women in global politics, we must move away from 
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traditional narratives of that describe men as choosers and women without the ability to 

chose.   

Implications  

Policy recommendations and discussions cannot be made unless women’s 

vulnerability and agency are fully understood and recognized in the context of social 

stress. If policy-makers and project managers view women as being acted upon, this 

leaves little room in the way of policy prescription. Working with existing agency is an 

entirely different policy discussion than assuming women lack agency to begin with. 

While differences in vulnerability have been identified between men and women during 

crisis, their differences in strengths overwhelmingly have not been. It is crucial that the 

knowledge, past experiences, and capacities of women are taken more seriously in 

disaster response and crisis management.  However, there is still a critical need for more 

people out in the field, collecting data, and drawing attention to this critical issue. Unless 

urgency is demonstrated in the research agenda and literature, we cannot expect to see 

changes being made in the political sphere.  
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