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Abstract

This thesis is a sociological comparison between Sri Lankan Muslim women in two contemporary
societies, and it concentrates on the dynamic relationship between religion, culture, and gender. The
theoretical aims of the thesis are to investigate the ways in which religion, principally in relation to
gender relations, is perceived by its followers, and the diverse manner in which religion can manifest
itself, in different cultural and social contexts, at a given time. In particular, the study focuses on the
diversity of followers’ world-views because of adherents’ different social experiences, despite the core
religious beliefs they share. Further, it explores the impact these differences can have on followers’
perceptions of the roles they play and the identities they assume. These issues have been addressed
primarily by means of qualitative research, conducted in Sri Lanka and Britain. Although the thesis
refers to fhe theoretical standpoints of many sociologists, two approaches are of particular
significance: the first is Robert K. Merton’s role-theory, to understand religious identity in relation to
individuals’ multiple identities; and the second is feminist critiques, for their insight into the

relationship between religion, patriarchy and gender.

The results indicate that Islam is an important independent variable that has an impact upon many
aspects of life, mainly because it is regarded as a source of guidance and identity for a majority of
women in the study. It follows that an understanding of the traditions and beliefs based on religion is
essential to recognise existing power structures and gender relations in Muslim communities.
Religious traditions are often regarded as immutable, given the sources on which they are based; but,
as this study indicates, traditions and beliefs based on religion can alter with transformations in the
social and cultural milieu. As a source of identity, Islam gives Muslims' a sense of belonging to a
‘community’ that transcends national and geographical boundaries, even if the members of that
community follow different forms of Islam and have other identities — such as being Muslim and Sri
Lankan and/or British and/or mother/wife and so on. What is of particular relevance to the sociology
of religion is that, although the women in this study had multiple competing identities, their religious

identity, unlike, say, their national or ethnic identities, was an exclusive characteristic.
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Glossary of terms

A.H.: After Hijra. The Muslims began their first calendar year after hijra — the Prophet Muhammad’s
migration from Makkah to Medina in 619 A.D.

ahl-al-kitab: people of the book

alim: Muslim elder

Caliph: 1. steward, vicegerant; 2. successor (of Prophet Muhammad)

dua: supplication, calling upon God, prayer

Eid-ul-fitr: the festival celebrating the end of fasting in the month of Ramadhan

figh: 1. ‘intelligence’, ‘knowledge’; 2. the science of Islamic jurisprudence

furnat: tiny branches (of theology, law etc.)

hadith: a report or tradition of a precedent set by the Prophet Muhammad or early authorities
Haj: pilgrimage to the House of God (the Ka’bah) in Makkah, which is the fifth pillar of Islam
halal: lawful, Islamically permissible

haram: unlawful, Islamically prohibited

hijab: 1. ‘veil’ or ‘curtain’; 2. Islamic dress comprising a head-scarf and loose garments that cover the
entire body excluding the hands

ibadat: worship of God

ijma: consensus of opinions

ijtihad: juristic reason

ikhtilaf: divergence of juristic opinion and doctrine

iman. faith

isnad: chain of transmitters

Jamaat-e-Islami: an Islamic group founded in India in 1941

Ka’ba: a cube-shaped structure in Makkah, which is described in the Qur’an as the first house of
worship built for mankind

kafir: non-believer
kaikooli: dowry

Khilaafah: the designation of the political system of the Muslim State after Prophet Muhammad



khul: divorce by mutual agreement. Here the wife provides a consideration to the husband for her
release

kutbah: sermon

lebbe: a male teacher of the Qur’an in Sri Lanka

lebbumma: a female teacher of the Qur’an in Sri Lanka

lian: adultery

madhahab: (pl. madhahib) school of law (namely Shafi, Hanafi, Hanbali, Maliki)
mahr: dower given to the wife by the husband |
matn. text

mubarat: divorce by mutual agreement

mufti: jurist, legal scholar

nikah: marriage ceremony

purdah: veil, curtain; a system in certain Muslim and Hindu societies of screening women from
strangers by means of a veil or curtain

qazi: a special judge in a Muslim court of law

giyas: analogical deduction

Ramadhan: ninth month of the lunar calendar

sadagqat: charity

sahabah: companions of the Prophet

salat: prayer; the second pillar of Islam

sawm: fasting, particularly in the month of Ramadhan; the third pillar of Islam
shahaadah: declaration of faith

Shari’ah: Islamic law

Shi’a: one of the two main sectarian divisions in Islam (the other being Sunni)
sunna: practices endorsed by the Prophet Muhammad

Sunni: one of the two main sectarian divisions in Islam (the other being Shi’a)
sura: chapter (in Qur’an)

Tableeq Jamaat: an Islamic group founded in the 1920s — 1930s in India

tafsir. the science of Qur'anic commentary or exegesis

10



takhayyur: choice

talag: husband’s divorce of wife by repudiation

taqlid: strict adherence to the law as stated in the authoritative legal manuals

tagwah: an act of piety '

tawfid-e-talaq: the right of the wife to divorce her husband unilaterally

thali: necklace that the groom ties around the wife’s neck at the wedding

ulema: scholars of Islam

umma: the universal Muslim community

usul: sources of law, fundamental principles

Wahhabism: a movement founded in Arabia in the 18" century, based on the ideology of Muhammad
Abd al-Wahhab. It is an approach to Islam that follows the Hanbali school of thought and is based on
a strict interpretation of the Qur’an and sunna '

wali: guardian

walimah: the marriage feast

watan: homeland

zakat: the compulsory tax on wealth; the fourth pillar of Islam

11



Chapter 1

Introduction: the scope and method of the research
Introduction

Religion acts as an important link between the individual and the larger social group, by
providing shared meaning for human experience. A religion can be a comprehensive meaning
system that identifies all experiences of the individual and the broader social group in a
specific set of explanations. Such meaning systems are created and upheld by people, and, as
Berger suggests, attaching meaning to the world around is an ‘ordering of experience’ by
human interaction (1969:19). One way of maintaining social order is through the process of
‘legitimation’, whereby socially established ‘knowledge’ serves to explain and justify social
order (1969:29). Legitimations can be expressed in a number of forms and soﬁe of these
include proverbs, moral maxims, myths, legends and folktales that may be used to explain and
maintain certain social arrangements (1969:31). Religious legitimations can be particularly
strong sources of order and authority because they are located within a ‘sacred and cosmic

frame of reference’ that goes beyond human knowledge and history (1969:33).

In its broadest sense, this thesis explores hoW religion provides a shared meaning system to
certain groups of people even though these groups of people may live in very different
geographical locations and environments. It therefore highlights how religious legitimations,
based on traditions and/or religious scripture, can be powerful sources of order and authority.
However, at the same time, the study also highlights how religious legitimations can be used

by subordinate groups of people to justify beliefs and actions that are contrary to the actions
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and beliefs of the dominant group, thereby emphasising how shared meaning is created

through a process of selection and interpretation of religious texts and traditions.
Reconsidering tradition in modernity

The impact of traditions on individuals can vary according to numerous criteria - such as
where people live, the size of the community with which people identify themselves,
individuals’ degree of openness to difference and change, the period in time to which
individuals belong, the cominunal, social, economic and political climate that is prevalent,
and even environmental changes. Such criteria are not mutually exclusive, as one criterion is
often inextricably linked to a number of others, making it difficult, if not impossible, to
explain the precise reason for people’s changed attitudes and practice of traditions. This
thesis looks specifically at the way in which two samples of Sri Lankan Muslims - one samplg
residing in Colombo, Sri Lanka, and the other in London, Britain - interpret, understand and -
experience Islamic and other cultural traditions in a transiént world. For Sri Lankan Muslims
living in Colombo, their views on Islamic and other traditions have been influenced
‘'significantly by the volatile political and economic climate of the country, while Muslims of
Sri Lankan origin residing in London have been affected by living in a Western, economically
developed nation. This introductory chapter aims to explore the terms fradition and
modernity within the context of the thesis and looks at how these terms fit into the more

specific questions that are addressed throughout the study.
A tradition, in its broadest sense, is a custom, opinion or belief that is passed on from

generation to generation, in oral or written form, and/or by practice. As Edward Shils

observes, the frequent recurrence of practices or customs over generations has a ‘normative’
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character that links the generations of the dead with those that are alive, and influences the
actions of subsequent generations to .whom,these ancestors are unknown. This normative
essence of tradition is described as the ‘inertial force’ that holds society together in a given
form over time (1981:25). Throughout this thesis, the term tradition(s) is used to describe
practices among Muslims that are both Islamic as well as noﬁ-Islamic. Some of the non-
Islamic customs of Colombo Muslims - which are discussed in greater detail in Chapter 5 -
are comparatively new practices that may not even qualify as traditions due to their recent
beginnings. However, the fact that they have been incorporated ipto the general ‘way of
doing things’ by succeeding generations of Muslims has given certain practices the status of
custom and/or tradition. When discussing tradition in the Islamic context, it often has a
specific meaning: it is related to the term sunna, which is the ‘authoritative example set by
[Prophet] Muhammad and recorded in traditions (ahadith; akhbar) about his words, his
actions, his acquiescence to the words or actions of others, and his personal characteristics
(sifat)’ (Brown, 1996:6). The traditions of the Prophet and his Companions are essential to
Sunni Muslims because, as is explained in greater detail in Chapter 3, the sunna is one of the
primary sources of Islamic law and jurisprudence. If the concept of Islamic tradition is
extended even further, it also incorporates beliefs and practices that are based on the Qur’an —
which is the other primary source upon which Islamic jurisprudence and law are based. In
this context, therefore, Islamic tradition is not just a custom or belief based on religion, but it
can also be the foundation upon which religious laws are built. Tradition, in the Islamic sense,
is then a far more potent influence on Muslims because of the hazy boundary that

distinguishes a practice that is a custom, from a practice that is law.

The question that is pertinent to this discussion is how do traditions survive in changing

political, economic and social climates? Or, how do traditions manifest themselves in
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modernity? In order to answer these questions, modernity itself needs to be defined and

placed within the context of the thesis.

The terms modernity and the modern are defined in various ways by scholars and there is no
universally accepted definition of the terms, nor is there consensus on when the ‘modern age’
commenced. For example, Alex Inkeles and David Smith describe the ‘modern man’ as a
person whose conduct is ‘inculcated by work in the factory’, which these writers consider to
be the epitome of the ‘institutional pattern of modern civilisation’ (1974:5). Anthony Giddens,
very broadly, defines modernity in terms of ‘the industrialised world’,' while taking into
account that ‘industrialism i§ not the only institutional dimension of modemity’ (1991:15).
Anthony McGrew discusses the ‘modern era’ in terms of the ‘globalization of human affairs’,
briefly defined as ‘the multiplicity of linkages and interconnections that transcend the nation-
states (and by implication the societies) which make up the modern world’ (1992:65).
Similarly, Roland Robertson - who has written extensively on globalization - describes the
latter phenomenon as ‘intimately’ related to modernity and post-modernity (1990:20), while

Giddens also examines modernity in relation to the globalization of social activity (1991).

When discussing quernity and its influence on mainly Sunni Islamic thought, scholars often
refer to the period after the mid-nineteenth century, as it was during this time that works of
reformers like Sayyid Ahmad Khan and Muhammad Abduh reassessed Islamic authorities of
the past (see, for example, Donohue and Esposito, 1982; Rahman, 1982; Al-Azmeh, 1993;
Brown, 1996; Waines, 2002). In this context, the use of ‘modernist’ to describe these
reformers refers to fresh ways of thinking and new approaches to religious authorities and
traditions that emerged in a certain period, which subsequently led to that time in hiStory

being described as ‘modern’.
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Other scholars, such as Kenneth Thompson, stress the importance of post-modernism in
describing the current stage at which the world is. As with modernity, post-modernity is
besieged with problems of definition. Thompson understands post-modernism as the
‘aesthetic cultural and intellectual forms and practices’ that emerged in the 1980s and 1990s
(1992:227) that replaced modernism - a term that he describes as the cultural styles and
movements of the first half of the twentieth century (1992:228). As with the ‘modern age’,
with the ‘post-modern age’ there is no unanimous agreement on the exact period when it
began (see Turner, 1990). However, what scholars can agree on is the complexity of what is
meant by ‘post-modern(ity)’. Some of the features assigned to postmodernism include self-
referentiél discourse, 'heterodoxy, eclecticism, death of utopia, deconstruction, displacement,
discontinuity, dissolution of legitimising narratives and so on (Ahmed and Donnan 1994). In
relating post-modermnity to religion, and Islam in particular, »botﬁ Ernest Gellner (1992:23) and
Akbar Ahmed and Hastings Donnan (1994) dwell on the difficulties involved with defining

the post-modern. As Ahmed and Donnan suggest:

... though ... the postmodern comes after the modern, their boundary is blurred and
each is mutually implicated in the other ... This makes it rather difficult to determine
just how ‘new’ the changes allegedly typical of postmodernity are and where they

must be subjectgd to a new (postmodernist) form of analysis. (1994:12)

At the end of the 20 century, Larry McCaffery, discussing contemporary American fiction,
describes some writers as ‘a new generation of “post-postmodern” authors’ (1996:311),
thereby implying that the world is moving on to a period that is now beyond the post-modern.
This leads to the question of how can the world, or parts of it, be described in contemporary
times: is it modern, post-modern, post-postmodern and/or something completely different?

To this, there is no universally acceptable answer. Writing about religion in the present day,
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Linda Woodhead et al describe the world in the current period of time as ‘modern’
(Woodhead et al, 2002). Woodhead suggests that the ‘modern world comes in different
guises and at different times in different parts of the world’ and, subsequently, it becomes
increasingly difficult to defend the view that all societies ‘progress through uniform states of
development from the premodern to the modern’ (2002:4). This problem of giving an all-
encompassing definition to the term ‘modern(ity)’ became clear in this research as it was
focusing on two groups of women living in two very different political, social and economic
environments, and yet living in the same period of history and affected by the same
international situations and prdccsses. Inkeles and David’s discussion is salient for an

understanding of modernity as it is referred to in this thesis. They state:

Taken literally, the word [modernity] refers to anything which has more or less
recently replaced something which in the past was the accepted way of doing things.
In that sense, the first sailing vessels to replace the galleys propelled by oars were
modern, as was the clipper ship before the steam, and steam before atomic power.
Approached in this way, the modern becomes a catalogue of things rather than a
concept. (Inkeles and Smith, 1974)

In this context, the terms ‘modernity’ and ‘modern’ are used to describe the contemporary
and new throughout the thesis. So, for example, while for Sri Lankan Muslim women living
in Colombo the ability to be a part of the workforce as a professional lawyer, doctor or
accountant is a cdnsequence of relatively recent changes in people’s everyday lives and
attitudes, for second-generation Muslims of Sri Lankan origin living in London such a
situation is nothing new, and hence is not something they would necessarily classify as a

‘modern’ phenomenon.
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In answer to the question of how traditions survive in the modern world, the potential answers
are numerous: traditions may cease to exist, they may be reinvented or they may be

reinterpreted to suit contemporary situations. Writers such as Woodhead state that modernity

... tends to be corrosive of tradition — of authorities which lie outside the individual
self and claim to be higher. The authority of the past, the authority of a clerical élite,
the authority of established religious institutions and practices, and even the authority

of a transcendent deity all come into question. (2002:9)

However, this is not always the case. Traditions can exist in modern, contemporary societies,
and religious traditions, particularly Islamic ones as this thesis highlights, can survive - if not
flourish — in what is perceived as developed as well as developing nations. This does not
mean that people do not have to contend with conflicts between religious traditions and
secular goals and lifestyles or that they do not have to re-evaluate their traditions in the light
of changes that take place internally and externally. What traditions, religious and others, can
do is bring stability andicreate ‘a sense of firmness’ (Giddens, 1992:48) in an otherwise

changing world.
The aims and theoretical and methodological approaches of the research

The research questions

While acknowledging that religion provides a shared system of meaning to its followers over
time and space, the question still arose of how religious and other traditions continue to
manifest themselves in contemporary, modern societies, particularly with reference to gender
reiations. I was interested in finding out how a minority group like the Muslims in Sri Lanka,
who had resided in the country for centuries and to whom religion was an important marker of

identity, maintained their religious and other traditions in an ever-changing world, and how
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this, in turn, impacted upon the female members of the community. The usefulness of
researching Colombo Muslims and Muslims of Sri Lankan origin in Britain was that it gave
me the opportunity to compare two groups of women who are from the same religious and
ethnic backgrounds but who live in very different cultures and social settings. This
comparison provided me with valuable insight into how the purpose and function of religion
was interpreted and understood by the women in my study and the Sri Lankan Muslim
communities in Colombo and London. My principal research questions could be defined as

follows:

1. How significant is religion in the lives of Sri Lankan Muslim women in
contemporary societies? Has it been (i) religion and/or patriarchy or (ii) some

other aspect of their lives that has:

a) influenced their under-representation in the fields of education and
employment; b) limited their freedom of choice and movement, particularly in the

past?

2. In relation to the significance of religion, what role does Islam have in identity-

building among followers of the religion?

3. What conclusion(s) can be drawn about religion and identity that could be

significant for the sociology of religion?

In order to make the research questions ‘workable’, topics to be covered in the interview
schedule and questionnaire were listed. This contributed to keeping the aims of the research
in focus. While it was hoped that an insight could be gained into the experiences and the
position of Muslim women, most specifically in the fields of education, marriage and

employment, my research aimed to address the following, more specific questions:
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e How (if at all) is religion manipulated and/or interpreted in order to control women’s
independence? |

e What role does the Muslim family law of Sri Lanka play in maintaining inequalities
between Muslim men and women?

e To what extent does the Muslim family law of Sri Lanka coincide with the Qur’an and the
sunna of the Prophet Muhammad?

e Have there been any religious traditions that have challenged the impact of patriarchy on
Sri Lankan Muslim women?

e What is the relationship between respondents’ level of religiosity and their views on
gender relations and roles?

e What is women’s role, if any, in perpetuating a system that could hinder their
independence?

e How do other factors, such as class and occupation, influence the experiences of the Sri
Lankan Muslim woman?

e What are the similarities and differences in the influence, significance and practice of
religion in the lives of Sri Lankan Muslim women in Colombo and in London? ‘

e How does religion influence Muslim women in a world of syncretic and multiple

identities?

Religion is a significant variable in this research firstly because religion, or being Muslim in
this case, is the primary factor that identifies Sri Lankan Muslims as being different from the
other major ethnic groups in the country. However, before proceeding to examine the
Muslims of Sri Lanka in greater depth, it is important to clarify the concept of religion as it is
used throughout the thesis. Earlier in this chapter, religion was described as ‘a
comprehensive meaning system that identifies all experiences of the individual and the
broader social group in a specific set of explanations’. To enhance this further, a religion
comprises beliefs, practices and social institutions that are based on the postulated existence
of a greater, transcendent reality. While the above definition may not be inclusive of all
meaning systems that are perceived as ‘religions’, it identifies the kind of occurrence that

qualifies as ‘religion’ in this thesis.
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Although Sri Lanka is predominantly a Buddhist country, its religious composition is varied
and includes Hindus, Muslims and Christians. According to the last Census conducted in July
2001, the total population of Muslims, which comprises Ceylon Moors, Indian Moors, Malays,
" Borahs and Memons, was approximately 8.5 per cent of the total population of the country
(Census of Popﬁlation and Housing, 2001). The religious orientation of Muslims has led
them to be distinctive, in most cases, in the clothes they wear, the food they eat and the
general manner in which they live their lives. Robert Bellah goes a step further when he
discusses the ‘interpenetration’ of religious identity and nationalism in countries such as
Pakistan, Indonesia and the Middle East where Islam is predominant (1970:161). In the case
of these countries, he explains how nationalism was shaped by Islamic consciousness. Other
writers such as Jessica Jacobson (1998), Talip Kucukcan (1998), Yunus Samad (1998) and
Steven Vertovec and Alisdair Rogers (1998) have discussed the importance of Islam in
identity formation among Muslim youth in Britain. Further, they address the issue of how
ethnicity differs from religion in the evolution of identity among the Muslims. The situation
among the Muslims of Sri Lanka has been very similar as they too have, historically, been a
religious as well as an ethnic minority in that country. The prevalence of a family and
inheritance law that is applicable to the Muslim population in Sri Lanka has contributed
greatly to endorse certain practices that are peculiar to the Muslims of the country. To quote

Bina Agarwal:

Today it is the Muslim identity of the Moors rather than their cultural identity that
has legal primacy and Muslim law applies uniformly to all Muslims in the country.
This is the only system of personal law in Sri Lanka whose application is linked with
adherence to a particular religion. (1994:240-241)
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‘This, however, does not imply that all Sri Lankan Muslims follow a single way of life but
simply that there are certain practices that are unique to them in the country. These issues
relating to the history of Islam in Sri Lanka, the religious identity of Sri Lankan Muslims and

the Muslim Law of Sri Lanka are discussed in greater detail in Chapters 2 and 3.

In the case of Britain, although the emergence of a Muslim community can be traced back to
the seventeenth century (Lewis, 1994a:11), it is in the post-World War II period that the
numbers of people who identified themselves as Muslims increased. Chapter 7 has a more
detailed discussion of this subject. However, the heterogeneity among Muslims is even more
apparent in Britain, as far as ‘Islamic culture’ is concerned, given the diversity in people’s
countries and/or places of origin, socio-economic and educational backgrounds and so on.
Therefore, as Aziz Al-Azmeh states, there is no ‘Muslim cultural homogeneity’, only
similarities in certain religious beliefs and observances (1993:4). Variations in the way a
religion is practised by followérs due to differences in traditions emphasise the improbability
of a ‘universalistic form of‘ religious expression’ (Beckford, 2000:181). Robertson’s use of
the term ‘glocal’ to describe ‘a global outlook adapted to local conditions’ (1994:36) is
particularly relevant here, for even though all Muslims in the world may practice one religion,

which is Islam, the way it is practised varies from community to community.

Just as religion is a significant variable in this study, so is the variable of gender, as the
research fociises on women. As the literature on Sri Lankan Muslim women is scanty and
scattered, this thesis hopes to open a window on their experiences in various aspects of their
lives. It should be noted that the laws and customs relating to marriage will be considered in
detail, since marriage is regarded as an important institution among all the religious and

ethnic communities in Sri Lanka, and, consequently, marriage can act as an influential factor
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where women’s independence in concerned, especially with respect to their education and
employment. These laws, based primarily on religious traditions, contribute to shaping power
structures within gender relations and are pertinent to the issues raised at the beginning of this

chapter on the significance of tradition in modernity.

Theoretical and methodological approaches

The first theme that runs through the thesis combines the two subjects of religion and gender
mentioned above. Ursula King’s comment on this relationship between religion and gender is
particularly significant to my study. She states that ‘[r]eligion has not only been the matrix of
cultures and civilisations, but it structures reality - all reality, including that of gender...’
(1995:4). Tt is this construction of the reality of gender that is particularly important to the

aims of the theme mentioned above.

The influence of Islam on women is not an area of study that is unique to my research. Many
Middle-Eastern feminists and female writers from countries where Islam is predominant, such
as Pakistan and Bangladesh, have written extensively about the impact of religion and
patriarchy on the women in their cbuntries (the works of such writers are discussed in greater
detail in subsequent chapters). Similarly, the following chapters look at the impact of Islam
on women, while they also focus on the role and impact of religion on women who are
minorities in countries that are essentially non-Islamic. Here, it is important to clarify that
although the relationship between religion and patriarchy is often regarded as a symbiotic one,
they are referred to as separate variables on numerous occasions for analyticai purposes. The
usefulness of making such an analytical separation is particularly clear in a discussion of
patriarchal traditions, such as the giving of dowry by the bride’s family, which are not Islamic

but prevalent among many of the ethnic communities in Sri Lanka.
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As in the case of much of the contemporary writing on women and religion, the ensuing
chapters include an examination of the organisation of religious knowledge and the manner in
which it makes universal claims. The problems that King cites as two very fundamental
issues that researchers have to deal with in the study of religion and gender were factors that I,
too, had to contend with during the course of my work. The first problem was in relation to
the subject matter of research dealing with religion. As King observes, most phenomena
related to religion still continue to be placed in the context of an androcentric, or male-centred,
framework (1995:19). This is true of much-of the history relating to the traditions of the
Prophet Muhammad, the status of women during the birth of Islam and its subsequent
development and religious outreach, and the general social conditions that prevailed during
the times of the Prophet. These androcentric approaches have developed over the centuries
and continue to be the most popular and accepted sources of religious knowledge in
contemporary Muslim communities. King suggests that a ‘gynocritical approach’ in religious
studies, where women scholars ‘analyse and interpret religious phenomena specifically
associated with, experienced, articulated and described by women’ (1995:19), has developed
only in the recent past. It is such an interpretation of religious beliefs, practices and traditions

that are explored in this research.

The second problem discussed by King relates to the researcher’s attitude towards what are
the most appropriate methods for studying religion and the religious. One of the principal
features of this methodological process involves ‘a hermeneutics of suspicion’ (1995:22) in
relation to, or a fresh outlook on, traditional sources and methods, together with a critical
deconstruction and reconstruction of central aspects of any study of religion. Some of the

methodological debates involve the most appropriate way of conducting research, such as the
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insider/outsider or the neutrality/commitment approach, in studies relating to religion. Knott
emphasises the fact that most feminists who have addressed the issue of methodology vis a vis
religion and gender have stressed that ‘what a feminist perspective offers is an awareness and
critique of domination and oppression in society and the continuing operation of
androcentrism and sexism at all levels’ (1995:213). In other words, she argues that as women
researchers and scholars, our epistemology and methodology should ensure that women’s
experiences are voiced and these should contribute to bring about positive changes in the lives

of women.

Among Sri Lankan Muslims in the past, a study of the community has always involved a
study of the views and histories of the males in that community. It is only recently that
organisations like the Muslim Women’s Research and Action Forum (MWRAF) in Sri Lanka
have attempted to fill this void in Muslim women’s studies by focusing on the position of
women in the country. My principal reason for selecting a sample comprising only women
for this research was primarily to discover the viewpoints and experiences of women, who, in
the past, have been marginalised. As scholars like June O’Connor emphasise, focusing on
women’s studies and research has enabled scholars to see ‘the partial, selective picture we
have inherited’ (1995:47). Although a comparative study between men and women would
have illuminated the differences in the experiences and views of the two sexes more

effectively, this could not be achieved for several reasons discussed later in this chapter.

Keeping in mind the observations made by scholars such as King and Knott mentioned above,
one of the central aims of this research was to focus on how androcentrism and sexism in
religion have affected the lives of women in my study. Therefore, feminist scholarship,

mainly the works of Western, Middle-Eastern and Third-World feminists, will be referred to
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throughout to explore the relationship between men and women as well as that between

religion and gender.

The second theme that emerges in this thesis relates religion and identity. As mentioned
earlier, one of the questions addressed is how religion can influence Muslim women in a
world of syncretic and multiple identities. It is generally understood that since the 1970s, the
scope and pace of global integration has increased, éscalating the flows and connections
between nations (Hall, 1992:299). One of the consequences of this form of global integration
has been the emergence of plural and/or new identities. As Stuart Hall observes, classical
sociologists, such as George Herbert Mead and Charles Horton Cooley and the symbolic
interactionists, promulgated the idea that identity formation was a result of ‘interaction’
between self and society, which in turn led to the stabilisation of both the subject and his/her
cultural world. This ‘interactive’ understanding of identity and self was different to the view
held during the Enlightenment, which was that the human being was a unified individual
whose ‘centre’ comprised an autonomous, inner core. This core emerged with the birth of the
human person and remained unchanged until death. The identity of the person was the vital
centre of the self. However, it is evident that in contemporary times the interactive
explanation is no longer sufficient because the human subject, previously thought to have
formed a unified and stable identity, is becoming ‘fragmented’, comprising several identities.
Hall describes such an individual as ‘the post-modern subject’, having no fixed, stable or
permanent identity (Hall, 1992:275-277). The impact of these diverse identities can be
contradictory: some identities can move towards ‘Tradition’ in an effort to restore their
former purity; others move towards ‘Translation’, with the acceptance that identities are

influenced by various factors and, as such, they are unlikely to be pure or uhitary (1992:309).

26



One very significant question that situations of plural and multiple identities raises is how
does religious identity coexist with multiple identities in the present day? The answer to this
question is examined in Chapter 7, which focuses on identity among Muslims of Sri Lankan
origin in Britain. The theoretical approach taken to probe the dynamics of religious and other
identities as well as the issue of how women cope with the multiple roles they perform is
based on structural functionalism and the work of Robert K. Merton, whose insights into
social structure and role theory, based on Ralph Linton’s work (1936) on the concepts of
status and role, are particularly imporfant to explore multiple identities and roles. Merton’s
general theory of social structure is founded upon the idea that an individual is ‘structurally
located, anchored in networks of social relationships’ (Lewin, January 2002). The basic
characteristic of social structure is the social status, which involves not just a single
associated role, but a variety of associated roles (Merton, 1957:369). To explain some of the
key concepts in role theory, social status is a recognised position in a social system that an
individual occupies. At any given time, individuals have several statuses, termed a status-set;
they also pass through ;1 succession of statuses from birth to death and this is referred to as a
status-sequence. An individual could, for example, find herself connected with the statuses of

wife, mother, doctor, Muslim and so on and this would be classified as the status-set.

A role refers to behaviour expected of someone who holds a particular status. Role-set is
used to identify a number of roles within a single status and, subsequently, a person has more
roles than statuses. So, to cite one of Merton’s examples, the status of schoolteacher has its
role-set relating the teacher to his/her pupils, to colleagues, to parents and so on (1957:369).
It is important to keep in mind that given the numerous statuses occupied by an individual, the

resulting roles s/he may have are not always complementary. This is where the concept of
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role-conflict becomes significant as it is used to describe the incompatibility among roles

corresponding to two or more statuses.

The significance of role theory to the previous discussion of tradition, modernity and identity
is that certain statuses or positions held by individuals can become exceptionally important in
the formation of their identities, which, in turn, can shape their entire lives. Statuses that are
important in identity formation include variables such as occupation, nationality, ethnicity,
sex and religion. Therefore if, as Hall states, identities are becoming fragmented in
contemporary times particularly in terms of ethnicity and nationality, then this could be
reflected in an increased fragmentation of statuses, and new statuses will be continuously
created and negotiated. Fragmentation (of statuses) can increase the possibility of having
conflicting statuses and roles. Based on Merton’s theoretical stance as described above, this
discussion is extended further by suggesting that identities, especially in terms of religion,

ethnicity and nationality, can become competing or complementary ones.

The following chapters, therefore, examine the impact of tradition and modemity on Sri
Lankan Muslim women, and how this has influenced the ‘statuses’ they occupy, the roles they
perform within these statuses, the manner in which the roles within a status have changed
over time and how new statuses have impacted upon the identities of these women. The
methodology adopted to research these issues and synopses of the ensuing chai:ters are

provided in the following section of this chapter.
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The methodology

Two major sources of data collection were utilised to obtain the information necessary for the
research project. The first was quantitative in nature where any relevant statistics such as
census data on the position of Sri Lankan Muslim women were examined. The statistical and
the quantitative element in such data contributed to substantiate claims made about the Sri
Lankan Muslim woman. It is important to clarify that while every effort wés made to obtain
the most up-to-date statistical information, in Sri Lanka this was not always possible. For
instance, in some parts of this thesis, the figures used rely on the Sri Lankan Census of 1981;
as no other census was carried out from 1981 until July 2001. In November 2002, only the
preliminary results of the 2001 Census were available for analysis. Furthermore, while the
Census of Population and Housing of 1981 is based on the results obtained from all twenty-
five districts of Sri Lanka, the results of the Census of 2001 are based on eighteen of the
twenty-five districts due to the unfavourable security situation that was prevalent at the time
the Census was taken. Other statistical information that was available, namely reports from
the Central Bank of Sri Lanka and the University Grants’ Commission in Colombo, was also
used where appropriate. Statistics on Britain have been obtained principally from the Census
of 1991. Finally, as I wanted to get the views of as many women as possible, two hundred
and twenty-five questionnaires were distributed among various women’s organisations based

in Colombo, Sri Lanka.
To analyse the position of these women further, qualitative information was obtained by

means of interviews, of both Muslim women and key informants. The former set of

interviews were carried out with the following objectives in focus:

29



e to examine the respondents’ awareness/lack of awareness of the rights of Muslim women
according to the Islamic Law as opposed to the Muslim Law of Sri Lanka;

e to examine the degree of control women have (and/or should have, in the opinion of male
informants) when making important decisions in relation to their lives - particularly in the
fields of education, employment and marriage;

e to examine the level of control, if any, that has been placed on women in their daily lives
by family members such as parents, siblings and other relatives; and

e to examine any similarities/differences in opinions and views between those people who

currently reside in Sri Lanka and those who have lived outside the country.

I also obtained information about various aspects of Muslim social life by interviewing people
such as Muslim marriage brokers, registrars, lawyers and school principals and teachers in Sri
Lanka. Among Muslims of Sri Lankan origin in Britain, my key informants were past
presidents and committee members of the two main Sri Lankan Muslim organisations. They
were able to provide me with an insight into the extent to and the manner in which the Sri
Lankan Muslim community in Britain had grown and changed over the past twenty-five years.
The information obtained from all these sources was almost always useful and contributed

greatly to the reliability of the results.

The samples

Several controls were considered in the selection of the two samples; first, the respondents
were either those who identified themselves as Sri Lankan Moors or Malays. The reason for
the selection of Moors and Malays was because they are the largest Muslim communities in
Sri Lanka; hence, any claims made at the end of the research will be limited to this part of the
population. Second, respondents for the research were drawn from Colombo, Sri Lanka and
London, Britain, or the immediate suburbs of these two towns. This was done mainly fo

identify any similarities/differences in opinion between those people who live in Sri Lanka
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and those who have been away from their country of origin for over a period of time, which
for the purpose of this research will be ten or more years. Third, the family level of income,
respondent’s occupation and/or husband’s occupation and orgaxﬁsation to which the
respondents belonged were considered to determine the social status of the interviewees; and,
finally, all respondents selected for the sample were over eighteen years of age. The women
residing in Sri Lanka were selected from the following organisations: the Ceylon Moor
Ladies’ Union; All Ceylon Muslim Women’s Association (Colombo sector); Moors Islamic
Cultural Home; and the Young Women’s Muslim Association in Sri Lanka. In Britain, the
Sri Lankan Islamic Association (SLIA) and the Sri Lankan Malay Association (SLMA) were
the sources through which respondents fo; the interviews were obtained, as these

organisations are based in London and have the largest membership of Sri Lankan Muslims.

The interview schedule

Apart from the preliminary closed-ended questions such as area of residence, date of birth,
current marital status and occupation, the interview schedule comprised open-ended questions
that covered the following broad areas:

e education

e paid employment

e marriage

e Muslim Family Law of Sri Lanka
o religiosity

e level of independence

e identity

The interview schedule was useful in that it gave the respondents a certain degree of freedom
when answering questions, while, at the same time, it gave the interviews some structure and

direction.
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The core respondents: the Sri Lankan sample

According to the preliminary results of the Census of July 2001, Muslims comprised 10.7 per
cent of the total population in the Colombo Municipality. The three main reasons why
Colombo was selected for my réscarch are, firstly, it .is the largest urban area in the country;
just as London is in Britain. It has a large number of primary and secondary schools and is
the nucleus of most business activity in the country. Secondly, it has a relatively large
number of Muslim women’s organisations. As my interviewees were selected from four of
the larger organisations, it was useful to concentrate on an area of the country where I could
gain access to potential interviewees. Thirdly, Colombo was familiar to me and I had

contacts within the Muslim community.

The organisations mentioned above comprised mainly of women in the middle and upper
strata of the social pyramid. The most important functions of these organisations are to
engage in various charitable activities and also provide its members opportunities to meet and
socialise on a regular basis. Some of these organisations have funds for educating Muslim
girls, some others run hostels for Muslim orphan children and female youth and some others
have projects that aim to raise funds for Muslim refugees living in areas affected by the war
between the Sinhalese and Tamil people. While some of the fund—rajsing events, such as
coffee-mornings and evenings, are also ways of creating opportunities to socialise with other
members of the communities, most other social gatherings are held to celebrate religious
events such as Eid-ul-fitr, the festival after the month of fasting or Ramadhan, and the birth of
the Prophet Muhammad. In many ways, the socio-religious activities organised by these

organisations are similar to the events organised by the SLIA and SLMA in Britain.
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A total of forty respondents participated in my interviews in Colombo. Initially, I was keen to
include women and men in my study, but soon realised that this would be a formidable task
for three main reasons. First, it would have been very difficult to get the consent of Muslim
men to participate in the study, given the conservative nature of the Muslim community in
general. Second, even if men, other than those who were informants, had participated in the
research, I was unsure of how a knowledge of this would affect the way in which potential
female interviewees would view me and respond to me. Finally, as this study was already a
comparative one, making a further comparison between male and female views and
experiences would certainly have made it an ambitious project, censidering the limited time
and resources that were available. After careful consideration of these issues, the decision

was made to focus on women’s understandings of their experiences.

In Colombo, the sample was selected by obtaining lists of the committee members of each of
the women’s organisations mentioned earlier, and contacting them personally to get their
consent to participate in my research. Initially, it was extremely difficult to find women who
were willing to be interviewed because being interviewed involved revealing personal
information about oneself to a stranger. At this stage, the element of trust had not been
established between the interviewer and interviewee. Given this problem, it was decided that
the most practical method of contacting potential respondents was by adopting the ‘network’
or ‘snowball’ approach, whereby a member of the population to be studied is contacted and
asked if s/he knows of anyone else with the required characteristics. The nominated
individuals are interviewed‘ and then asked to identify further sample members (Arber,
2001:63). As Margaret Peil suggest.s, this method is useful to identify people who are hard to
locate, and initial contacts may be chosen randomly, purposively or accidentally (Peil,

1982:32). Both in Colombo and in London, three or four active female members of the
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Muslim organisations idéntiﬁed for the research as well as a few other members whom I had
met through various sources were contacted, and were asked if they would mind participating
in the project. At the conclusion of the interviews, respondents were asked to suggest the
names of any other members of the organisations whom they felt would not mind being
contacted for the interviews. Kay Standing (1988) makes specific reference to the advantages
of snowballing in her research on lone mothers. One benefit mentioned by her that I too
experienced is that this method contributed to break down power relations between the
interviewer and interviewee. It enabled trust to be established between the researcher and the
respondent before the interview took place, as the potential respondent had already been
approached by a friend/relative. As one of my key informants from the Muslim Women’s
Research and Action Forum (MWRAF) explained to me, most women fear that the
information with which they provide researchers will be leaked to the more ‘fundamentalist’
Islamic press that publish weekly newspapers such as the Al-Islam. Through my own
observations, another fear that these women had was that the information they gave mé could

be repeated to someone else who knew them, in their families and within the community.

The women in my sample were bredominantly over forty years of age. This is representative
of the women’s organisations in general, as the active members tend to be those women
whose children are older and who have less family responsibilities, and many of the women
were not in paid employment. Most interviews lasted for at least two hours, and some for a
longer period, at the respondent’s own residence. This made it i)ossible to get a glimpse of
their home environﬁent and the types of lives they led. For example, the presence of
domestic help gave some indication of their financial position as well as the distribution of

work within the household.
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All my interviews, including the ones conducted in Britain, were tape-recorded. Although
some respondents initially felt self-conscious and sometimes suspicious of my motives, I
always reassured them that they were free to ask me to switch off the recorder if they did not
want certain parts of their conversation on tape, which was done on a few occasions because

of the sensitive nature of what was being said by the interviewee.

Since many of the questions asked of .them were in relation to theirA own lives, it is
understandable that they sometimes felt embarrassed and reluctant to divulge any information
about themselves. However, the majority of the respondents were extremely co-operative and
seemed to enjoy the opportunity of sharing their life stories, which is one of the advantages of
a woman interviewing women (Oakley, 1981; Finch, 1993). The hospitality that many
women offered, as in Janet Finch’s experience as a researcher, was an indication of the
willingness of the women not merely to be ‘interviewed’, but also to share their life
experiences and views. Being an ‘insider’, or a part of the Colombo Muslim community
myself, on several occasions they attempted to establish ‘connections’ or relationships
between themselves and me. They would often ask me who my parents were and from which
part of the country they originally came. This highlights how close-knit the community can
be. Initially, I expected the closeness of the community to hinder opportunities of gaining the
trust of respondents. However, this never posed a problem when the fieldwork was conducted
in Colombo. Having been a part of the Colombo Muslim cominunity, but now living
overseas, was ideal for the research as it gave me an ‘insider’ as well as an ‘outsider’ status;
this meant that I could relate to their experiences, while, at the same time, distance myself
from the community when it was necessary. An example of such a situation was when one
interviewee described to me the way in which marriage proposals worked in the community.

Once she completed her explanation, she mentioned to me that she had two unmarried nieces
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and wondered if I could help her find suitable partners for them. Although I sensed her
unhappiness and worry, I mentioned to her that I had been living overseas for too long to
know the community well and that I could not take the responsibility of recommending any

bachelors whom I had not met personally.

The core respondents: the London sample
The British sample of thirty was selected from the SLIA and the SLMA based in London and,
as in Colombo, snowball sampling was used to form the British sample. In London, the two
main problems I encountered in acquiring the names of members of the two organisations
were, first, they did not have a list of names of all the members of their organisations. In
some cases, the wives of men who were members of the organisations were not specifically
mentioned as members. Therefore, it was sometimes unclear whether some of the males had
“spouses or not. A similar situation was evident among the children of members. Although
some families had children who were over eighteen years of age, since they continued to
reside with their parents, they were not mentioned as separate, individual members. The
second problem was that almost all the office bearers were male, making it very difficult for
them to recommend females for my research. Therefore, the selection process in Britain was
similar to the one used in Sri Lanka, Where a few active female members of the Sri Lankan
organisations were contacted and they helped to identify other women who would fit the
criteria required of respondents. A striking difference between the organisations in London
and the ones in Colombo, apart from the latter ones being women-only, is that the SLIA and
the SLMA in Britain consist of a relatively larger proportion of females (and males) who were
between eighteen and forty years of age. Interviewing younger females made the comparisbn
between female Sri Lankan Muslim residents in Britain and those living in Sri Lanka a more

interesting one even if, methodologically, slightly problematic.
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Here again, the ‘insider/outsider’ status proved to be extremely useful.. When fieldwork
commenced in London, although I was familiar with the community, I had been a resident in
Britain for only a few years. Most respondents were willing to spend time talking to me
because they recognised me from past events and gatherings whilst knowing that I was not
actively involved with the members of the community and so would be unlikely to repeat any
personal information that they disclosed. Many respondents were comfortable talking about
themselves as they felt that I could sympathise with them and understand the problems they

had to deal with as Sri Lankan Muslims living in Britain.

The questionnaire

The structure of the questionnaire was very similar to the interview schedule, as the objective
was to incorporate in it many of the questions that respondents were asked during interviews.
The principal difference between the questionnaire and interview schedule was that while a
choice of answers was almost always provided for the respondent in the former, in the latter,
the interview respondents were free to provide any information they thought was important in
answer to the questions that were posed to them. The main reason for handing out
questionnaires to the Colombo Muslims was to attempt to cover a wider age group of women
in the community, so that the heterogeneity of the sample could be increased. A similar
questionnaire was not circulated among Sri Lankan Muslim women in London as the sample
of women who were interviewed included women of various ages. Therefore, it was felt that
Sri Lankan Muslim women in London, who were from a middle-class socio-economic
background, were well represented in the sample in terms of the variety in age, educational
background, occupation and marital status. Furthermore, as there are no organisatiohs among

Sri Lankan Muslims in London for women only, identifying just the female members in the
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