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Foreword

Throughout history, women have played a critical  role in community peacebuilding. However, their role 
has frequently been overlooked, minimized or concealed. In Sri Lanka, women have played a pivotal role in 
forging peace within their communities during and after war and conflict.

Centre for Equality and Justice (CEJ) conducted a research study focused on the role of Sri Lankan women in 
peacebuilding and leadership. The research report highlights (1) the various forms of peacebuilding activities 
that women are currently involved in, (2) some of the challenges they face and (3) the support they need to 
continue their work. The research report provides an analysis of 25 interviews with women peacebuilders 
from established NGOs, local community-based organisations, youth led organizations and International 
Non-Governmental Organizations (INGOs). The 25 peacebuilders are women from diverse backgrounds and 
are from  Sinhalese, Tamil and Muslim communities living and working in the North, East, North-Central, 
North-Western, Southern, Western, Central and Uva provinces. 

The landscape of women’s peace activism in Sri Lanka reflects the country’s poor recognition of women 
peacebuilders. Regardless of the barriers, women have navigated the complexities and dangers of war in their 
persistent push for peace—effecting change at a community, national and  international level.  Regardless of 
the role Sri Lankan women played during the thirty year war,  they have rarely been invited to participate in 
crucial negotiations and decision-making processes. In the last two decades, academics and organisations 
have attempted to document the experiences of Sri Lankan women during periods of violence and their 
contributions to build a sustainable peace. CEJ hopes that the findings and recommendations in this study 
will encourage more sustainable and holistic peacebuilding activities that will inspire others, both men and 
women, to engage in peacebuilding initiatives. 

We thank those who contributed to the documentation of these interviews. Women peacebuilders in Sri 
Lanka have had a key impact on measures aimed at bringing peace at home and abroad.  The findings of this 
report are thus crucial and demonstrate the proven impact of including women in peacebuilding work. CEJ 
hopes that the findings will contribute to wider calls for women’s participation in peacebuilding, highlight 
the need for robust systems that support women’s leadership, and encourage women to be agents of change 
both within and outside  Sri Lanka. CEJ  thanks Researcher Stephanie Nicolle for writing the report.  

This report is published in recognition and acknowledgement of all women peacebuilders, who have done, 
and continue to do, groundbreaking work for justice, peace and security.

Shyamala Gomez
Executive Director 
Centre for Equality and Justice
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Executive Summary

Women are instrumental to advancing peace. However, there is less visibility and recognition of women’s 
efforts as agents of change. This report is an initiative by the Centre for Equality and Justice (CEJ) to shed 
light on the accounts of Sri Lankan women peacebuilders to champion peace. From July to November 2020, 
CEJ interviewed twenty-five peacebuilders who have worked in formal and non-formal spaces to build 
resilient peace. Key areas discussed during the interviews included how women peacebuilders understood 
peacebuilding as part of their practice, the strategies adopted at different levels (community, national 
and international) and the stakeholders engaged with to generate social transformation, successes and 
challenges, and recommendations for fellow peacebuilders. 

The report provides an overview of women peacebuilders’ distinct perspectives of peacebuilding, which were 
largely specific to the Sri Lankan context. Most participants converged on the outcome of peacebuilding being 
the formation of a pluralistic society. However, they diverged on the two main approaches proposed to achieve 
this outcome: (1) fostering coexistence between diverse communities by adopting micro-level strategies (e.g. 
upholding shared values); and (2) developing a national framework to enhance equality by adopting macro-
level strategies (e.g. addressing institutional discrimination). A few participants problematised the use of 
‘peacebuilding’ to describe peace work due to the negative perceptions the term has come to acquire in 
local settings. These varied perspectives suggest that ‘peacebuilding’ in Sri Lanka appears to constitute the 
features of an empty or floating signifier—i.e., it can shelter a spectrum of views, and yet animate movements 
towards a particular goal. 

Approaches to building trust were listed as crucial for effecting change at community levels, especially due to 
a heightened sense of mistrust and cynicism brought about by Sri Lanka’s nearly thirty-year war. Participant 
responses gave rise to two approaches to strengthen trust: (i) maintaining communication channels, even 
after project cycles end; and (ii) adopting a community-centred perspective. It was suggested that both 
approaches would enable communities to have greater agency in the measures proposed, which in turn 
would increase the scope, scale and sustainability of these measures. The transformative impact of these 
approaches indicated a correlation between the intrinsic motivation of communities and the sustainability 
of empowerment projects that responded to locally articulated needs.

The report brings together the strategies adopted and the actors peacebuilders had engaged with to 
stimulate transformation. Online platforms, which have become breeding grounds for hatred in Sri Lanka, 
were particularly highlighted as newer spaces requiring considerable attention and intervention by 
peacebuilders. Developing expertise in fact-checking and digital storytelling were among the skills that 
peacebuilders recommended as necessary for the future.

The report offers insight into Sri Lankan women peacebuilders’ evaluation of ‘success’ in the course of their 
work. Their stories of success are captured under three transformative changes. The first change is from 
resistance to receptiveness, which traces their capacity to change social perceptions. Prompting individuals 
who took up arms as a response to histories of violence to consider alternative solutions is a salient 
example in this section. The second change is from disempowerment to empowerment, which traces the 
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steps taken to challenge harmful cultural practices that silence victim survivors of serious social issues 
such as sexual bribery. The third change relates to women’s efforts to increase their influence and inclusion 
in decision-making processes, which traces their specific inputs to improve the political representation of 
underrepresented groups and broker the ceasefire agreement signed in 2002. 

The report also features the ways in which Sri Lanka’s women peacebuilders have influenced or become 
involved in international peacebuilding initiatives. The international arena offered a cross-cultural space 
to learn from global practices. Women peacebuilders also shared best practices from Sri Lanka, especially 
given their experience in addressing global challenges such as terrorism, extremism, and sexual violence. For 
example, the creative methods employed by Sri Lankan peacebuilders to raise awareness on sexual violence 
had resonated with audiences in Nepal. Where possible, international platforms were used to direct global 
attention to issues in Sri Lanka. Among the stories shared, peacebuilders described the positive effects 
of opening avenues for Sri Lankan victim survivors to directly relate their concerns and suggestions at an 
international level. 

Participant responses suggest that Sri Lankan women peacebuilders encounter several challenges. Women 
peacebuilders are at the intersection of three entrenched negative perceptions that underpin public mistrust 
towards them. These negative perceptions related to their occupation (peacebuilders as foreign funded 
agents with hidden motives), ethnicity (members of other ethnic groups as untrustworthy), and gender 
(women as expected to play a subordinate role in society). Frequent fluctuations in the political landscape 
and the lack of political resolve were also identified as challenges, as they threaten to restrict the space for 
peacebuilding activities or undo important gains. Most peacebuilders expressed concerns over continuing 
peace work in the current political context. Funding constraints were another key challenge, particularly 
with respect to: (a) the short timeframe and competitive, outcome-oriented nature of funding opportunities, 
which undermine long-term engagement and collective efforts to build sustainable peace; (b) misaligned 
objectives between donors and local recipients; and (c) the inflexibility of donors to respond to changing 
circumstances. 

The final section of the report includes the recommendations proposed by women peacebuilders, based 
on the lessons learnt, to overcome certain challenges and guide fellow peacebuilders. Some of these 
recommendations related to improving women’s access to leadership positions, and bringing about a 
paradigm shift in the peacebuilding framework (from organisation and donor-centric approaches to 
people-centric approaches).  Overall, the findings of the report illustrate the proven impact of Sri Lankan 
women’s contribution to rebuild fractured societies, despite resistance and risks to personal safety. The 
report recognises that structures, partnerships and networks that boost women’s leadership are essential 
to increase the impact of women’s inclusion in peacebuilding processes at national and international levels.
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Introduction

“From rubble, they rebuild. With singed 
scraps, they weave together the new fabric of 
a community, a country, and set the wounds 
of conflict on the long journey towards 
healing. This is the transformational work 
of women peacebuilders, leaders who work 
tirelessly to broker and keep peace, and 
rebuild their societies.”

United Nations Women (2019, para. 1)

Women and Peacebuilding:
A Global Overview
In 2000, the United Nations Security Council adopted a 
landmark resolution on women, peace and security following 
growing calls by women’s rights groups and activists to 
recognise women’s contribution to peace processes. UNSCR 
1325 organised women’s myriad realities in relation to conflict 
along four pillars: (1) participation at all levels of decision-
making; (2) protection from different forms of violence; (3) 
prevention of violence against women; and (4) relief and 
recovery measures that adopt a gendered perspective to 
provide equal aid to women. Importantly, the resolution 
signified a global commitment to the increased and systematic 
integration of women into peacebuilding operations.  

Recent research has reaffirmed the importance of women as 
valuable partners in securing sustainable peace. Women’s 
inclusion correlates to an increased likelihood of reaching 
peace agreements, widens the scope of such agreements 
and ensures the implementation of the same (O’Reilly et al., 
2015). Additionally, women’s efforts to broker and build peace 
have improved the democratic participation of different social 
groups (Porter, 2000). Take for example women’s activism during 
the 1990s in Northern Ireland, which led to the establishment 
of the Northern Ireland Women’s Coalition (NIWC).1 The NIWC 
held regular meetings to “hear the concerns and needs of both 
Catholic and Protestant communities”, “worked across party 
lines to help build broader support for the peace process” 
and “campaigned for a national referendum to have the peace 
accords approved by citizens” (Community of Democracies, 

2019, p. 20-21). Similarly, the continued activism of Somalian 
women resulted in 12 percent of the Transitional Federal 
Parliament seats being allocated for women and an increased 
emphasis on the rights of women, children and minorities 
(Community of Democracies, 2019).

Women’s involvement in peacebuilding has also directed 
attention towards the violation of women’s rights and redress 
for such injustices. For example, the Colombian Constitutional 
Court recognised women and girls who were subjected to 
forced abortion and forced contraception by armed groups as 
“victims of armed conflict” (De Vos, 2020). This is one of the few 
cases in the world that recognises reproductive violence—a 
form of sexual and gender-based violence (SGBV)—as a 
violation of women’s and girls’ rights during conflict.

Despite these positive effects, the value and visibility of 
women’s contribution continues to be limited. Data recorded 
by the Council on Foreign Relations (2020) on ‘Women’s 
Participation in Peace Processes’ from 1992to 2019 revealed 
that on average, women constitute thirteen percent of 
negotiators, six percent of mediators, and six percent of 
signatories in major peace processes. While such statistics 
do not capture the full range of women’s engagement, they 
do point to serious shortcomings in the general inclusion of 
women. 

Women and Peacebuilding:
An Overview of Sri Lanka

An overview of women’s peace activism in Sri Lanka 
suggests that the country’s poor recognition of women 
peacebuilders largely reflects the present global 
situation. During the height of a nearly thirty-year war, 
Sri Lanka was considered one of the most dangerous 
places for activists. However, women navigated the 
complexities and dangers of war in their persistent push 
for peace—effecting change at community, national 
and international levels.2 Although Sri Lankan women 
have clearly demonstrated their capacity to lead at 
all levels, they have rarely been invited to participate 
in crucial negotiation and decision-making processes. 
On occasions where women have shaped policy, public 
conversation and peace in a broader sense, their efforts 

 1 The NIWC was established to secure electoral seats and ensure women’s equal participation in peace negotiations as only formal political parties were 
permitted to participate in peace talks. It comprised both Catholic and Protestant women.

2 A detailed analysis of Sri Lankan women’s roles in peacebuilding is presented in Section 2.
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have been underemphasised in favour of triumphalist 
narratives that valorise masculine forms of violent 
achievement. In the last two decades, academics and 
women’s organisations have attempted to document 
the experiences of Sri Lankan women during periods 
of violence and their contributions to building a 
resilient peace. A comprehensive study with more 
recent information on women’s diverse and collective 
experiences can act as an essential cornerstone to 
support current and future peacebuilders. 

In this context, this report undertakes an in-depth 
analysis of the accounts of women peacebuilders in 
Sri Lanka, which is based on the interviews conducted 
with twenty-five women peacebuilders from July to 
November 2020. More specifically, the report evaluates 
the following areas:

The report is presented in four parts. First, it will explain 
the methodology, including details on the selected 
sample, conceptualisations of peacebuilding, and the 
limitations of the report. Next, it will map the roles 
played by Sri Lankan women in building peace to locate 
the key findings. Thereafter, it will provide insight into 
the key findings that emerge from the interviews held 

How women peacebuilders in Sri Lanka understand 
the concept of peacebuilding as it unfolds in their 
practice;

Women’s leadership at different levels with a 
special focus on the approaches adopted and actors 
engaged with to strengthen trust in deeply fractured 
societies;

Women peacebuilders’ contribution to international 
initiatives;  

The challenges including funding constraints that 
impede the progress of women peacebuilders; and

The recommendations listed by Sri Lankan women 
peacebuilders for peace practitioners at home and 
abroad.

i

ii

iii

iv

v

with twenty-five women peacebuilders. Finally, it will 
feature concluding observations on the importance of 
including Sri Lankan women in peace activities. 

The findings of the report will be beneficial in three 
ways. One, as a means of recognising the specific 
inputs of women to peacekeeping and peacebuilding in 
Sri Lanka. Two, as a rich resource for local and global 
peacebuilders. Three, as an evidence-based document 
that supplements the growing body of evidence on the 
critical role played by women in building peace.  Overall, 
it is hoped that the findings will contribute to wider calls 
for women’s participation in peacebuilding, highlight 
the need for robust systems that support women’s 
leadership, and encourage women to be agents of 
change both within and outside of Sri Lanka.  
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Ethnic grouping – it is important to note that while ethnic 
differences have fuelled tensions in Sri Lanka, peacebuilders 
have advanced a practice that celebrates diverse cultural 
and ethnic groups. For example, peacebuilders who belong 
to a certain ethnic group have worked with members within 
this group to counter negative perceptions about other 
ethnicities. Similarly, peacebuilders have worked with 
other ethnic communities that may view peacebuilders’ 
ethnic identities with suspicion. Owing to the relevance of 
ethnicity to peacebuilders’ identities and peacebuilding 
activities in Sri Lanka, the ethnicity of participants was 
considered when selecting the sample. 

The final list comprises participants from the main ethnic 
groups in Sri Lanka. Accordingly, the sample includes 
eleven Sinhalese, nine Sri Lankan Tamils, four Muslims 
and one Hill Country Tamil. It should be noted that the 
ethnic identities referred to in this report are not ‘pure’ 
ethnic categories and tend to be fluid as is generally the 
case with identity categories. Some participants also used 
the broader term ‘Sri Lankan’ when asked about the ethnic 
group they identified with. This identification suggests the 
participants’ attempts to promote a broader identity that 
equally recognises all citizens in the country. 

Geographic region – in this instance, the districts or 
provinces that peacebuilders reside and work in were 
considered. The selected participants were from the 
following provinces and districts: Northern Province 
(Jaffna, Kilinochchi, Mannar and Vavuniya), North Western 
Province (Puttalam), Eastern Province (Batticaloa), Western 
Province (Colombo), Central Province (Kandy), Uva Province 

(Badulla and Monaragala), and the Southern Province 
(Galle). Most peacebuilders had previously worked in 
several provinces in the country.  

Scope of work – the sample includes women who have 
worked for many years (ranging from three to over twenty 
years) with different communities on a range of issues. 
Some areas they have worked on are conflict resolution and 
reconciliation, reparations, displacement, disappearance, 
historical dialogue and memorialisation, vocational 
training, welfare, sexual and gender-based violence 
(SGBV), female-headed households (FHH), women’s 
political representation, discriminatory laws, hate speech 
and issues specific to youth. Most peacebuilders worked 
as part of non-governmental organisations (NGOs), while 
some were independent consultants. One peacebuilder 
worked in the field of journalism. Another peacebuilder 
had been elected to a local government office. 

i

ii

iii

1. Methodology

The report features a qualitative analysis of the interviews 
conducted with twenty-five women peacebuilders in Sri Lanka 
from July to November 2020. The following subsections provide 
further details on the sample and data collection methods. 

1.1 Sample 

A purposive sample of twenty-five women peacebuilders was 
selected for this report to ensure representativeness. The 
following criteria were used to filter and review the final list 
of peacebuilders.

1.2 Data Collection
This report includes both primary and secondary data. 
Primary data was collected via semi-structured interviews 
that were held from July to November 2020 with twenty-five 
women peacebuilders. The interview questions broadly cover 
these core areas: how women peacebuilders understand 
peacebuilding as part of their practice, their engagement 
at different levels (community, regional, national and 
international), the stakeholders they had worked with, the 
successes and lessons learned (including advocacy work 
related to effecting policy changes and legal reform), the 
challenges they face (including funding constraints) and their 
recommendations for other peacebuilders. Secondary data in 
the form of academic research and governmental and non-
governmental publications were referenced to locate and 
complement the findings. 
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1.3 Conceptualisations and    
Definitions
‘Peacebuilding’ was first placed on the global agenda by United 
Nations Secretary-General Boutros Boutros-Ghali (1992) in An 
Agenda for Peace. He provided a broader understanding of 
peace as “action to identify and support structures which will 
tend to strengthen and solidify peace in order to avoid relapse 
into conflict” (section 21). This conception mainly focused 
on actionable change in post-conflict settings and built on 
Galtung’s (1976) positive peace, which proposes moving beyond 
the absence of violence to address root causes, foster social 
transformation and cohesion, advance justice, strengthen 
institutional capacity, and improve economic conditions. 

United Nations reports that followed generally preserved 
Boutros Boutros-Ghali’s initial conceptualisation of 
peacebuilding with some nuance to approaches to addressing 
root causes. For example, the Report of the Panel on United 
Nations Peace Operations (2000), better known as The Brahimi 
Report, defined peacebuilding as “activities undertaken on the 
far side of conflict to reassemble the foundations of peace and 
provide the tools for building on those foundations something 
that is more than just the absence of war” (p. 3). 

In subsequent years, the concept of peacebuilding has gained 
currency in peace studies and among peace practitioners. 
However, a consensus has not been reached regarding a 
specific definition. Barash and Webel (2014) rightly observe 
that “the concept of peace remains notoriously difficult to 
define” (p. 10). Conceptually, ‘peacebuilding’ has amassed 
many definitions and been operationalised in many ways. 
For example, well-known institutions such as the United 
States Institute for Peace (2011), Europe’s INFOCORE (Frère and 
Wilen2015), the Japan International Cooperation Agency (2011), 
and the African Centre for the Constructive Resolution of 
Disputes (2020) have distinctive definitions of peacebuilding 
that differ according to the emphasis placed on conflict 
management, prevention and resolution.3

A 2010 report by the United Nations Peacebuilding Support 
Office acknowledges the varying definitions of and viewpoints 

on peacebuilding. However, the report outlines three features 
that are essential to peacebuilding in all contexts:  (i) national 
ownership – each nation is held responsible for creating a 
conducive environment for long-term peace; (ii) national 
capacity – ensuring that peace is sustainable by strengthening 
institutions and demonstrating a firm commitment to this end; 
and (iii) common strategy – strategies to secure peace must be 
supported and steered by stakeholders at all levels. 

In light of these varied definitions, this report recognises 
that conceptualisations of peacebuilding continue to evolve 
in theory and practice. The findings from the interviews that 
are later evaluated in this report also suggest that there is no 
commonly accepted understanding of peacebuilding among 
local peacebuilders. The framing of peacebuilding provided 
by most local peacebuilders coincides with the key features 
outlined in international definitions of peacebuilding. What 
emerges from participant responses is the specific ways in 
which global understandings of peacebuilding are adapted 
according to the issues and needs in Sri Lanka.4 Thus, this 
report notes that further critical engagement with the term in 
national and international settings will enrich the present and 
future discourses. 

1.4 Limitations 

The findings of this report are limited to the views of twenty-
five women peacebuilders in Sri Lanka. Accordingly, the 
report does not feature the views of other peacebuilders 
whose immense efforts have also influenced peace work in 
Sri Lanka. While the findings are context-specific, they may 
parallel experiences in similar contexts. The report also does 
not feature the views of communities that peacebuilders have 
worked with. Therefore, further research is recommended on 
the lived experiences of women peacebuilders in different 
contexts to encourage women’s leadership in peace processes. 
Additionally, the report recommends incorporating the views 
of communities that peacebuilders have worked closely with 
to evaluate the appropriateness of past and current responses, 
and suggestions for improvement.

 

3 See for example the definitions used by the Japan International Cooperation Agency (JICA) and the United States Institute for Peace (USIP). JICA’s framing 
of peacebuilding as “assistance with the purpose to prevent the occurrence and recurrence of conflicts, alleviate the various difficulties that people 
face during and immediately after conflicts, and subsequently achieve long-term stable development” (p. 6) focuses on measures to assist populations 
affected by conflict. By contrast, USIP’s framing of peacebuilding being “a transformation toward more manageable, peaceful relationships and governance 
structures—the long-term process of addressing root causes and effects, reconciling differences, normalising relations, and building institutions that can 
manage conflict without resorting to violence” (p. 40-41) places greater emphasis on improving communal relations and institutional capacity.

4 For more information on participant responses to the concept of peacebuilding see Section 3.1.
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5 The LTTE was a Tamil militant group led by Velupillai Prabhakaran. The group’s main demand was the creation of anindependent state called ‘Tamil 
Eelam’ comprising the Northern and Eastern parts of Sri Lanka.

6 See for example the incidents in Aluthgama in 2014, Gintota in 2017, and Ampara and Digana/Teldeniya in 2018.

7 The JVP is a leftist political party founded by Rohana Wijeweera. 

2. Mapping Women And Peacebuilding In Sri Lanka

Sri Lanka’s legacy of violence has plagued its post-independence 
years and fractured efforts to foster peace among the country’s 
diverse communities. Ethno-religious tensions have generally 
fuelled violence in the country. As noted by Rebekka Friedman 
(2016), the “Sri Lankan Sinhalese majority consolidated its 
power through the political, economic, social and cultural 
marginalisation of the ethnic Muslim and Tamil minorities” (p. 
23). For nearly thirty years (1983-2009), Sri Lanka was embroiled 
in a brutal armed conflict between the state and the Liberation 
Tigers of Tamil Eelam (LTTE)5. Post-war Sri Lanka has witnessed 
a resurgence of violence such as the Easter Sunday bombings 
of 2019 and numerous attacks against Muslims.6 Aside from 
ethno-religious violence, Sri Lanka has also experienced two 
insurrections led by the Janatha Vimukthi Peramuna (JVP) in 
the early 1970s and late 1980s.7 The devastating impact of 
decades of violence has resulted in tremendous loss of life, 
sexual violence, disappearance, displacement, and deep-
seated divisions. 

Women’s roles during periods of violence in Sri Lanka have 
ranged from victims to perpetrators and peacebuilders. 
However, Radhika Coomaraswamy (2004) in her article 
“Women and War” observes that women, especially South 
Asian women, have generally been reduced to the “perennial 
victim”, which overlooks their capacity to be “strong and 
resourceful” agents (p. 2). This reductionist view of women 
has factored into their exclusion from leadership positions in 
‘formal’ peace processes. 

Yet women have pressed ahead, mobilising support at the 
margins and demonstrating leadership in ‘non-formal’ spaces. 
During the 1980s and 1990s for example, Neloufer de Mel 

“Make no mistake, our aim is peace, our 
method is peaceful. We have wept alone 
and have come together for comfort. From 
this has arisen our desire to collectively 
seek peace in our country.”  

Manorani Saravanamuttu, the Southern
Mothers’ Front (as cited in Samuel, 2001, p. 192) 

(2001) commented that the Women’s Action Committee was 
considered “one of the most broad-based groups of the time” 
(p. 21) for cutting across class and ethnic lines and voicing 
concerns on several issues. These included the draconian 
Prevention of Terrorism Act, the release of women political 
prisoners, sexual violence, and equal wages for plantation 
workers (Shneiderman, 2009). Drawing on de Mel’s mapping 
of women’s campaigns in the 1980s, Emmanuel (2009) 
remarks that women also paid equal attention to worker 
rights in Free Trade Zones, sexual and reproductive health, 
maternity benefits, criminalising domestic violence, and the 
representation of women in the media among other areas. 

The Northern Mothers’ Front and the Southern Mothers’ 
Front that were active during the 80s and 90s added a 
different dimension to women’s peace activism. They used 
the tools of political activism such as mass protests, public 
statements, and meetings to position motherhood as a site for 
demanding direct state accountability for disappeared loved 
ones. As observed by Malathi de Alwis (2009), The seemingly 
unquestionable authenticity of these women’s grief and 
espousal of ‘traditional’ family values provided the Southern 
Mothers’ Front with an important space for protest at a time 
when feminist and human rights activists who were critical of 
either state or JVP violence were being killed with impunity. 
(p. 84)

She further states that the Southern Mothers’ Front, 
which mobilised an estimated 25,000 women, employed 
unconventional methods such as “deva kannalawwas 
(beseeching of the gods)” in addition to conventional methods 
that “had a tremendous impact on Sinhala society” (p. 84). 
Prominent politicians helped legitimise such movements. 
Chandrika Kumaratunga—who went on to become Sri Lanka’s 
first female president—is one such influential actor who 
campaigned alongside the Southern Mothers’ Front. 

Where ‘formal’ initiatives were lacking or blocked pathways 
to participation, women endorsed and guided the efforts of 
citizen-led commissions. A notable example is the Citizens’ 
Commission on the Expulsion of the Muslims from the Northern 
Province by the LTTE in October 1990. The commissioners 
comprised men and women civil society actors. An advisory 
group that assisted the commission also included the views of 
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women activists. Haniffa (2011) underlines the importance of 
the commission’s work as “the LTTE expulsion of Muslims has 
not been adequately integrated into any mainstream historical 
narrative in Sri Lanka”, with most commentators rarely giving 
it “the status of a highly significant historical event that it 
warrants” (para. 2). She notes that a key objective of the 
commission was therefore to “list the community’s grievances 
through a document endorsed by the commission consisting 
of eminent civil society actors” (para. 3). 

Overall, what emerges from movements or measures like 
these is that in the context of calling for an end to violence, 
women have also attempted to address structural inequalities 
sustained by socio-economic, political and cultural factors. As 
such, Sri Lankan women have been instrumental in promoting 
the aspects of ‘positive peace’ central to Boutros Boutros-
Ghali’s conceptualisation of ‘peacebuilding’ long before UNSCR 
1325. The key findings of this report reaffirm that for women, 
achieving genuine peace necessitates broader engagement 
with discriminatory practices, asymmetrical power relations 
and the meaningful exercise of rights. Moreover, the findings 
strengthen an important observation in women’s activism 
made by Emmanuel (2009) that, Women’s groups and 
organisations have provided independent spaces for women 
to develop political awareness and leadership, to be able to 
challenge militarisation and war at their community level as 
well as nationally from outside mainstream politics, and have 
consistently voiced alternative discourses to the powerful 
militaristic, nationalistic and extremist discourses. (p. 9)

The appointment of the Sub-Committee for Gender Issues 
(SGI) in the early 2000s “shifted women’s engagement in 
peace-making from the non-formal to the formal arena” 
(Samuel, 2010, p. 9).8 As the first visible inclusion of women in 
Sri Lanka’s formal peace process, the establishment of the SGI 
was of considerable importance. The committee was mandated 
to evaluate gender inclusivity in the context of the ceasefire 
agreement between the government and the LTTE. However, 
the impact of the SGI’s recommendations was limited due to 
its largely advisory role (Samuel 2010). 

Accounts of women’s meaningful participation must also 
consider women’s influence on formal processes.  Women’s 
rights groups and activists in Sri Lanka have shaped public 

conversation and attracted political interest to effect change. 
Notable examples from the last two years are the 2019 
National Action Plan for Combating Bribery and Corruption 
recognising sexual bribery as a serious social problem (Daily 
FT, 2020), sustained pressure to reform the Muslim Marriage 
and Divorce Act—a longstanding demand (EconomyNext, 2019), 
and women’s rights being featured in the election manifestos 
of presidential candidates.9 Women’s pursuit of justice 
has likewise influenced international transitional justice 
mechanisms related to Sri Lanka. The recommendation on 
establishing an Office on Missing Persons in United Nations 
Human Rights Council Resolution 30/1 on Sri Lanka was a 
crucial outcome for women who had held continuous protests 
seeking answers for disappeared loved ones. 

The impact of Sri Lankan women peacebuilders’ efforts has 
also transcended national borders. Radhika Coomaraswamy for 
instance served as the United Nations Special Representative 
for Children and Armed Conflict and the Under-Secretary-
General of the United Nations. She also led the 2015 United 
Nations report on Preventing Conflict, Transforming Justice, 
Securing the Peace: A Global Study on the Implementation of 
United Nations Security Council Resolution 1325. Additionally, 
Sri Lankan women’s dedication to advance justice has been 
commended on different international platforms. Sunila 
Abeysekara—the founder of Women and Media Collective—
received the United Nations Human Rights Award in 1999, while 
Thavachsri Charles Vijayaratnam was awarded the N-Peace 
Award in 2013 and Gethsie Shanmugam was awarded the 2017 
Ramon Magsaysay Award. Part of the findings of this report is 
to highlight the myriad ways in which Sri Lankan women have 
been recognised and have assisted or raised their voice in 
international settings.10

The journey of Sri Lanka’s women peacebuilders is a testament 
to the tenacity they have displayed in the face of exclusion, 
opposition, and resistance. Women have placed social needs 
above personal needs, risking their safety to champion 
change. Rajani Thiranagama is among those whose voices 
were permanently silenced for speaking against atrocities. 
The broad scope of their work encourages further engagement 
with the country’s current and future peacebuilders to achieve 
sincere social transformation. 

8 The SGI comprised ten women—five appointed by the government and five by the LTTE.

9 See for example, the presidential election manifestos of Gotabaya Rajapaksa, Sajith Premadasa and Anura Kumara Dissanayake during the 2019 
presidential election.

10 See Section 3.5.
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3. Key Findings

3.1 ‘Peacebuilding’ in Practice:   
Perspectives from the Field
As explored previously, nearly thirty years since the 
international community accepted ‘peacebuilding’, its 
interpretation tends to differ in theory and practice. In a 
context of globally contested meaning, what does the concept 
signify to peace practitioners in Sri Lanka? How do they read 
it as part of their practice?  Participant responses suggest that 
their views on peacebuilding were largely informed by on-
ground realities. Their own lived experiences were marked by 
multiple forms of injustice—from the everyday to the extreme. 
Some had directly been affected by the war, especially with 
respect to untimely deaths, disappearance and displacement. 
Essentially, their pursuit of peace was a profound personal 
process as much as it was a process of communal healing. 

In general, participants converged in terms of the outcome 
they hoped to achieve via peacebuilding—a pluralistic society. 
Yet, they diverged in terms of their understanding of the cause 
for conflict in Sri Lanka and the two main approaches they 
proposed: (i) fostering coexistence between diverse groups 
and (ii) developing a national framework to enhance equality. 
Alternative approaches and views were also proposed by a 
few participants (see below). The two main approaches that 
emerged from participant responses appeared to draw from 
international definitions of peacebuilding that emphasise 
addressing root causes and supporting structures/systems. 
Although international definitions tend to outline broad 
approaches, these two approaches were specific to the Sri 
Lankan context.

They considered the root cause of Sri Lanka’s violent past to 
be the treatment of ethnic and religious identities as markers 
of segregation. Accordingly, their envisioning of ‘peace’ 
tended to embrace Sri Lanka’s multiethnic, multireligious and 
multilingual setting. 

i. Fostering Coexistence between Diverse Groups

Most participants from all ethnic groups considered 
peacebuilding to be a necessary response to a central question,

Peacebuilding for them involved a range of micro level 
strategies that would enable peacebuilders to directly work 
with different communities and foster coexistence. Some of 
these strategies were strengthening intercommunal trust, 
upholding shared values, and celebrating diversity. In their 
view, such micro level strategies were essential to generating 
greater understanding between communities. 

“How do different communities with different 
cultural practices coexist, especially given 
a very violent past where both sides have 
wronged each other?”

Tamil peacebuilder, Jaffna 

“Peace for me is co-existence in a pluralistic 
society and the acceptance of diversity.”

Muslim peacebuilder, Mannar

“[Peacebuilding is] when we truly understand 
each other and the different perceptions 
that we have about each community and 
culture. We can’t change people, but when 
we accept and embrace that diversity, that 
is peacebuilding.”

Tamil peacebuilder, Colombo
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One Sinhalese peacebuilder’s work on hate speech had 
urged her to reevaluate the relevance of direct, conventional 
strategies to foster coexistence. Online platforms are emerging 
as spaces where communal tensions and hateful content are 
high. Moreover, hateful content is difficult to trace as it mutates 
and spreads at a rapid rate across multiple platforms. For her, 
peacebuilding in the digital space is necessary and possible 
provided that peacebuilders adopt newer skills such as fact-
checking and digital storytelling to reach a wide demographic.11

their gender, ethnicity, religion, caste and socio-economic 
status.12 Participants advocated macro level strategies 
such as respecting civil liberties and social and economic 
rights, inclusive policymaking, and addressing institutional 
discrimination. State responsibility to protect citizens’ rights, 
provide equal access to state services, and overcome economic 
inequalities were particularly highlighted in participant 
responses.

iii. Alternative Approaches

A few Sinhalese and Muslim participants described alternative 
approaches to peacebuilding along three strands. The first 
related to a human-centred approach of nurturing deep 
interpersonal relationships. Reflecting on their time working 
with different communities, two participants observed that 
conflicts were less likely to emerge if individuals viewed each 
other as fellow “humans”. It was believed that strong ties 
based on genuine care and concern could penetrate hostile 
groups and lead to true transformation. The second related 
to creating environments that were conducive to collaboration 
between individuals rather than conflict and competition. 
Peacebuilding was assumed to be activities that could promote 
such collaboration in different spaces and at different levels.

ii. Developing a National Framework to Enhance 
Equality

A number of Sinhalese and Tamil participants, along with 
one Muslim participant, associated peacebuilding with the 
development of a national framework or a system in which 
economic, legal, political and social structures are equipped 
to guarantee equality. Take for example the following views 
shared by two peacebuilders. 

“Peacebuilding is making sure that all 
people are treated equally, given equal 
opportunities, respected equally and are 
able to live with dignity… It is also important 
that the government creates an enabling 
environment for us to work on peace as well 
as for our efforts to be successful.”

Sinhalese peacebuilder, Colombo

“[Peacebuilding requires] creating 
conditions that allow all citizens to have 
dignity, safety and security. Achieving that 
[goal] requires directing political will, laws, 
decision-making, and economic resources 
towards it.”

Tamil peacebuilder, Colombo

“When we say peace, it can relate to any 
space or level—from family, society, politics 
or the workplace. If the environment in 
any of these spaces does not support 
collaboration, then there can be no peace.” 

Hill Country Tamil peacebuilder, Kandy 

11 See Digital Strategies under Section 3.2.

12 During the COVID-19 pandemic for example, the requests made by Muslim citizens to bury their relatives who succumb to the virus has been repeatedly 
denied under the state’s policy of enforced cremation.

The third approach was proposed by a Muslim participant 
working in the Badulla District and related to broad 
“reparations or healing activities”. Under this approach, 
peacebuilding activities were located in a post-war setting and 
were aimed at restitution for injustices and restoring social 
relations affected due to the outbreak of violence. 

These views convey that a primary cause for ongoing tensions 
in Sri Lanka is the lack of a broad framework that values 
and respects the dignity of all citizens. Instead, citizens may 
experience unfair treatment owing to several factors including 
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Peacebuilding Problematised

Aside from the views that appealed to the positive aspects 
of peacebuilding, certain participants problematised the 
use of the term. While their work entailed peacebuilding 
activities, they raised two concerns with regard to the 
current conceptualisation of the term. First, the difficulty in 
distinguishing genuine practitioners from individuals who 
leverage the term as a catchphrase to gain recognition. Second, 
the framing and focus of peacebuilding being results-oriented 
rather than process-oriented. The second concern related to 
‘chasing’ targets to gain peace and measuring peace in terms 
of the outcomes achieved. In their view, a results-oriented 
framework would likely place limited value on the complex 
process to ensure sustainability.

When examined more closely, the concept of peacebuilding in 
Sri Lanka appears to share the features of an ‘empty signifier’ 
or a ‘floating signifier’. This report relies on the definition put 
forward by Smucker, Boyd and Mitchell (n.d., frame 4) who 
describe an empty signifier as “a symbol or concept loose 
enough to mean many things to many people, yet specific 
enough to galvanise action in a particular direction”. When 
understood in this way, ‘peacebuilding’ can, akin to an empty 
signifier, shelter a spectrum of views that focus on both 
positive and problematic aspects. However, it can also animate 
movements towards a more specific goal. The divergent 
views of Sri Lanka’s women peacebuilders also suggest that 
understandings of peacebuilding in practice are often shaped 
by personal engagements and experiences, enriching the 
scope of peace work in different contexts.

3.2 Mobilisation at the Margins: 
The Role of Women Peacebuilders 
in Community Transformation

Post-conflict transitional justice in Sri Lanka has been 
politicised and contentious (Friedman, 2016). Reliance on 
inconsistent, cosmetic top-down measures has yielded poor 
results in addressing the underlying drivers of conflict. Women 
peacebuilders have stood in this gap and identified ways to 
mitigate violence and mediate peace. As agents of change, they 
have adopted a bottom-up approach to initiate reconciliation 
between and within communities. Their commitment to 
champion change at the margins has been instrumental in 
devising policies that are reflective of the community’s needs.  

The group of women peacebuilders who shared their 
experiences of working with diverse communities referred 
to two essential elements in this regard. One, being attentive 
to approaches to building trust with communities. Careful 
consideration in this sense ensures that strategies for 
transformation are welcome. Two, devising effective strategies 
to stimulate ‘true’ transformation. These elements are further 
analysed below. 

1. Transformation through Trust: Two Approaches 

Years of mistrust and suspicion between communities in 
Sri Lanka pose a serious challenge for peace practitioners 
hoping to make inroads into divided societies. Strengthening 
trust is therefore vital to the communal endorsement of 
proposed peace measures. Women peacebuilders suggested 
two approaches to strengthening trust: (i) maintaining 
communication channels and (ii) taking a community-centred 
perspective. 

i. Maintaining Communication Channels 

Frequent and direct contact with communities helps to convey 
the peacebuilder’s purpose in reaching out. Such transparency 
lessens the degree of suspicion and values the agency of 
communities to determine the type and degree of engagement 
they require. But communication channels must not end 
with the end of a specific project. Maintaining post-project 
contact allows for instilling confidence in a peacebuilder’s 
endeavours, opening avenues for future engagement. To 
this end, peacebuilders are no longer viewed as ‘outsiders’ 
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or ‘rescue figures’, but rather as partners who together with 
communities seek to achieve common goals. Moreover, as a 
Tamil peacebuilder working with communities in the North 
and East on displacement and violence explained,

Perhaps the only difference between communities and 
peacebuilders in such a relationship is peacebuilders’ access 
to wider resources. A few women peacebuilders explained 
how utilising these resources to invest in the community had 
contributed to a system of mutual concern.

Similarly, other peacebuilders described how at times, due to 
the lack of funding, they had accessed their personal savings 
to help communities. Thereafter, when they were travelling 
through these regions to carry out activities in other parts 
of the country, the communities they had previously worked 
with had insisted on meeting again. Community members 
had warmly welcomed peacebuilders into their homes, 
preparing special meals and exchanging views. For the women 
peacebuilders, these gestures were a testament to the bonds 
they had built, creating ‘homes away from home’.

“Building those relationships is important. 
We visit each other’s homes, get together 
for celebrations and support each other 
during tragedies.”

Tamil peacebuilder, Jaffna

“I was asked by security forces if we were 
doing work for the LTTE, and they started 
questioning our work. At the time, the 
people we were working with spoke to 
the authorities and spoke up for us. That 
assured me that the more we undertake 
this work, the more these communities will 
become empowered to stand up.”

Hill Country Tamil peacebuilder, Kandy

ii. Taking a Community-centred Perspective

Another approach taken by women peacebuilders to strengthen 
trust was the adoption of a community-centred perspective. 
Genuine peacebuilding for them required being attentive to 
the problems and solutions voiced by community members—
marking a departure from approaches that privilege the 
remedies proposed by peacebuilders. A consultative approach 
that places the community’s views at the core affords excellent 
insight into community priorities, thereby better informing 
project implementation and policy changes.   

In their experience, adopting a community-centred approach 
had additional advantages—one being the intrinsic motivation 
of communities driving the social changes they hoped to 
achieve. A Sinhalese peacebuilder from Galle who worked with 
rural women spoke to the benefits of this approach. She and 
her colleagues devised a vocational training programme for 
women that challenged gender stereotypes and broadened 
the opportunities available for women in rural settings. The 
extent of optimism towards the programme is indicated by 
the numbers. At least forty percent of women from a certain 
locality expressed enthusiasm to sign up. In this case, a clear 
correlation emerges between community motivation and the 
sustainability of programmes endorsed by the community.

In another locality, the complexities that came with the 
COVID-19 pandemic meant that peacebuilders could not 
physically travel to conduct certain programmes. Community 
leaders opted to coordinate with peacebuilders and conduct 
the programmes. Episodes like these instil confidence in 
measures aimed at building networks of trust. Peacebuilders 
may exit contexts or face barriers to re-entry, yet their support 
networks will ensure that there are no major disruptions to 
progress.

2. Strategies to Stimulate Transformation

Devising strategies to enhance peace in Sri Lanka is often a 
complex process. Peacebuilders must be conscious that such 
strategies are appropriate, and respond to the intricacies and 
intersections of class, caste, gender, language and ethnicity, 
among other aspects. Women peacebuilders described certain 
strategies that had resonated well with different segments of 
society.
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“We conducted exchange programmes 
in the districts of Jaffna, Batticaloa and 
Akkaraipattu. Fifty women from these 
districts travelled to Monaragala and fifty 
women from Monaragala went to those 
districts. It was the first time they [women 
from the North] had come to this part 
of the country [the South] from Jaffna… 
This exchange programme helped the 
participants to change their mindsets and 
develop positive perceptions.”

Sinhalese peacebuilder, Monaragala

i. Cross-Cultural Exchange Programmes

Cross-cultural exchange programmes were a common strategy 
used by women peacebuilders during and after periods of 
violence. Especially during the armed conflict, certain areas 
in the country became inaccessible. For years, communities 
residing in these areas rarely had the opportunity to interact 
with citizens outside their immediate neighbourhoods. The 
escalation of conflict had also given rise to negative stereotypes 
of out-group members. Some segments of the population 
equated Tamils—especially those from the North—with the 
LTTE and thought them to be ‘terrorists’. Another segment of 
the population likewise associated the Sinhalese with the 
largely Sinhalese military and feared for their safety. In this 
context, peacebuilders had worked to reconcile communities 
from the North and South. Women peacebuilders recalled the 
lasting friendships that had resulted from such interactions. 
As a Sinhalese peacebuilder noted,

ii. Truth-telling Circles

Another strategy used by women peacebuilders was truth-
telling circles or the creation of spaces for discussion. For 
communities bearing the weight of multiple forms of trauma, 
truth-telling circles were a helpful way to speak about silenced 
truths. Truth-telling circles also afforded a safe space to 
heal after decades of individual and collective hurt. Women 
peacebuilders referred to certain shortcomings with this 
strategy such as its impact being limited to smaller social 
groups. However, they attested to its merits, especially in 
terms of discussing core problems and building solidarity.

iii. Art and Communal Theatre 

Art and communal theatre were creative strategies that women 
peacebuilders had used when dealing with subjects that 
were difficult to openly discuss. The performances typically 
featured stories that were familiar to communities, helping 
them make immediate connections between the content and 
social problems that are seldom spoken about. A Sinhalese 
peacebuilder from Puttalam described a drama they had 
performed on domestic hardships in the area by drawing from 
Sri Lankan folklore and legends.

“People in Puttalam believe that women [in 
the area] have been cursed by Kuveni and 
that husbands quarrel and leave their wives 
due to this curse.13 We did a street drama on 
this by showing how it was King Vijaya who 
abandoned Kuveni and went to India to find 
a princess to secure his rule. In our drama, 
we showed how there is no difference 
between Kuveni and the women today. 
There are enough and more ‘kings’ who 
abandon impregnated women for ‘crowns 
and kingship’. We conveyed our story in a 
way that people could understand.”

Sinhalese peacebuilder, Puttalam

13 The story of Queen Kuveniwho was married to Indian Prince Vijaya is well-known among Sri Lankans. According to this narrative, Vijaya eventually 
leaves Kuveni and their two children in search of an Indian princess to firmly establish his kingdom in Sri Lanka.

Implementing projects related to resource-sharing became 
a similar means through which intercommunal interaction 
was encouraged. Community wells for example have come to 
symbolise sites of socialisation where communities exchange 
opinions on a range of subjects while performing routine tasks 
like washing clothes. In the South of Sri Lanka, community 
wells were constructed by peacebuilders “as a unifying force” 
to stimulate conversation between different ethnic groups in 
everyday spaces.
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“Peacebuilding work in Sri Lanka in the 
future will be in a virtual place based on 
social media, which is full of hatred and 
extremism right now. How do we resist 
provocative speeches [online], how do 
we refrain from spreading hate, how do 
we not show anger instantly but engage 
meaningfully?”

Muslim peacebuilder, Mannar

“The moment that one community [online] 
truly understands the perspectives of 
another community, then change begins to 
set in.”

Tamil peacebuilder, Colombo

iv. Digital Strategies
 
Online platforms are emerging as newer spaces where 
peacebuilders hope to reach communities. Mobilising 
support and engaging with social groups online is critical to 
peacebuilding in Sri Lanka, where social media has become 
a breeding ground for hatred, hostility and false content. 
On certain occasions, tensions online have translated into 
violence on the ground.14

In her extensive research on hate speech, a Sinhalese 
peacebuilder from Colombo noted another widespread issue. 
She observed “a general atmosphere of sexism and misogyny 
that targets women [online] in general. Even if you look at 
women who are public figures like politicians, activists or 
journalists… they also face hatred. There’s a certain level of 
hate directed when they are women’’. She was among a smaller 
group of participants who identified the significant potential 
of digital strategies that could bring about a shift in social 
attitudes and perceptions. Some strategies discussed during 
the interviews were trilingual campaigns to promote ethical 
behaviour online among youth, digital storytelling, fact-
checking, digitally mapping sites of violence, and appealing to 
social media platforms to increase their capacity to understand 
the nuances of local language content. However, peacebuilders 
engaging with online users have a high level of responsibility. 
On the one hand, they need to consider how they “strike a 
balance between telling a story and not being exploitative”. On 
the other, they need to ensure that the stories they choose to 
post are able to effectively draw in different audiences.

As old issues manifest in newer spaces, Sri Lanka’s women 
peacebuilders have demonstrated flexibility and creativeness 
in their capacity to respond to changing contexts.

3.3 Maximising Transformative 
Impact: Securing Stakeholder 
Support

Cooperation with and buy-in from stakeholder groups widens 
the impact and reach of peace processes and increases their 
legitimacy. Expanding the network of local stakeholders also 
enables greater national ownership of such processes. As 
explained by the group of women peacebuilders, processes of 
peace need to include all actors in society instead of a select 
few for a more robust form of peace. Certain influential actors 
were however listed as essential to driving the success of 
peacebuilding programmes in Sri Lanka.

1. State Sector Actors

The responsibility of post-conflict recovery is one that must 
be shared by citizens in all corners of the nation. A substantial 
part of this responsibility is placed on the state to steer the 
country’s recovery efforts. It is the state that is entrusted with 
restoring trust, rehabilitation, protecting the basic rights of 
people within its borders and preventing the recurrence of 
conflict. During the interviews, peacebuilders drew special 
attention to four state actors. 

i. Grama Niladharis and District Secretariats 

These are public officials that oversee village-level activities 
and district-level activities, respectively. It was noted that 
these officials formally represent the interests of communities 

14 See for example Facebook’s apology in May 2020 for its poor response to incitement online that contributed to Sri Lanka’s 2018 anti-Muslim riots 
(Nazeer, 2020).
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“Because of the nature of things at that 
time, my family were very scared of the 
‘white vans’.15 Nevertheless, I did my work 
by keeping the relevant police stations 
informed… Since I was aware of the state 
of the country, I knew I was not doing 
something wrong, and I knew I was doing 
this for the benefit of society. The police 
admitted that I have informed them on the 
relevant dates… If I didn’t do that, maybe I 
wouldn’t be alive today.”

Sinhalese peacebuilder, Puttalam

in their localities and become actively involved in resolving 
community grievances. By engaging with these actors, 
peacebuilders could gain insight into issues that are specific 
to these localities or learn about community development 
programmes that require further support. Moreover, it meant 
that peacebuilders’ initiatives were endorsed by state officials 
at these levels, which was important to long-term engagement. 

ii. Law Enforcement Officers 

Within the broader peacekeeping framework of a nation, the 
local police have a legal mandate to maintain law and order and 
preserve peace. In practice, the relationship between the police 
and Sri Lankan citizens, including peacebuilders, is complex. 
Police violence is endemic in Sri Lanka; the police have either 
been complicit in acts of violence or resorted to excessive 
use of force (Human Rights Watch, 2015, 2008; Rajasingham-
Senanayake 2001). For peace activists, encounters with the 
police oscillate between feelings of security and insecurity. 

Yet, informing the police about peacebuilders’ work had proved 
to be beneficial in at least two ways. First, directly approaching 
the police and being transparent about the scope of their work 
had prevented women peacebuilders from being perceived as 
‘threats’ to public safety, particularly in high security areas.

of proactive police action to aid women peacebuilders and the 
communities they worked with.

iii. Politicians

Political resolve is a prerequisite for any initiative aimed at 
securing durable peace. Women peacebuilders expressed 
frustration and disappointment over the limited political will 
of many political leaders. However, in some instances, their 
engagements with politicians had reaped positive results. 

In general, peacebuilders considered politicians to be 
important stakeholders as they are high-level public 
representatives who have better access to networks and 
resources. Their public visibility also renders them open 
to opportunities that will improve the livelihoods of their 
constituencies. To this end, some politicians had assisted 
in improving the conditions of Hill Country Tamils and 
addressing the grievances of plantation workers. Additionally, 
partnering with politicians as ‘allies’ may serve to lower the 
probability of peacebuilders being perceived as ‘opponents’. 
An area that peacebuilders hoped to secure political support 
was on increasing the leadership of women and youth in the 
political sphere. Better representation of women and youth at 
national levels could create public visibility around the issues 
encountered by these groups and direct resources to resolving 
these issues.

iv. State Ministries

Ministries related to women and justice were considered 
important stakeholders, especially in post-conflict settings. 
On the one hand, connecting affected communities/
vulnerable groups with these ministries could enhance access 
to formal systems of support.  On the other, these ministries 
would be better equipped to respond to the needs of affected 
communities/ vulnerable groups.

2. Advocacy Groups

Women peacebuilders’ partnerships with other local 
peacebuilding organisations had given them valuable insight 
into the need to actively pursue more opportunities for 
collaboration. Their experiences were marked by shared goals 
and synergy. By contrast, bureaucratic barriers and surveillance 
had characterised some of their encounters with the state. The 

15 According to human rights group Sri Lanka Campaign for Peace and Justice (2016), “The ‘white van’ occupies a particular place in the Sri Lankan psyche. 
It was the method of choice for gangs linked to the military to snatch human rights defenders and political adversaries off the streets. Most victims 
disappeared forever, although some were detained and tortured before being released” (para. 4).

The second benefit is linked to the first and related to seeking 
police protection in contexts of escalating violence. Well-
established links with local police had increased the likelihood 
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“As a practitioner, it’s more effective to work 
with organisations that you think will help 
you towards certain objectives. We have 
collaborated with organisations that shared 
the same vision. That has a lot of weight 
because it’s many organisations and you 
wouldn’t get the same type of response to 
your work [if you were to work separately].”

Tamil peacebuilder, Colombo 

“Peacebuilders need to get the media 
involved and seek the media’s assistance in 
spreading the message and hope of peace 
to the people.”

Sinhalese peacebuilder, Colombo

Mainly, they touched on resource and risk distribution. In 
terms of resource distribution, peacebuilders enjoyed mutual 
support. Peacebuilders from smaller organisations highlighted 
the support they had received from better resourced 
organisations. Limited access to international or private 
sector funding and toolkits threatened the sustainability of 
smaller organisations. Therefore, the assistance of other local 
peacebuilders to overcome these limitations was welcome. 
Similarly, smaller organisations that had established strong 
links with local communities supported other peacebuilders 
who were keen to work with these communities. 

In terms of risk distribution, peacebuilders pointed out the 
willingness of organisations to share successes yet reluctance 
to jointly weather crises. Associating with organisations being 
closely monitored by the state could adversely affect the 
smooth functioning of other peacebuilding organisations. 
However, women peacebuilders mentioned the importance of 
practicing the same principles they encourage communities to 
uphold; in the face of opposition, they must defend actors and 
avenues to achieve peace.

3. Information Providers

In his book Media Spectacle and the Crisis of Democracy, 
Douglas Kellner (2016) argues that educational institutions 
are an essential prerequisite for democracy as are robust 
media institutions. Methods to engage with these actors, as 
per the views of some women peacebuilders, deserve further 
consideration. 

The room for media institutions to profit from fractured 
societies, although a serious problem, is not unique to Sri 
Lanka. Commenting on this issue, women peacebuilders 
recognised the potential for media to become a channel that 
directs attention towards pressing social issues, holds the 
state to account, and promotes stories of social cohesion. Such 
a project is perhaps ambitious and requires consistent and 
concerted efforts, but necessary when considering immediate 
and long-term benefits.

Educational institutions were also described as actors that 
peacebuilders need to approach to prevent recurrent cycles of 
violence and cultivate social cohesion. Women peacebuilders 
had mostly worked with schools to promote interaction 
between different ethnic communities and to promote 
methods of mediation. In terms of education curriculums, they 
stressed that the teaching of national languages and history 
requires immediate attention. 

“We need to reform the education system 
so that each person knows the other’s 
language. Both languages must be taught 
as compulsory subjects.”

Tamil peacebuilder, Kilinochchi

Nearly ninety-three percent of state schools are monolingual, 
offering only Sinhala or Tamil mediums (Ministry of Education, 
2019). State schools offering both Sinhala and Tamil mediums 
are well under one percent. In a country where the language 
is framed as a marker of segregation, educational institutions 
have much to do to improve the status quo. An alternative 
framing that positions language as a tool to bridging the divide 
can act as a step toward embracing diversity. 

History curriculums steer clear of post-independence violence, 
along with its grave consequences. Children who learn of such 

partnerships were also an excellent way of contributing to the 
national ownership of peace processes, thereby lessening 
the reliance on short-term international funding. Moreover, 
local peacebuilders’ familiarity with domestic realities helped 
navigate these complexities in a sensible, yet sensitive manner.
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“I used to think of religious leaders as 
primary partners that we needed to work 
with. However, I realised that they were 
all men and they don’t really do anything. 
They haven’t used religious teachings to 
bring about change and reconciliation. If 
anything, they are more likely to speak and 
work against women.”

Muslim peacebuilder, Puttalam

episodes tend to be informed by selected narratives advanced 
by adult figures, thus missing out on more inclusive narratives. 
While women peacebuilders had worked with educational 
institutions as part of an intergenerational reconciliation 
exercise, they were discouraged from pursuing this path due 
to bureaucratic roadblocks.   

4. Religious Leaders

Religious differences in Sri Lanka have been at the core of 
cohesion and conflict. The constitution affords a special status 
to Buddhism, the religion of the country’s majority, which has 
adversely affected minority faith groups. At the same time, 
religious leaders can rouse hatred or foster harmony. Their 
views on national issues greatly influence public thought. 
Women peacebuilders from all ethnic groups were of the view 
that approaching influential religious leaders to act as peace 
ambassadors would strengthen interreligious understanding. 
In contexts marked by mounting tension, it was hoped that 
such figures would appeal to concepts of peace from their 
respective faiths and call for unity. 

Yet, religious leadership in Sri Lanka, as in many parts of 
the world, is male dominated. The challenge for women 
peacebuilders in such settings  is not only related to persuading 
highly influential actors to promote peace, but also doing so in 
their capacity as women. Some Sinhalese peacebuilders and 
most Muslim peacebuilders had experienced resistance from 
male religious leaders.

“Nowhe is a key national and international 
leader who speaks about his story of self-
transformation… Once the Easter Sunday 
bombings happened, he received so many 
threats, even from his own community, but 
he continued to hold the best conferences 
and met with many people to rebuild 
relationships and condemn the attacks.”

Sinhalese peacebuilder, Colombo

5. Perpetrators and Supporters of Violence

Some women peacebuilders commented that perpetrators 
and supporters of violence are oftentimes the hardest actors 
to approach, with many peacebuilders preferring to work with 
other stakeholders on achievable outcomes. Neglecting these 
groups however can result in overlooking a direct means 
to bringing about negative peace, i.e., an end to violence. 
Moreover, understanding the roots of conflict requires insight 
into the social structures that failed these groups and drove 
them to endorse violence. 

A Sinhalese peacebuilder whose organisation had been 
instrumental in brokering the ceasefire agreement between 
the LTTE and the government exchanged her views on engaging 
with perpetrators. She recounted the hardships and headway 
made. 

In a rare account, a Sinhalese peacebuilder shared her 
experience while working in the East in 2008, a year before 
the war ended. The scope of her work during the time related 

to conducting workshops with religious leaders on conflict 
transformation. On the third day, an Islamic religious leader 
had approached her and wept. In a climate of fear, uncertainty 
and broken trust, he had been tasked with keeping a close 
eye on her interactions with the community and reporting 
back to other religious leaders in the area. After observing her 
commitment to effect change, he called her a “true prophet”, 
a title that commands the highest respect of followers of the 
faith. What followed this powerful moment is captured in her 
own words,
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“As a peacebuilder, that’s [the ceasefire] one 
of the biggest achievements anyone can 
achieve… But there were a lot of hardships… 
We had to sleep on the ground, we didn’t 
even have a piece of cloth, [we just slept] on 
the cement ground in the Mannar church… I 
have slept in LTTE girls’ camps, washed my 
face and everything with one cup of water… 
Sometimes, dinner was a cream cracker. 
That’s it. And [we were always] in a vehicle, 
or at a checkpoint… Bombs would blast just 
as we passed a place… So, there’s been a 
lot of difficulties, [but] that’s how we have 
come there.”

Sinhalese peacebuilder, Kandy

Her story urges peacebuilders to question assumptions and 
reconsider reaching out to supporters of violence. A rare 
opportunity may arise where perpetrators seek an alternative 
means to ending conflict. When that moment finally comes, 
peacebuilders must be prepared to seize it.  

Sexual violence, especially acts carried out by state officials, 
was a pervasive issue that peacebuilders had raised awareness 
on. Some peacebuilders had collectively lobbied for the state’s 
recognition of sexual bribery, which in their experience mainly 
affected female heads of households in war affected districts. 
Other positive outcomes of such lobbying and advocacy are 
documented in the subsequent section of this report. 

6. Trade Unions and Private Corporations

Certain women peacebuilders recommended working with 
employment-related groups such as trade unions and private 
corporations. While these groups do not typically campaign 
for peace, their involvement is beneficial in other ways that 
can contribute to the broader goals of peacebuilding. A Hill 
Country Tamil peacebuilder from Kandy who works with 
plantation communities, one of the most marginalised groups 
in Sri Lanka, spoke to the merits of coordinating with trade 
unions. Decades of disempowerment had factored into 
plantation workers’ increased dependency on trade unions to 
raise their concerns. Accordingly, trade unions have become 
crucial actors that supposedly bolster worker rights and 

welfare. Meanwhile, private corporations were considered 
well-placed to provide employment opportunities and skills 
training to disadvantaged groups. Opening avenues for labour 
force participation was regarded as central to reducing barriers 
to mobility, improving individual security, and overall living 
standards. 

3.4 From the Sidelines to the 
Frontline: Stories of Successful 
Leadership

For decades, Sri Lankan women have been instrumental 
in advancing peace work and protecting important gains. 
However, official records are dominated by stories of male 
leadership, despite women’s enormous success at community, 
national and international levels. This report features the views 
of twenty-five Sri Lankan women whose stories of leadership 
are taken out of histories of silence and recognised. Their 
stories illustrate how women, when given the opportunity, act 
as pillars of peace to rebuild fractured societies—even amidst 
mounting pressure, firm opposition, and risks to personal 
safety. 

How do these peacebuilders understand and evaluate ‘success’ 
in the course of their work? The responses to this question 
are captured under three transformative changes. Not all 
‘successes’ were measured in relation to visible, macro-level 
changes. Most peacebuilders were deeply moved by personal 
stories of change related to one or two individuals they had 
interacted with. The ripple effects of these rare moments had 
reaffirmed the purpose and progress of their work. Moreover, 
it had encouraged them to continue working with different 
communities in different areas across the country to advance 
a more inclusive practice of peacebuilding. 

1. From Resistance to Receptiveness

In the South of Sri Lanka, an area with a majority Sinhalese 
population, a Sinhalese peacebuilder took steps to engage 
with people from the Tamil-dominated North. During the 
height of the war, such engagements were subject to state and 
social scrutiny. As part of a group of women peacebuilders, 
she proceeded to carry out exchange programmes between 
the North and South in the hopes that these would 
bridge communal differences. A woman who attended the 
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“I was displaced from Jaffna, and there is a 
lot of tension between the two communities. 
People in Jaffna call Muslims ‘thoppipiratti’, 
and the displaced Muslims call the Tamils in 
Jaffna ‘the LTTE’.16 When I started researching 
the truth, I realised that not all Tamils 
were like the LTTE, but that the LTTE was 
a separate group. That was when I started 
working with Tamil people.”

Muslim peacebuilder, Puttalam

“Five army officers came to the programme 
with different ideologies, and they had 
arguments with me because I was Tamil. 
But I was able to manage [these arguments] 
and some of these officers are still friends 
with me. Even their ideologies changed.”

Tamil peacebuilder, Colombo

“A man from Gonagolla who was able to 
engage with Tamil families even made 
friends with them after the LTTE brutally 
murdered his entire family because of long-
term engagement, not one-off projects.”

 Sinhalese peacebuilder, Colombo

programmes was married to an active member of the LTTE. 
Her husband strongly believed that an armed solution would 
bring about an end to the years of discrimination faced by 
ethnic minorities. However, the wife’s message of alternative 
solutions to conflict, and the negative impact of conflict on 
all communities, had convinced him to lay down his weapons. 
Stories such as this demonstrate how dialogues centred on 
cohesion can prompt individuals to change their perspectives 
on violent confrontation. The accounts of other peacebuilders 
reaffirmed this view.

16 ‘Thoppipiratti’is an offensive term used to refer to Muslims and loosely translates to ‘changing one’s cap’. It implies that Muslims are deceptive and 
change their stance to suit their interests.

“The mothers of the disappeared [from 
different ethnic groups] started off by 
accusing the other [ethnic] community 
[for the deaths of their loved ones]. But 
on the second or third day, we could see 
them trying to understand each other, and 
trying to move past viewing each other as 
the perpetrators of harm. They understood 
that the difficulties faced by them were the 
same.”

Muslim peacebuilder, Badulla

In another case, women peacebuilders had facilitated 
discussions between mothers from the North and the South. 
The children of both groups had belonged to opposite camps 
and supported/served in the state army or the LTTE. The 
change in perceptions brought about by the discussions is 

These stories highlight the direct effects of women’s 
leadership and capacity to drive change. Some peacebuilders 
also described the indirect effects of their engagements with 
communities. In such cases, they had motivated community 
members to take on leadership roles. This approach assured 
a more sustainable peace process as communities would 
operate as a collective, take more ownership of the process, 
and have a greater degree of autonomy. 

A Tamil peacebuilder from Colombo shed light on the success 
of this approach. Her organisation had worked with a youth 
group and encouraged them to conduct workshops among 
their respective communities. A young man had once attended 
the workshops conducted by the youth group in a shirt that 
displayed “discriminatory wording”. She pointed out that 
“after the workshop, he felt so bad that he removed his shirt 
and walked home bare bodied saying that he now understands 
[things differently]. For me, those [reflect] small changes in 
people’s mindsets.” When reflecting on such successes, women 
peacebuilders urged donors to reconsider short-term project 
cycles as these accounts prove the benefits of long-term 
engagement. 

captured in the words of a Muslim peacebuilder who currently 
resides in the Badulla District.
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“While doing some work on sexual bribery, 
an older woman told me what had happened 
to her. She hadn’t spoken to anyone else 
about it, not even with her family. To this 
day, whenever I see her she says, Even 
though this girl is younger than me, she is 
the reason why I am strong and confident.”

Muslim peacebuilder, Puttalam 

Similar incidents were related by a Tamil peacebuilder working 
with communities in Kilinochchi, Mannar and Puttalam on 
sexual bribery. 

2. From Disempowerment to Empowerment

Violence against women and the exploitation of women are 
widespread issues in Sri Lanka. Fear of shame, blame and 
ostracism are among the reasons that discourage victim 
survivors from lodging formal complaints. Incidents of 
violence and exploitation become further complicated when 
the perpetrators are powerful figures within institutions. In 
particular, women victim survivors whose spouses passed away 
or disappeared during periods of violence are dependent on 
state institutions for economic assistance. Publicly exposing 
perpetrators in state institutions therefore comes at the risk of 
social stigmatisation and the loss of state assistance. 

A Muslim peacebuilder from Puttalam conducting activities 
in the Northern and North Western Provinces detailed an 
incident that had persuaded her to work on cases of sexual 
bribery. Hers is a story that displays the importance of 
intergenerational dialogues in countries like Sri Lanka where 
younger peacebuilders can work to challenge cultural practices 
that silence survivors.

“It was really gratifying to see that in 
Puttalam, the youth stood up to demand 
justice for a woman [who was a victim 
survivor of sexual bribery]. We also recently 
received news of a participant from Mannar 
who had called the police when she was 
asked for a sexual bribe and had eventually 
gotten the perpetrator arrested.”

Tamil peacebuilder, Colombo

“I mostly work with female heads of 
households and families of the disappeared. 
We started a small savings scheme to 
empower women. Each woman contributes 
whatever she can save and then the money 
is used to give small loans to women to 
better their situation. We have brought 
women to the point where they can stand 
up and do things courageously.”

Tamil peacebuilder, Jaffna

 “When I went to the Vanni areas, I felt 
content that I was able to help them deal 
with their grief and make them feel one with 
us. Many have told me, We have heard your 
story and we want to be like you by doing 
the same things with our lives.”

Tamil peacebuilder, Jaffna

In a different example, a Tamil peacebuilder from Jaffna spoke 
of her role in empowering women to lessen their dependence 
on exploitative structures. As a single mother whose spouse 
had passed away, she had conducted a range of peacebuilding 
activities to increase women’s financial independence. 

She also recounted the bonds they had forged in the process. 
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Her account provides another aspect of women’s leadership 
in communities. In contrast to the other incidents where 
peacebuilders had worked with diverse groups, this 
peacebuilder had set an example for women in her community. 
Such incidents are lesser known and do not feature in national 
narratives on civic leadership. However, they serve as a 
reminder of how everyday women push for change in their 
local communities.

3. Women’s Inclusion and Influence 

Situations of conflict reconfigure gendered relations in society, 
opening unexpected avenues for women’s leadership. While the 
previous sections illustrated women’s leadership in grassroot 
activism, Sri Lankan women have also been instrumental to 
formal peacebuilding processes. Women peacebuilders have 
pushed social boundaries in the political sphere, asserted 
their ‘place’ at peace tables, and enhanced policies on social 
development. 

In the political sphere, peacebuilders elaborated their 
specific inputs to increase the political representation of 
underrepresented groups and incorporate issues faced by these 
groups in election manifestos. In Sri Lanka’s Central Province 
for example, a Hill Country Tamilpeacebuilder explained how 
Hill Country Tamils have limited access to state services due to 
persistent language barriers. Her organisation had taken steps 
to set up offices that could act as intermediaries between the 
government and the community. The offices have allowed for 
meaningful civic participation in democratic processes by 
communicating government policies to Hill Country Tamils 
and conveying the community’s concerns to state institutions. 
Additionally, the offices have allowed for increased women’s 
leadership.

Women’s political representation has been a key issue in 
Sri Lanka, despite the country priding itself in electing the 
world’s first female prime minister.17 An important aspect 
of peacebuilding for women peacebuilders was increasing 
women’s political participation to help direct attention 
towards issues that disproportionately affect women. It could 
also help mainstream women’s roles as leaders and lessen the 
discrimination they face in a male dominated political system.  
To improve the current figures, especially in the North and 
East, peacebuilders had launched a ‘Vote for Her’ campaign in 

17 According to the Inter-Parliamentary Union’s Monthly Ranking of Women in National Parliaments (2020), Sri Lanka has a low ranking of 182 due to its 
poor representation of women in parliament. With respect to women’s representation at provincial council and local government levels, the figures were 
4.1 percent and 2.3 percent in 2017 (Daily FT, 2016).

18  See Section 3.3.

the lead up to the 2020 Parliamentary Election. Commenting 
on the campaign, a Muslim peacebuilder from Mannar stated,

In terms of peace negotiations, the global inclusion of women 
to broker peace deals between conflicting parties is under 
15 percent (Council on Foreign Relations, 2019). Although 
women’s participation in Sri Lanka’s peace process is seldom 
spoken about, women played a critical role in one of the most 
decisive moments during the armed conflict. As articulated by 
a Sinhalese peacebuilder who participated in this process,

In-depth accounts of the hardships women had to endure 
to negotiate peace—from poor conditions and insufficient 
supplies to life-threatening circumstances—are documented 
in the previous section of this report.18 Accounts such as 
these are largely neglected in official narratives. However, 
they underscore women’s participation as essential to lasting 
peace. The women who contributed to this process measured 
their reward in terms of the transformation they witnessed. 
Glancing over old photographs, a Sinhalesepeacebuilder from 

“Even though we weren’t successful in getting 
women elected to the current parliament, we 
saw the impact of this initiative. The Election 
Commission recognised our work and in 
solidarity with our work, the Chairperson 
of the Election Commission attended the 
launch of our campaign in Mannar.”

Muslim peacebuilder, Mannar

“A lot of people don’t know, unless someone 
asks… We did go to the jungle and broker 
the ceasefire in 2001, but… that’s what’s 
different about a peacebuilder. We are not 
going to highlight this and say, ‘we did this 
or that’. What we want is for the work to be 
done. That’s our role.”

Sinhalese peacebuilder, Kandy
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Kandy recalled the state of a town that was once devastated 
by the war, “I thought my goodness, the work that I have done. 
I have gone to Kilinochchi when there was only one bottle of 
kerosene in one shop. That’s it. The whole of Kilinochchi town 
was that”. Today, she notes how achieving some degree of 
peace has enabled communities to rebuild their lives. 

In addition to women’s successes in the political sphere and in 
peace negotiations, women have promoted policies to improve 
social cohesion and youth integration. A landmark policy for 
one peacebuilder was the National Policy Framework on Social 
Integration under the immediate post-war government headed 
by President Mahinda Rajapaksa. She explained that the policy 
emphasised the importance of establishing schools that are 
not based on religion and ethnicity as these become grounds 
for segregation. The head of state permitting this policy at that 
time was “an achievement” for her.

3.5 Transcending Borders: Local 
Peacebuilders in the Global Arena

The influence, impact and involvement of Sri Lanka’s women 
peacebuilders exceed the boundaries of the island. Their 
contributions are manifold and have been acknowledged in 
international fora by way of awards and access to key global 
peacekeeping positions. During the interviews, women 
peacebuilders voiced their views on exploring opportunities 
to participate in international initiatives. They primarily 
identified two ways in which local peacebuilders could use 
the global stage. Firstly, as a space to gain exposure and share 
best practices. Secondly, as a platform to direct international 
attention towards issues in Sri Lanka.   

1. Expertise and Exposure

Sri Lankan peacebuilders have considerable experience in 
addressing numerous global challenges including terrorism, 
extremism, and sexual violence in a multi-ethnic, multi-
religious context. Including them in international peace work 
affords an opportunity for the perspectives of women from 
the Global South to be recognised. Well-known international 
organisations had approached several women peacebuilders 
featured in this report to share their invaluable insights, 
recommendations and lessons learned. In more formal 
spaces, women peacebuilders had served in international 
committees or had written conflict-related reports. The 

United Nations Working Group on Women, Peace and Security, 
and the Independent Study on Youth, Peace and Security 
commissioned by former United Nations Secretary-General 
Ban Ki-Moon were among the global initiatives that they 
had participated in. Academic programmes in international 
universities were another area that women peacebuilders had 
contributed to, especially on topics related to peace, trauma 
and (in)security.

The creative methods employed by Sri Lankan peacebuilders 
also drew international attention. Women peacebuilders 
were invited overseas to demonstrate local peacebuilding 
strategies in countries that faced similar problems. A Sinhalese 
peacebuilder from Puttalam who works on sexual and gender-
based violence was once invited to Nepal in this regard. Her 
organisation chose to perform a drama devised in Sri Lanka on 
the ill-treatment of sex workers by law enforcement officers. 
Commercial sex is prohibited in Sri Lanka and all parties 
involved are criminalised (Miller, 2002). However, as Miller 
(2002) argues, it is sex workers who are generally the most 
oppressed within this “prohibition model” (p. 1048). Primarily, 
it is sex workers who are “routinely subject to arrest and 
incarceration” as opposed to traffickers, brokers or clients. 
The illegal nature of their work also makes them vulnerable to 
violence and harassment, even at the hands of the police, with 
little to no safeguards for protection. Sex workers in Nepal 
experience similar issues as the country does not recognise 
the rights of sex workers. Against this backdrop, the drama 
performed by Sri Lankan peacebuilders had immediately 
resonated with Nepalese audiences. Stories such as this 
convey the profound impact of carefully crafted strategies that 
can act to unify culturally diverse communities. 

International gatherings and training opportunities afforded 
women peacebuilders an intercultural learning environment to 
share best practices and bring back home lessons from across 
the globe. The cross-fertilisation of ideas that characterised 
these settings provided insight into the struggles and strategies 
of other nations. A strange familiarity emerged at times when 
international issues seemed common to Sri Lanka. The histories 
of dispossession experienced by indigenous communities 
in Australia for example resonated with the experiences of 
underrepresented groups in Sri Lanka. On other occasions, 
movements organised abroad were evaluated in terms of 
their applicability in a Sri Lankan context. From peacebuilders 
in India, Sri Lankan peacebuilders had learnt about effective 
strategies to mobilise women who were oppressed in rural 
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“The role of those who make it to an 
international level would be to further the 
case of those who don’t have that level of 
visibility, rather than making a name for 
themselves, bagging awards and workshop 
hopping… The visibility you create would 
benefit the country.”

Sinhalese peacebuilder, Colombo

societies and how to lead large campaigns for justice. It is 
by conversing with fellow peacebuilders, identifying with the 
challenges they had encountered or exchanging expertise, 
that Sri Lankan women had built a broader network of allies. 
Knowing that at any time, in any part of the world, there were 
colleagues to offer advice was a great source of support.

2. Spotlighting Sri Lanka’s Situation 

When given the opportunity to speak on their individual 
achievements at world forums, Sri Lankan women felt 
compelled to direct international attention towards pressing 
issues in the country. This sense of duty stemmed from the 
realisation that lasting peace was not possible if they did not 
raise their voices in influential spaces. Every occasion was 
treated as another chance to secure a better future for the Sri 
Lanka they envisioned.

In the same manner, a Sinhalese peacebuilder from Galle 
who received the N-Peace Award seized this opportunity to 
highlight the circumstances of disadvantaged groups.

“[During my acceptance speech] I elaborated 
on the need to stabilise and strengthen the 
economy of poverty-stricken families as 
the first step to building peace because if 
people are in hunger none of these concepts 
and practices would be of any use to them.”

Sinhalese peacebuilder, Galle

“For a long time, Sri Lankan women in this 
area [peacebuilding] have contributed 
to taking the Sri Lankan experience 
and events that happened here to the 
international community. Recently, we saw 
this, especially in their engagement with 
the United Nations and with families of 
the disappeared. Not only have they taken 
the stories and demands out there, but 
they’ve also facilitated the direct victims of 
violations to be able to share these stories 
in international spaces.”

Tamil peacebuilder, Batticaloa

Where possible, women peacebuilders have also taken steps 
to enable victim survivors of violence to personally relate 
their stories in the international arena. To this end, women 

3.6 Towards Sustainable Peace: 
Challenges Faced by Sri Lanka’s 
Women Peacebuilders

At a time when countries continue to be ravaged by war, 
Sri Lanka has received the opportunity to restore peaceful 
relations after nearly thirty years of conflict. But the road to 
peace is long, and the obstacles are many. The commitment 
of Sri Lankan women to advance peace and security, despite 
several challenges, is worthy of recognition. However, the 
challenges they encounter merit attention to fully grasp 
context-specific issues and reflect on effective responses. 
Three challenges were emphasised by women peacebuilders 
during the interviews. They relate to mistrust, the political 
climate, and funding. 

1. Mistrust

Situations of conflict exacerbate collective fear, suspicion and 
inter-group tensions. Value for concepts such as coexistence 
soon deteriorates as violence crystallises along identity lines. 
Long after the guns fall silent, sentiments of mistrust tend 
to persist. In the case of Sri Lanka, peacebuilders faced twin 
challenges. They had to be sensitive to threats to personal 

peacebuilders ensured to include victim survivors in decision-
making spaces, encouraging them to directly communicate 
their needs and exercise agency over their own narratives.
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safety and negative perceptions shaping public perspectives. 
Sri Lanka’s women peacebuilders were at the intersection of 
three entrenched negative perceptions that also underpinned 
public mistrust towards them (see Figure 1).

Figure 1: Three Entrenched Negative Perceptions relating to 
the Mistrust of Women Peacebuilders in Sri Lanka

Occupation
Peacebuilders as 

foreign agents with 
hidden motives

Ethnicity
Members of other 
ethnic groups as 
untrustworthy

Gender
Women as playing a 
subordinate role in 

society

Women
Peacebuilders

The intent of their work was frequently questioned by the 
state and community alike. Peacebuilders at all levels were 
assumed to be ‘traitors’ working with hidden motives at the 
behest of foreign donors. Part of this mistrust stemmed from 
a long history of international countries, especially western 
countries, being framed as ‘interfering’ or ‘strong-arming’ 
entities by local politicians and the media. Using terms such 
as ‘reconciliation’ or ‘peacebuilding’, which at the time could 
not be easily translated into local languages, strengthened 
suspicions of ‘foreign’ concepts being imported to local 
settings.

“The moment you say that you are working 
in reconciliation you are seen as a traitor… 
There is a very strong push from the 
administration that has been instilled in the 
people. So once you are seen to be working 
in reconciliation, you are seen as a worker 
from a non-governmental organisation, 
which too has been demonised to appear 
as someone who works for foreign funds or  
foreign agendas.”

Sinhalese peacebuilder, Colombo 

Another reason for the mistrust of peacebuilders related to 
communities’ experiences with disingenuous persons claiming 
to be peacebuilders. As per the observations of the women 
peacebuilders interviewed, such individuals had capitalised 
on ample funding opportunities that were available in the 
aftermath of the armed conflict. Victim survivors of the conflict 
had therefore been exploited for private gains, causing them 
to become re-victimised.

Other reasons for public mistrust of peacebuilders included 
the negative perceptions related to the ethnicity and gender 
of women peacebuilders. Peacebuilders who did not share 
the ethnic identity of certain communities were treated with 
suspicion. Speaking a language that was not understood by 
the community heightened this suspicion. As related by a 
Tamil peacebuilder,

“Because Tamil speakers and Sinhalese 
speakers do not take the trouble to 
learn each other’s languages, we cannot 
communicate and it is easy for people to 
divide us and stir resentment. Sinhalese 
people have often told me, if we knew 
you were people like this, we would have 
thought very differently of you, and would 
have liked to live with your community in 
peace.”

Tamil peacebuilder, Kilinochchi 
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“Because of things like the Easter Sunday 
attacks, even those who worked closely 
with us now speak against us and refuse 
to stand and work with us… There seems to 
be resistance and distrust towards us and it 
feels like we need to restart all our work. If 
anything, there seems to be a deeper divide 
and an expectation that each of us must 
only work for our [specific] communities.”

Muslim peacebuilder, Puttalam

More recently, Muslim peacebuilders have become the targets 
of public animosity following the Easter Sunday bombings. 
Their experiences in the recent past were characterised by 
exclusion from known networks and prejudicial treatment. 
A Muslimpeacebuilder from the North West of Sri Lanka 
expressed concerns over the adverse effects that had ensued. 

Women’s leadership in patriarchal settings was also subject to 
scrutiny. A Tamil peacebuilder working with communities in the 
North of the country recalled one incident where community 
members, including women, had discouraged the efforts of her 
group by saying, “You are women, [you should] go home. Why 
are you doing unnecessary things?”. Such statements reflect 
long-standing social views that locate women’s ‘place’ in the 
home. However, women peacebuilders proceeded to engage 
with communities, defying the stereotypical expectations 
of their gender. Their demonstration of leadership signalled 
that ethnic and gendered identities were markers of strength, 
not weakness. Accepting the varying intersections of their 
identities proved to be advantageous as women peacebuilders 
were able to relate to different population segments. 

2. Political Climate

Essential for enduring peace are political actors and 
institutions that create the conditions conducive to 
reconciliation. Frequent fluctuations in the political landscape 
and the lack of political resolve threaten to undo important 
gains in areas of peacebuilding. The ebb and flow of political 
responsiveness to peacebuilding in Sri Lanka is no exception 
in this regard. Following the military defeat of the LTTE in 2009, 
the immediate post-war government advanced a triumphalist 

narrative of ‘victory’ and ‘celebration’, which othered the 
grief felt by communities over the tremendous loss of life. 
Under this narrative, a military victory had secured peace and 
therefore, future peacebuilding initiatives were side-lined as 
unnecessary. As observed by a Sinhalese peacebuilder,

But the response to such contesting views typically came 
in the form of threats, intimidation, disappearance, and 
ultimately death. With the change in government in 2015, 
the political climate seemed ripe for peace under the new 
government’s banner of ‘good governance’. Sri Lankans had 
fresh hope for reconciliation, which soon diminished due 
to competition among the coalition partners of the 2015 
government. Four years later, the pendulum of power swung 
back in favour of the government that oversaw the military 
defeat as Gotabaya Rajapaksa, the former Defence Secretary, 
was elected president. The new government has expressed 
its commitment to effective delivery, tangible development, 
and improving social discipline within a political system that 
affords extensive powers to the president. Reflecting on these 
changes two peacebuilders noted the following.

“Though people say that peace was won, 
the people didn’t win. If the people won, we 
would have peace by now.”

Sinhalese peacebuilder, Puttalam

“There are many undercurrents, and the 
social divides are running really deep. It’s 
a very dangerous situation to be in. We are 
sitting on a volcano that can erupt at any 
time.”

Sinhalese peacebuilder, Colombo
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The shrinking space for peacebuilding measures has led 
some peacebuilders to temporarily discontinue rights 
related activities. Many of them belong to one of the largest 
peacebuilding networks in the North and East of the country. 
Amidst this deteriorating human rights situation, one group 
of women peacebuilders proposed continuing advocacy work 
in ‘safer’ areas such as food security and economic well-
being. However, another group advocated placing pressure 
on successive governments to elicit favourable responses to 
public demands.

3. Funding

Situations of conflict have an acute impact on local economies 
and institutions, which affect their ability to aid post-
conflict recovery measures by relying on existing resources. 
International donors have extended a helping hand to 
peacebuilders in post-conflict nations to support prompt 
action. However, asymmetrical power relations between 
donors and recipient organisations have enabled increased 
donor dependency and funding structures that impede 
effective community engagement. In Sri Lanka, the funding 
related constraints outlined by women peacebuilders can be 
mainly understood along three lines. 

The first constraint concerned the timeframe and criteria 
of funding opportunities. Building pathways to peace 
encompasses strengthening institutions, advancing 
restorative justice, fostering social cohesion, and addressing 
inequalities. It is an ambitious undertaking requiring long-
term engagement, which is likely to become undermined by 
short-term, one-off projects. Securing sustainable sources 
of funding have thus become a central issue for many local 
peacebuilders (Lee, 2019). 

“Political parties and leaders today are 
using nationalism, racism and religious 
hatred to sustain their popularity. The 
results of the last election tell us how much 
racism and anti-religious sentiments have 
risen in our community. They tell us that the 
environment is extremely difficult, but that 
this work is immensely important.”

Muslim peacebuilder, Badulla

Local peacebuilders also raised concerns over the funding 
criteria listed by donors during short-term project cycles. 
Increased emphasis on quantifiable and measurable 
outcomes, reporting obligations, and the return on investment 
has enabled ‘businesslike’ interactions between donors and 
peacebuilding organisations. In the course of seeking financial 
support, peacebuilders experienced pressure to market their 
activities, focus on brand recognition, compete with other local 
peacebuilders and present themselves as ‘viable investments’. 
Organisations that are unable to ‘compete’ in such a system 
are often neglected. One such story was shared from the North 
Western Province of Sri Lanka. A peacebuilding organisation 
comprising Sinhala speakers had encountered challenges 
when applying for funding opportunities that were primarily 
in English.

“Organisations that have English language 
skills get funds for peacebuilding. But 
organisations like ours that actually do 
the work are marginalised because we 
don’t speak in English and we can’t write in 
English.”

Sinhalese peacebuilder, Puttalam

The second constraint related to misaligned objectives 
between donors and local recipients. Donors and peacebuilders 
enter contractual partnerships to meet certain expectations 
that are generally set out by donors. For peacebuilders, 
these contractual partnerships are advantageous and 
disadvantageous. On the one hand, contractual partnerships 
allow both parties to have a clear understanding of the work 
plan and intended outcomes. On the other, they establish 
donor-driven frameworks in which local peacebuilders must 
align with donor priorities that are rarely locally negotiated. 
These rigid frameworks disincentivise peacebuilders, who 
are in touch with local realities, to seek funding modalities 
that address pressing community needs. When peacebuilders 
displayed an interest in pursuing independent initiatives, 
they needed to ensure that such initiatives aligned with the 
thematic areas outlined by donors. 
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“Women’s movements in this country have 
been killed by the agendas set by donors 
and donor-driven funding… Donors have 
their own agendas, and they want us to 
work within certain parameters. Donors 
never give us a blank canvas and ask us 
to draw the picture we want and offer help 
to bring that picture to life. They have an 
outline and they want us to colour it.”

Muslim peacebuilder, Mannar

The third constraint is linked to the second and related to 
donor inflexibility. Peacebuilders were expected to meet the 
outcomes initially agreed to, despite changing circumstances. 
More recently, women peacebuilders had encountered 
challenges amidst the COVID-19 pandemic as donors were 
keen that regular operations continued. During this period, 
they had to manage donor expectations and comply with the 
country’s public health regulations—including curfew and 
restrictions on public gatherings. In extreme cases where no 
funding options were available, peacebuilders had helped 
communities by using their personal savings. 

“During the COVID-19 crisis, I took my own 
money, and despite the risks, I bought 
food for different communities in the area 
and we went and distributed it. The items 
we purchased included things like sanitary 
pads, which many organisations had 
exempted in their relief measures.”

Muslim peacebuilder, Puttalam

“We need to break the shackles [that hold 
women back]. Nobody is going to do that 
for us, so we need to do it for ourselves. And 
we have to do it in our own way.”

Sinhalese peacebuilder, Colombo

Owing to the lack of flexibility displayed by donors during 
critical periods, peacebuilders sought to develop locally driven 
funding models. Some peacebuilders were already working 
with communities on selling local produce at weekend markets. 
Communities were given the opportunity to decide how the 
funds they raised could be used to serve their requirements. 
International organisations that acknowledged the gaps 
and challenges in current funding structures had opted to 

These words encapsulate the deep sense of frustration over 
limited confidence in women’s leadership, including that of 
women peacebuilders, in Sri Lanka. Senior politicians have 
also reinforced negative social perceptions of women by 
alleging that women impede progress.19 Where women have 
refused to bend to political pressure, they have been forcibly 
removed from key positions.20 Sri Lankan women continue to 
experience exclusion, threats to safety, and subordination. 
As simply stated by a peacebuilder, women are made to feel 
“invisible”. 

3.7 A Message to Fellow 
Peacebuilders: Recommendations 
from Sri Lanka

The efforts of Sri Lankan women to secure peace at home 
and abroad offer rich insights for peace practitioners 
and policymakers. Accordingly, this report analyses the 
collective experiences of Sri Lanka’s women peacebuilders 
that are pivotal to assessing and responding to on-ground 
realities. Their experiences provide in-depth knowledge into 
the different dimensions of peacebuilding in formal and 
non-formal spaces, the merits of collaborating with local 
peacebuilders, and the methods to manage donor relations 
and attract potential funders among other aspects. While 
these experiences are largely specific to the Sri Lankan 
context, the lessons learned and the list of best practices 
mentioned are valuable for peacebuilders across the world. 
The recommendations proposed by Sri Lankan peacebuilders 
are analysed under four themes. 

1. Create a Path When There Seems to be None 

support these local models. One organisation based in the 
Netherlands was coordinating with Sri Lankan peacebuilders 
on a programme that would connect local businesses with 
peacebuilders.
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“It’s not easy to start. There will be a lot of 
competition. There is no proper mentorship 
available. But there is space for young 
peacebuilders and women. They have either 
found their space or created one.”

Muslim peacebuilder, Mannar

The historical snapshots of women’s peace movements in Sri 
Lanka documented previously in this report offer valuable 
insights into women’s resilience and perseverance during 
the most trying times.21 The findings from the interviews with 
women peacebuilders add to these extensive experiences, 
serving as a point of reference for other peace activists. 

Women peacebuilders appeared to face an impossible task in 
attempting to carve out spaces for their voices to be heard. 
This view can be a common “misconception” according to 
some local peacebuilders as women have made critical gains 
that need to be protected and built on. It is essential that 
peacebuilders maximise successes, resist opposition, and 
refuse to be deterred by temporary setbacks. Peacebuilders 
also hoped that an increased commitment to sustain the 
momentum generated by international consensus on women’s 
meaningful participation would supplement the individual 
and collective efforts of women.

2. Shift from Organisation-Centric to People-Centric 
Approaches

Local peacebuilders stressed that Sri Lanka’s peacebuilding 
framework must be undergirded by a paradigm shift from 
organisation- and donor-centric approaches to people-centric 

“As peacebuilders we should first develop 
the ability to listen in order to identify the 
areas that need assistance and then work 
towards peace.”

Sinhalese peacebuilder, Monaragala

Similarly, when peacebuilders are guided by international 
approaches, they need to ensure that such approaches are 
holistic and localised. Therefore, women peacebuilders 
suggested a regular process of reflection and feedback as 
essential to peacebuilding practices.

The second challenge concerned what local peacebuilders 
termed as the “projectification” of restorative measures. The 
institutionalisation of peacebuilding practices entails an 
increased focus on tools, targets, checklists and indicators 
to measure results. While these allow for consistent and 
universally accepted practices, local peacebuilders identified 
two drawbacks. The heightened concentration on project 
implementation has enabled a project-driven cycle in which 
peacebuilders prioritise meeting deliverables over meeting 
context-specific needs. Additionally, such “projectification” 
tends to privilege the views and actions of recipient 

approaches. The advantages of a people-centred approach are 
countless and detailed in previous sections of this report.22 

However, two challenges appeared to disrupt the shift to a 
people-centric approach. 

The first concerned the gap between peacebuilders’ (or 
peacebuilding organisations’) assumptions and the needs of 
the community. Oftentimes, peacebuilders are prompted by 
the ‘desire to action change’. Nevertheless, even the most 
well-intentioned measures may have a limited impact on 
communities due to information gaps. Part of overcoming this 
challenge is the need to actively question assumptions.

19  See for instance Colombo Telegraph. (2013, July 11). Working with Women Is Difficult – Sri Lanka’s Speaker Chamal Rajapaksa. Colombo Telegraph. 
https://www.colombotelegraph.com/index.php/working-with-women-is-difficult-sri-lankas-speaker-chamal-rajapaksa/ (Accessed in December 2020); 
Farzan, Z. (2020, October 1). ‘Many politicians fail due to the actions of their wives,’ – PM Rajapaksa. Newsfirst. https://www.newsfirst.lk/2020/10/01/many-
politicians-fail-due-to-the-actions-of-their-wives-pm-rajapaksa/ (Accessed in December 2020)

20  For example, Shirani Bandaranayake was unconstitutionally removed from the post of Chief Justice in 2013. For more information, see International 
Commission of Jurists. (2013, January 23). Sri Lanka: Judges Around the World Condemn Impeachment of Chief Justice Dr. Shirani Bandaranayake. 
International Commission of Jurists. https://www.icj.org/sri-lanka-judges-around-the-world-condemn-impeachment-of-chief-justice-dr-shirani-
bandaranayake/ (Accessed in December 2020)

21 See Section 2.

22 See Section 3.2.

How can women thrive as leaders when there are persistent 
barriers to entry and progress? The views of most participants 
are reflected in the following response.

https://www.colombotelegraph.com/index.php/working-with-women-is-difficult-sri-lankas-speaker-chamal-rajapaksa/
https://www.newsfirst.lk/2020/10/01/many-politicians-fail-due-to-the-actions-of-their-wives-pm-rajapaksa/.
https://www.newsfirst.lk/2020/10/01/many-politicians-fail-due-to-the-actions-of-their-wives-pm-rajapaksa/.
https://www.icj.org/sri-lanka-judges-around-the-world-condemn-impeachment-of-chief-justice-dr-shirani-bandaranayake/
https://www.icj.org/sri-lanka-judges-around-the-world-condemn-impeachment-of-chief-justice-dr-shirani-bandaranayake/
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organisations and donors, thereby excluding communities 
from actively participating in the society they hope to rebuild. 

It was recommended that peacebuilders work together with 
local communities and embolden them to raise their concerns. 
Peacebuilders could further support communities by pitching 
the community’s suggestions to potential donors and seek 
funding for community-driven projects. 

3. Seek to Collaborate instead of Compete

Owing to funding constraints, high demand, and the pursuit 
of similar goals in the non-profit sector, peacebuilders found 
themselves operating in an environment characterised by 
competition. The realities of this environment, especially 
with respect to organisational sustainability and survival, 
necessitate competition. However, women peacebuilders 
warned against the commercialisation of peacebuilding 
operations, which could blur the lines between a profit-driven 
business sector and a non-profit sector oriented towards 
public benefit.

Genuine collaboration can be difficult to achieve. Peacebuilders 
opined that understanding the benefits of better synergy 
could incentivise organisations to seize opportunities for 
collaboration and resist external pressure to compete. For 
one, collaboration could counterbalance power imbalances in 
the non-profit sector. A system based on competition allows 
for resources to be distributed among a select group. By 
contrast, collaboration could enable a better flow of resources 
and improve resource sharing. Secondly, collaboration could 
stimulate peacebuilders to devise innovative strategies, and 
improve the speed, scale and effectiveness of these strategies. 

“When there is a ‘hot issue’ civil society 
tends to kind of fight about who should 
take the lead role in addressing it. This lack 
of coordination means that no one is really 
attending to the issue properly even though 
everyone claims that they are… I left some 
of these spaces along the way because 
of their competitiveness. I think external 
collaboration with different stakeholders is 
really important in this line of work.”

Tamil peacebuilder, Vavuniya

Thirdly, collaboration among local entities would contribute to 
increased national ownership of peace operations, which in 
turn would increase the durability of these operations. Given 
these direct and indirect benefits, women peacebuilders 
recommended that well-placed or well-resourced 
organisations have a greater responsibility to proactively seek 
opportunities for collaboration. 

4. Pursue Purposeful Action 

A few women peacebuilders emphasised the importance 
of outlining the purpose and principles of one’s work. A 
clear purpose constitutes the reasoning behind why peace 
practitioners choose to do what they do. It acts as a guide 
to determine the goals peace practitioners hope to achieve. 
Especially in situations of ambiguity, a well-defined purpose 
redirects practitioners onto the right path. 

Moreover, as peace operations expand over time and involve a 
range of actors, having clarity of purpose becomes a practical 
necessity. For one, when peacebuilders within an organisational 
set up have a shared sense of the larger purpose, they are 
likely to demonstrate greater commitment and channel efforts 
towards achieving it. Another instance described by women 
peacebuilders was when making critical decisions on the 
projects to undertake. An unambiguous purpose could act as 
a ‘filtering system’ to select the projects that align with this 
purpose. In the same way, peacebuilders would be able to 
make strategic choices with respect to the partnerships they 
enter or the donors they work with by evaluating whether 
these entities share a similar vision and uphold similar values. 
The following statement sheds light on these areas.

“If you start compromising your ideas for 
funding, you will never be able to build a 
movement or resilient societies. You will 
only build an institution. If that is your goal, 
then follow everything that donors ask you 
to do. Focus on what you want to do and 
where you want to get to as a movement, 
the funding sources will come to you.”

 Muslim peacebuilder, Mannar
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Conclusion
In the streets, a woman demanding accountability for 
disappeared persons stands alongside women demanding fair 
wages. At night, a woman sleeps on rough terrains in war-torn 
towns hoping that the dawn will bring with it an opportunity 
to end years of carnage. On an international stage, a woman 
accepting an award for her achievements chooses to highlight 
the plight of the people of her country. 

These are the true stories of women peacebuilders in Sri Lanka 
that feature in this report. They remind us that even during 
the most trying times, there are always women who are ready 
to respond to situations of urgency. The report analyses the 
views of twenty-five women peacebuilders from Sri Lanka on a 
range of topics. The group of peacebuilders comprised a cross-
section of women from diverse ethnic backgrounds who have 
worked in formal and non-formal spaces on multiple issues. 

The findings provide an overview of Sri Lankan women’s 
distinctive perspectives of peacebuilding. These varied 
perspectives suggest that peacebuilding in Sri Lanka appears 
to constitute the features of an empty signifier (i.e., devoid 
of a ‘fixed’, specific definition yet capable of driving action in 
a particular direction). Accordingly, while all peacebuilders 
hoped for the establishment of a pluralistic society, their 
approaches to achieve this goal differed. 

For most participants, peacebuilding aimed to resolve decades 
of communal mistrust and hostility. On this basis, they 
proposed adopting micro level strategies to foster coexistence 
between diverse ethno-religious groups. An important 
observation made under this approach was the need to review 
conventional micro level strategies as online platforms are fast 
emerging as spaces with high levels of interaction and tension. 
Developing expertise in fact-checking and digital storytelling 
were among the skills that peacebuilders recommended as 
necessary for the future. For another group of participants, 
peacebuilding was a much-needed response to serious 
institutional factors that sustain inequalities. On this basis, 
they proposed developing a broad national framework that 
established political, economic, legal and social structures to 
ensure the dignity of all citizens. 

Not all perspectives drew from positive discourses of 
peacebuilding. The attempts of some participants to distance 
the practice of peace work from the term ‘peacebuilding’ 

conveys the negative perceptions it has come to acquire in 
local settings. The capacity to attract negative interpretations 
strengthens the premise that peacebuilding in Sri Lanka 
functions as an empty signifier. In some respects, this 
premise corresponds with international discourses that have 
accommodated contested meanings of peacebuilding. 

As explored much later, the adverse effects of such negative 
perceptions play out in specific ways in the Sri Lankan context. 
A significant finding in this report is that Sri Lanka’s women 
peacebuilders are positioned at the intersection of three 
entrenched negative perceptions. First, they are assumed to 
be ‘traitors’ who work for foreign funds and allow for undue 
interference in the country’s domestic affairs. Second, they 
are viewed as operating outside of the prescribed patriarchal 
parameters by taking on roles of leadership. Third, their 
entry into certain localities is contingent on perceptions 
related to their ethnic identities. Views that serve to discredit 
peacebuilders pose a challenge to obtaining stakeholder buy-
in, which is imperative for continued progress.

The report brings together the approaches and strategies that 
peacebuilders had adopted and the actors they had engaged 
with to change social perceptions and strengthen trust.23 More 
specifically, a two-pronged approach was outlined to increase 
social trust. One, maintaining communication channels. Two, 
taking a community-centred perspective. As illustrated by 
the work of women peacebuilders, the many positive effects 
of such approaches and engagements cannot be disregarded 
in peace work at home or abroad. A salient example is a 
correlation between the intrinsic motivation of communities 
and the sustainability of empowerment projects that respond 
to locally articulated needs.

A general observation that emerges from these sections 
is the tendency among the participants to pursue peace 
activism in alternative spaces, outside of formal politics. 
Almost all participants operated as part of non-governmental 
organisations or independently, with the exception of two 
participants. Arguably, this tendency to work in alternative 
spaces may be attributed to the impediments to women’s 
political participation, which strongly discourage women from 
entering politics. Other reasons, such as personal reasons, 
may also drive women to work in alternative spaces. 

23  See subsections in Sections 3.2, 3.3 and 3.7.
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An evaluation of women’s peace activism in Sri Lanka, however, 
insinuates a pattern regarding gender and peacebuilding in 
the country. The scope of their work illustrates that women 
have mainly operated outside of formal politics yet influenced 
or occasionally been included in formal peace processes.24 

The successes achieved by the peacebuilders interviewed 
in this report appear to reaffirm this pattern as participants 
had campaigned for the increased political representation 
of women, brokered peace between conflicting parties, 
made policy recommendations, and set up offices that acted 
as intermediaries between local communities and state 
institutions. 

There was less optimism that similar gains could be achieved 
in the current political environment. Changes in the political 
sphere have ushered in a system that values effective delivery, 
efficiency, and increased security—a marked contrast from the 
former political set up that reportedly valued transparency, 
institutional independence, and better processes. Especially 
in the context of the prevailing COVID-19 pandemic, there has 
been overwhelming support by some quarters of the public 
for military leadership in Sri Lanka’s bureaucracy and the 
country’s pandemic response.  A concluding remark by some 
participants featured in this report echoes the observations 
of Timothy Donais (2012) who argues that “peacebuilding 
becomes the art of the possible” (p. 152) when peacebuilders 
find ways to work within such restrictive parameters. Doing so 
may entail “painful compromises”, yet it “may be balanced over 
time by successful efforts to set in motion dynamics through 
which change can eventually graduate from within” (p. 152). 

The findings of the report instil confidence that Sri Lanka’s 
women peacebuilders, who have worked to bring an end to 
conflict and uplift communities, will persevere in their pursuit 
of peace. If women are to truly succeed, then structures, 
partnerships and networks that boost women’s leadership 
in conflict-affected societies are urgently needed. It is in 
this context that this report recognises the critical role to be 
played by donor organisations and local and international 
peacebuilding networks. Sri Lankan peacebuilders have called 
on donors to introduce changes to current funding structures 
that undermine locally led initiatives from thriving. To this end, 
the report proposes funding modalities that are more open, 
context-specific, and enable local peacebuilders to genuinely 
‘own’ processes.25

24   See Section 2

25 See Section 3.6.

Sri Lanka’s women peacebuilders have had a tremendous 
impact on measures to bring about peace at home and abroad. 
The impact of their efforts is perhaps less understood and 
generally lacks visibility and recognition. The findings of this 
report are thus crucial and demonstrate the proven impact 
of including women in peacebuilding. They confirm a global 
pattern that the exclusion of women overlooks an essential 
step to resilient peace. As Sri Lanka grapples with deep-seated 
divisions and severe social inequalities, it is the accounts of 
women peacebuilders detailed in this report that speak to 
the many possibilities that are attainable when women are 
supported. 
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Case Study - 01
I am a peacebuilder based in Colombo and I belong to the 
Tamil community. 

I have been engaged in peacebuilding work for more than 20 
years. I would interpret peacebuilding on two different levels 
– macro and micro and in my view, they are closely connected. 
At the macro level, it would be at the political, legal, socio-
economic spheres, creating conditions that allow all citizens 
to live lives of dignity, safety and security. To achieve that at 
the macro level, you require political will, legal and policy 
making, and economic resources. At the micro level, you have 
to rebuild relations between and within communities, and 
dispel myths and stereotypes embedded within the psyches 
of these communities to rebuild inter-community relations. At 
the level of the state, what is required as part of peacebuilding 
is repairing the social contract between the state and the 
citizen, and I think this perspective is often neglected.

I contribute towards this process by carrying out research and 
advocacy with key stakeholder groups, where I try to raise 
awareness about the conditions conducive to building peace 
including on state reform, personal liberty, transitional justice 
initiatives and constitutional reform. I engage with political 
actors and openly make submissions to certain processes. I carry 
out research on various issues related to the conflict, criminal 
justice, and on gender and women’s issues. The purpose behind 
these initiatives is to create greater public awareness, dispel 
myths, and challenge the bigoted notions relating to different 
categories of people, like former combatants. I have also been 
working closely with various stakeholders belonging to other 
ethnic communities on matters such as forced cremations and 
the forcible displacement of Muslims from the North. I believe 
that this contributes towards peacebuilding as intercommunity 
solidarity is crucial in healing the trauma and hurt. 

In my view, peacebuilders should focus on building sustainable 
relationships with other racial and religious communities. I 
believe that what matters is that you take all reasonable steps 
to build and foster trust, by showing members of another 
community that you’re there when they need you and you have 
a principled position that transcends ethnicity and religion. As 
a peacebuilder, this would demonstrate your impartiality and 
objective outlook to the work you do. 

I was always interested in pursuing a career in human rights, 
and I must add that many individuals have contributed towards 
my journey, and mentored me to work on human rights issues 
with grace and dignity, by building broad alliances that respect 
inclusivity. Although I have not received any formal training 

on peacebuilding, my experiences have informed my thinking 
towards human rights issues. I was able to learn the value of 
investing in and mentoring young people by providing them 
with opportunities to learn, grow and lead, and I was able to 
provide young men and women from different backgrounds 
with opportunities at my previous workplaces.   

In our community, we tend to work on issues that we know 
have potential to succeed, and we tend to put away all other 
issues. I was attached to an independent state institution 
previously and I was able to work with different groups of 
people on different issues, and I found that very enriching. 

When you consider the misogyny and sexism that is prevalent 
within the Tamil community, as in any other community, it is 
absolutely frightening. There is victim blaming, and the society 
has set parameters on what a woman can and can’t do. I am 
of the view that as women peacebuilders, we should address 
these biases and patriarchal systems in the work we do. 

I have observed that when statements are drafted by members 
belonging to the civil society or we talk about collective 
engagement with the government, we only inform a certain 
group of people because we assume that only they would be 
interested in the cause. In those instances, if I am a part of 
those initiatives, I try to reach out and widen the circle, in a 
conscious attempt to build sustainable coalitions. 

Over the years, I’ve been able to work with various community 
organizations who are working on the frontlines, and I respect 
them and their abilities and the sacrifices they make. I am of 
the view that an institution is shaped by the people who work 
at the institution and their approach and commitment to the 
work they do. 

When engaging men in peacebuilding efforts, I believe that the 
male egos and insecurities should be taken into account when 
formulating strategies. In Sri Lanka, the systems continue to 
be patriarchal, and even if they are not patriarchal in an overt 
way, at least in a patronizing or paternalistic way, making it 
even more challenging for women to function and lead in 
public spaces. 

When you consider the current peacebuilding landscape in 
Sri Lanka, I believe that people are more conscious about 
not relying solely on external solutions. I’m a part of an 
international network for local philanthropic organizations 
and we believe in small money and big impact. It is evident 
that unlike before, people are more aware of ground realities 
and are willing to be critical of what donors have to offer. 
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Although my family has not been entirely supportive of my 
career choices out of genuine concern for my safety, I have 
been able to work with a community of people over the years 
who have given me that sense of support and solidarity, we as 
peacebuilders require to continue the work we choose to do.
 
During the previous government, the small institutions and 
organizations that I worked with were able to come out and 
speak for themselves and break through the gatekeepers and 
engage directly with international mechanisms. I consider 
that a success, especially when we consider the importance of 
mobilization at the community level.

As a peacebuilder, I have observed that it is very difficult to 
get people to adopt a principled human rights approach, and 
in many workspaces, there is misogyny and sexism. Although 
I believe that I have been privileged enough to get a seat at 
the table, not every woman has had the same experience. 
In order to overcome these challenges women and women 
peacebuilders face in society, we must challenge the hierarchy 
and patriarchy that is present in society. 

When it comes to fundraising, I have observed that many 
community organizations lack the capacity to establish 
institutional structures, write proposals, have financial 
management systems etc and it is crucial that we invest in 
building these overall capacities within our organizations. 
External donors have their own objectives that shape their 
funding frameworks and in my view, this has the potential to 
adversely affect the work of a local organization, as it could 
restrict their work and stifle creativity. One of the biggest 
lessons I have learned during the course of my work is that big 
money does not bring big change, especially when it comes to 
peacebuilding. As peacebuilders, we should find ways in which 
we could circumvent these challenges in a manner that will 
not require the compromise of our core values.

For women engaged in peacebuilding, my advice would be 
to focus on the movement, rather than just the institution. 
Reach out to people and educate yourselves on which donors 
to approach, how to fundraise, who would be interested, 
and learn from people, keep an eye out for projects and use 
social media. I am also of the view that peacebuilding work 
should have a sound ideological or value basis, and persons 
engaged in peacebuilding should have an understanding 
of inequality, inequity, discrimination, marginalization, and 
the workings of power structures. At the heart of one’s work 
should be the commitment to build and foster relationships 
among communities. A peacebuilder cannot be apolitical, and 

one must be aware of the political and social context in which 
they operate. Further, a peacebuilder needs to have a support 
system of people who understand and support their work. A 
peacebuilder should also provide others with opportunities to 
learn and grow and mentor people in order to create a network 
of people committed to a particular cause. 

My approach to work in general has been greatly influenced 
by feminism. I believe that women have been historically 
excluded from these processes and conversations, and their 
participation should be considered as a given. Peacebuilders 
need to ensure that all women have a voice, and take steps 
to tackle the underlying root causes and problems in the 
structures, but at the same time apply affirmative action in the 
sense of ensuring that women from different communities are 
included in these activities. In my view, the Government has 
never understood the meaning of peace and there has been 
no real investment in peacebuilding. I am also of the view that 
the role of identity and belonging is instrumental in driving 
extremism, where people may resort to committing certain 
acts, when they feel excluded. 

I believe that peacebuilders, especially women, have a role to 
play at the international level. However, I also believe that we 
lack introspection in general about our failures and successes. 
Our contribution can be really broadened at home and abroad, 
if we honestly engaged with what we have done, what we’ve 
done wrong and where we could do better, and share and 
learn from each other’s experiences. 

If I was given a seat at the peace table in Sri Lanka, the most 
critical contribution I would make as a women peacebuilder 
would be towards strengthening our democracy, which 
is in grave danger at present. Relatedly I would focus on 
constitutional change, demilitarization, and the recognition 
of minorities as equal citizens and partners with equal rights.
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Case Study - 02
I am a peacebuilder working primarily in the Puttalam 
District, as well as with women’s networks in the North and 
East. I belong to the Muslim community. Displacement from 
the North during the war became the biggest motivator for 
me to embark on this journey. Although I believed that the 
entire Tamil community was not responsible for the acts of a 
small group, most members of my community did not think so. 
The relationship between the Tamil and Muslim communities 
suffered immensely as a result of the expulsion, and I was 
conscious of the fact that mending these broken relationships 
required time and collective effort. When I started talking 
about this issue, I experienced a lot of opposition from 
members of my community and over the years, I have had to 
navigate through various challenges.

To me, peacebuilding is about strengthening relationships 
among ethnicities, religions and families, and connecting 
hearts. Our primary focus is the protection and promotion of 
women’s rights, and any matter related to the same, including 
and not limited to livelihood assistance and education. We 
work towards strengthening relationships among Muslim, 
Tamil and Sinhalese women, especially youth, and facilitate 
creating spaces for dialogue. In Puttalam, we work with about 
150 women, where we help them to come together to share 
their aspirations and their struggles about their livelihoods 
and social issues. When individuals or groups are harassed, we 
issue statements of protest and raise awareness. We provide 
counselling and livelihood support. When we carry out our 
work, we try to ensure that women from the Muslim, Tamil 
and Sinhala communities are duly represented and given 
opportunities. 

I have also been working on reforming the Muslim Marriage and 
Divorce Act, and even though there have been hopeful signs, 
we don’t know if the matter will be handled in a manner that 
will acknowledge and respect the sensitivities surrounding the 
issue. In a broad sense, our work revolves around contributing 
towards reconciliation and uplifting communities. I have been 
engaged in peacebuilding activities for the past fifteen years. 
I followed a Diploma in Psychology and Counselling which has 
helped me to understand the people I work with. I have also 
attended technical training sessions organized by different 
organizations. 

I have observed that certain communities continue to remain 
marginalized. Being a member of a community that was once 
displaced, I can say that we are always left on the sidelines, 
denied our rights and made to live in constant fear. People 
who have experienced a fate similar to mine continue to face 

problems on a daily basis. For instance, Muslim fishermen 
are not given space to dock their boats, and shopkeepers are 
constantly in fear of attacks. We have not been accepted as 
equals in our communities. We are still identified as refugees, 
not only in our local communities, but also when we go to 
government offices. 

I am of the fervent view that more people should be given 
opportunities to learn, grow and lead. As we grow older, we 
should try to bring in more young people into our networks 
and train them to carry out peacebuilding work.

Building networks over the years has helped us in innumerable 
ways when carrying out our work. We strive to create networks 
that work well as a collective, which includes peacebuilders 
who are motivated to speak up against injustices that 
happen around them and intervene directly to help those in 
need. I have been able to work with organizations, who have 
assisted me to grow and learn and with the support of other 
organizations, I have been fortunate enough to attend training 
programmes locally and overseas.

Having trustworthy allies within the network from different 
areas, helps us to carry out our peacebuilding work in a more 
effective manner. Recently, a girl who had been harassed 
came to our organization seeking help and we were unable to 
understand her. Everyone on the team contacted their networks 
and in less than an hour, we were able to find someone who 
was able to communicate with her and I believe this is the 
power of building partnerships with people. When we don’t 
have money to complete tasks, others have stepped in to 
assist us on numerous occasions. This network of committed 
individuals has been our strength in disseminating accurate 
information and in addressing the needs of the community. 

From my experience I could say that both men and women 
should be included in peacebuilding initiatives, if we are to work 
towards long-term change. When we carry out our work, we 
try to prioritise working with independent activists. Although 
they may not have steady funding and projects, they work with 
the people on a personal level, and they are committed to 
the work that they do. When working with donors and other 
organizations, it is important to work with entities that are 
truly committed to justice. Over the years, I have been able to 
work with women’s organizations, independent activists, other 
grassroot-level organizations, international governmental and 
non-governmental organizations and UN agencies. Although I 
haven’t worked with the Government to date, I believe that it 
is imperative to work with the Government as it has the best 
platform to give effect to sustainable change. 
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We try to meet the needs around us as best as we can and 
peacebuilding is woven into the work we do. When it comes to 
working with donors, we have observed that donors have their 
own objectives, which may not necessarily align with ours, 
and in many instances, they are far removed from the ground 
realities that we are forced to reckon with. Most projects 
usually have one-year timeframes, and we lose the support if 
we are unable to complete the project after a year. The funding 
process in general is not tailored towards long term and 
sustainable peacebuilding. This tension between the support 
we get and the long term work we do is a real challenge. We 
also find it difficult to provide detailed program and budget 
reports as that is not our strong point. I have also had to deal 
with tension among staff members from different communities 
when working on peacebuilding. Further, politicians tend to 
always portray a negative image of NGOs and this can reduce 
the confidence communities have in us. Despite all these 
challenges, we just have to keep moving forward. 

We keep track of all the work we have done, including our 
success stories and case studies, evaluation points of past 
beneficiaries, and share those with potential donors, which 
will help them understand the value of the work we have done. 
We strive to ensure that our publications are available in the 
three languages in order to make sure our ideas and our work 
is accessible to the people. We place importance in training 
staff to be sensitive to the diverse needs of the different 
communities we work with. 

Since the Easter Sunday attacks and the change in the political 
landscape, there is a growing trepidation and a greater divide 
and distrust among the communities. After the end of the war 
there was some progress in fields like education, development 
and reconciliation. However, I feel that increasingly various 
groups are trying to use existing wounds to re-traumatize and 
divide our communities. Although my family is supportive, 
they are worried about my safety now. They are worried that 
someone would betray me or go against the work we do. I 
still get some opposition from members in my community, 
especially when it comes to my work on reconciliation with 
Tamils. These people strongly believe that all Tamils were 
members of the LTTE and were responsible and supportive 
of the expulsion of Northern Muslims. There is definitely no 
support from the government. However, knowing that the 
people we work with trusts and protects us and benefits from 
the work we do, is a great victory for me. 

I have worked extensively on the issue of domestic violence 
through counselling and advocacy, but I don’t think the 
situation is really changing for the better. I have started to 

work with children and the youth to educate them and raise 
awareness about these issues. We work with young boys 
and teach them life skills like cooking and other household 
work, to ensure that they won’t eventually place the entire 
responsibility of running a household on women. I believe 
that education is therefore crucial. I also believe that civil 
society should focus on legal reform and work at the grassroot 
levels in all provinces to lobby for and give effect to legislative 
change. 

As a Muslim woman, I’ve also learned that it is important for 
us to learn our own religious texts. In many cases, only the 
men can read religious texts and they tell us what the texts 
say, and what they teach may often be a misinterpretation. It’s 
important for us to educate ourselves, and contribute to the 
interpretation and teaching of it. 

I believe that women have a very crucial role to play at the 
international level, and more opportunities should be given 
and spaces should be created to enable women from various 
communities and professions to share their stories. More 
women should get involved in peacebuilding processes, and 
the government should ensure that all necessary steps are 
taken to work towards reconciliation. The transitional justice 
process, whether it has been successful or not became a 
reality only because of international processes. Many of us 
have got an opportunity to question and hold the government 
accountable because of the work and lobbying carried out by 
various international entities.

I have observed that many activists remain tied to various 
prejudices. As peacebuilders, we need to ensure that we 
forget about our issues and biases and are driven by virtues 
like equality, non-discrimination and resilience in the face of 
challenges and opposition. On the question of extremism, my 
view is that people have a strong connection to their racial 
or religious identity in general, and if we are to address 
extremism, we need to understand this complex connection. 

If I was given a seat at the peace table in Sri Lanka, I would 
work towards creating a platform that would facilitate 
greater collaboration among the government, civil society 
and representatives of minority groups. I would also take 
steps to create awareness about the need for genuine law 
and constitutional reform, which in my view is the only way 
towards achieving true reconciliation. 
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Case Study - 03
I am a peacebuilder working for a digital magazine on politics 
and culture, and I am based in Colombo. As my mother is half 
burgher and half Tamil and my father is Sinhalese, I consider 
myself to be a mix. 

I consider peacebuilding to be an attempt to encourage 
people of different viewpoints to come together to prevent 
conflict and find a way to appreciate and accept each other’s 
differences. 

I think the media has a crucial role to play in peacebuilding in 
the way sensitive issues, such as race and religion are reported. 
I would say that my contribution towards peacebuilding has 
broadly been along the lines of how we should ethically report 
on sensitive issues. As a researcher, I have also studied online 
hate speech, especially on Facebook, identified and analysed 
patterns and made interventions where necessary. 

When I embarked on my professional journey, I was less aware 
of my responsibility and of the ground realities. I didn’t get 
formal training as a journalist, so it has been a matter of 
learning on the job. I must add that I have not been trained 
specifically in peacebuilding. I felt that by writing and raising 
awareness on certain issues and trying to showcase different 
viewpoints, I was contributing towards the betterment of 
society. Although you put in a lot of effort, it’s hard to measure 
the outcome of what you are doing. I write in English, which in 
itself is a niche audience and in addition to that, we have our 
own echo chambers, our own groups that already agree with 
us. In this context, my hope is that journalists like myself have 
contributed to the conversations surrounding social issues, in 
a meaningful manner. 

At my current workplace, we cover stories of violence and 
discrimination, among other issues. We try to use photo 
essays, videos and digital media to make the content 
visually appealing to our audiences, especially the younger 
demographic, in an ethical manner that is sensitive to the 
needs of the people who are being interviewed. We have also 
directed our resources to fact checking. 

Over the years, I’ve been involved in conducting workshops 
on reporting on gender, identity and ethnicity, for journalists 
based in the North and East. We trained the participants on 
the types of tools they can use to engage in reporting and fact 
checking. There was a lot of interest in these sessions, because 
attention is not given to training programmes like this outside 
of Colombo.  

We have also reported on land issues, displacement, 
sustainable tourism, disappearances and protests conducted 
by various communities. Further, we have also covered stories 
on gender-based violence, women in need, tech-based violence 
against women, street harassment, and female representation 
in politics. More recently, I’ve also started my own newsletter 
and I’ve been focusing on livelihood issues, like sand mining. 
Although I work on a variety of issues, my area of interest 
is gender, and I have written several stories concerning the 
issues faced by members of the LGBTQI community. 

We have observed that there is a general atmosphere of sexism 
and misogyny that targets women in general. When it comes 
to marginalized communities, I would say that it’s almost like 
they are often forgotten. I genuinely believe that words can 
make a difference and spark change. By continuing to tell 
these stories while respecting the sensitivities surrounding 
the issues discussed, and by trying to seek out the stories that 
people are reluctant to talk about, we are in a position to raise 
awareness and hopefully create an environment that will help 
people accept different perspectives and find commonalities 
in their experiences. 

On a very basic level, those who read and follow my work, 
my organization, and my personal Twitter account are my 
audience. Ideally, it would be good to have a wider reach 
where mainstream media organizations pick up the stories 
we publish. We have worked with politicians on certain issues 
such as tech-based violence, but I believe that there can be 
greater collaboration among civil society organizations and 
political actors on key issues. I am also of the view that we 
should engage with both men and women on the thematic 
areas we chose to focus on, as issues should not be classified 
as being exclusively women’s issues.  

Over the past few months, the political landscape has changed 
and we have observed reports of self-censorship. There 
have been assaults, instances of raids and intimidation, as 
well as legal proceedings against journalists. When we write 
on controversial issues on social media, we get extensive 
backlash and dealing with discourse online has been a new 
and challenging experience. 

My family has always supported me to carry out the work I do. 
However, I don’t think there is widespread support for the work 
we do from the society at large. People who are seen as being 
critical of the government are most often labelled a certain 
way, so I think that society doesn’t often see us kindly. When 
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I hear of how our work is making a difference and that people 
are reading our work and reaching out for help, it makes this 
whole experience worthwhile. Being realistic about what you 
can achieve and exercising restraint from responding to what 
you see on social media have been two of the most important 
takeaways from the work I have done so far. 

Further, the lack of collaboration among civil society actors, 
the general environment of sexism and misogyny, issues of 
language and the general societal perception of people who 
work in our spaces have posed challenges when carrying out 
our work. Some of these are structural challenges, but I think 
we can make headway if there is meaningful collaboration. 

At my earlier workplace, I was responsible for raising funds, 
and we had to deal with issues of sustainability, delays in 
processing proposals and managing multiple projects at a 
given time. Convincing potential grantmaking bodies may be 
hard for us because it is difficult to show if an article has had 
a real-world impact. The only objective indicators are likes 
and shares on social media and the publication of our work 
outside of our network or in the mainstream media. It is easier 
when we do things like workshops and events, because then 
we can show that we are directly interacting with people. 

I have addressed local and international audiences on 
issues relating to hate speech on social media and digital 
disinformation. Based on my experience, I have tried to lobby 
for legal reform aimed at broadening the definition of online 
violence to one that focuses on tech-based violence. 

The advice I would give to any peacebuilder is that you should 
collaborate as much as you can and engage with a wide variety 
of people. I believe that participation and representation are 
key in furthering peacebuilding initiatives, and the government 
has a definite role to play in sustaining peace in Sri Lanka. 

I believe that feminist principles have definitely informed 
my thinking and helped me consider the gender aspect 
of stories and issues when reporting. I am also of the view 
that extremism is often fueled by isolation, and if we are to 
combat extremism, it is important to build communities that 
will ensure that members are not isolated. Further, I believe 
that a peacebuilder should pay attention to the message and 
the manner in which the message is disseminated to a target 
group by using innovative tools to enable the public to see a 
particular issue from a different perspective.
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Case Study - 04
I am a peacebuilder attached to an organization based in 
Kandy that works on social development, and I am a Tamil 
from the hill country. 

When we talk about national peacebuilding, the general 
understanding is that it relates to the ethnic conflict. But in 
my view, the idea of peace extends beyond that, and could 
mean peace within the family, peace at workplaces, in 
society, as well as in politics. In many of these spaces, we 
may witness the absence of an environment that promotes 
discussion and collaboration. For instance, unless there is 
a sound understanding among the spouses and children, 
the environment at home may not prove to be peaceful. At 
workplaces, it is important for the employer and employee to 
have a cordial and peaceful relationship. At the national level, 
people cast their votes to elect representatives, and if these 
elected representatives fail to fulfill their duties, this could 
disrupt the peace. As a woman peacebuilder, I look at peace as 
a broad concept that is applicable to various contexts. 

As someone who works closely with the hill country Tamil 
community, I have observed that they have consistently been 
excluded from conversations on national peacebuilding. Many 
Tamils who were displaced from the hill country during ethnic 
riots have settled down in areas like Vavuniya and Kilinochchi. 
Over the decades, people living in the hill country have had 
to experience great hardship. Their ancestors were brought 
to Sri Lanka from India during British rule and were used as 
workers in tea plantations. They were denied citizenship 
and for a long time, had no national identity. During the war, 
many hill country Tamils were arrested for being Tamil, on 
the assumption that they were somehow associated with the 
conflict. At checkpoints, if people did not know the Sinhala 
language, they were detained, and the fate and whereabouts 
of such persons are still unknown. Some people who were 
living in Monaragala and other border villages never returned 
home. Due to the war in the North and East, hill country Tamils 
were under suspicion. Hill country Tamils lost family members, 
property and businesses during the conflict and other periods 
of political unrest. 

My journey as a peacebuilder started many years ago. When 
my father was a chief clerk in a tea estate, he was very 
conscious of caste and class, and he was against us engaging 
with the workers. I didn’t get an opportunity to get a proper 
understanding of the issues they faced. When I finished my 
Advanced Level Examination, I joined the organization I am 
currently attached to and my supervisor at the time, sent 
me to the field. The estate I was sent to was in a very rural 

area and while I was there, I was able to work closely with the 
people and understand their struggles. Working towards the 
betterment of affected persons belonging to any community 
continues to remain a central goal of the organization, and 
my experiences over the years has kept me motivated to do 
something tangible towards helping these communities. I have 
been attached to this organization for the past 25 years, and 
we work towards creating awareness among people working 
on the estates and in factories, of their rights, especially rights 
relating to their employment.

Although our Constitution guarantees equality and non-
discrimination, many communities face discrimination and 
harassment at workplaces, especially in the plantation sector. 
When I joined the organization, I distinctly recall the literacy 
level among hill country Tamils being very low. At the time, we 
focused on helping members of the community to read and 
write basic details, such as their name and national identity 
card number, and to help them count, in order to ensure that 
they are able to use the machine that is used to weigh tea 
leaves. We observed that when they became more literate, 
they were  able to question what was happening around them. 
For instance, if the tea leaves were weighed incorrectly, they 
were able to challenge it. Women who faced harassment raised 
their concerns openly. This experience showed me that there 
was hope in changing society.

In 1997/1998, while I was living in Haputale, we were approached 
by the security forces who wanted to know about the work we 
were doing. They asked me whether we were working for the 
LTTE. Members belonging to the community we were working 
with spoke on behalf of us, with these authorities. The support 
they extended at the time, gave me the confidence that we 
should do more towards empowering these communities. 

Although freedoms and rights are guaranteed under the law, 
local and national institutions should be called on to give 
effect to them. However, it is evident that in most instances, no 
two communities are treated in the same manner. For instance, 
one could observe these inherent inequalities from the 
inadequate representation of the working class, hill country 
Tamils and women in Parliament. We are working towards 
bringing in a legal requirement to ensure a minimum number 
of seats for women at the national and local levels. 

In order to function as a woman peacebuilder, I underwent 
extensive training for a period of one year on matters relating 
to hill country Tamils, transitional justice (TJ), reconciliation 
and women affected by the conflict. Academics, civil society 
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actors and other resource persons conducted sessions and we 
were sent out into the field. We were given an opportunity to 
present our feedback and the lessons learnt. The practical and 
theoretical knowledge we received has been instrumental in 
building my capacity and in remaining focused on work we do. 
I have attended training sessions conducted by international 
organizations and have represented the interests of the hill 
country Tamil community at various international forums. 
In my view, organizations involved in peacebuilding should 
focus on building capacity and creating awareness among 
peacebuilders, in order to equip them with the relevant skill 
sets required to contribute in a meaningful manner.  

We use various tools to carry out our work, and street theatre, 
short films and videos are among these tools. We have been 
able to build successful relationships with people and raise 
awareness about the issues we focus on. When we work at the 
grassroot level, we use mediums such as drama, songs and 
art, in order to get our message across to the people and to 
encourage dialogue. When we talk about TJ, we employ a tool 
called body mapping, which we were introduced to during 
training sessions with international organizations, and this 
has helped us to talk to people about issues that they would 
usually be reluctant to talk about. 

We have been working on issues of land ownership and 
housing that continue to affect members of the hill country 
Tamil community. Women are often the breadwinners of the 
family, and when there is debt relating to their land, women 
are required to bear the responsibility of paying off the debt. 
Another issue that we have observed is the absence of village 
level institutions that could help communities directly connect 
with the government. Over the past 5 years, our organization 
has helped to set up around 100 village level development 
offices in the Matale, Kandy and Nuwara Eliya districts, and 
this has enabled communities to directly connect with the 
government and lobby on matters relating to employment and 
other benefits. We have ensured that women are given 
leadership positions in these offices, and have also set up 
some offices which work exclusively on women’s social 
development.

Women and girls from marginalized and war affected 
communities continue to experience trauma in many ways. 
Instead of helping and empowering women, the society in 
which we live re-traumatizes them. Women are not treated 
with respect, and women in leadership positions face various 
challenges, and experience instances of false accusations and 

mudslinging. There is no gender equality at our workplaces 
and the wider society is often reluctant to accept a 
woman in a leadership role and perceive only men as 
being capable of functioning as leaders. We believe that 
there needs to be a change in people’s attitudes to create 
the necessary space within society to accept women as 
leaders. To this end, gender equality should be taken into 
consideration at the outset itself when planning projects 
and initiatives. At our organization, we try to ensure that 
there is at least 50% female representation when making 
policies and carrying out outreach programmes.  

We work primarily with civil society organizations and 
trade unions. Due to the lack of funds or political or other 
reasons, many organizations have had to close down 
or have been shut down by the authorities. Although 
forming institutional networks has become difficult, we 
work with the organizations that continue to function. 
Many trade unions have become politicized and we have 
had to decide whether to work with them or to continue 
projecting a neutral image. For instance, when you 
consider the issue concerning the payment of Rs. 1000 to 
estate workers, it is evident that this becomes a political 
issue especially during elections. We engage with various 
trade unions in the hill country on matters that affect the 
hill country population. 

During the course of our work, we have observed that 
people in these communities are unable to connect with 
the state due to biases that exist within the system, the 
attitude of officials and the issue of language. We have 
been trying to address this issue and have been working 
towards ensuring representation of the hill country 
community at the provincial council level. We campaigned 
to have a national tea day to celebrate the lives and 
efforts of the people working in the industry and we 
have been successful in our endeavours. We called upon 
the State to establish more Pradeshiya Sabhas, and four 
such offices were established in Nuwara Eliya. We created 
a museum dedicated to the tea plantation industry in 
order to raise awareness about the manner in which 
workers in the plantation sector contribute towards the 
national economy. 

In order to optimize our contribution and learn from our 
mistakes, we organize follow up meetings to reflect on 
the lessons learnt every year, and we ensure that our 
staff, community leaders and grassroot level workers are 
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present during these meetings. We assess the positive and 
negative takeaways and identify the areas that require more 
attention, and I believe that this has helped us to grow as 
individuals as well as an organization. We focus on creating 
awareness rather than providing aid as a policy. When working 
with donors, we have observed that some donors can impose 
strict timelines, or require us to change our focus if we are to 
obtain funding. As an institutional policy, we do not change the 
work we do to obtain funding, and we try to work with donors 
who are aligned with our mission in a manner that will not 
require us to compromise on our core values. When we set out 
to plan and raise funds for the year, we speak to members of the 
communities and other stakeholders we work with, and review 
the work we’ve done. It’s important to understand the ground 
realities and the requirements of the people. Any organization 
working on these issues with vulnerable communities should 
ensure transparency, accountability and remain committed to 
the cause and part of this is administrative, which requires 
you to ensure good account keeping, staying within allocated 
budgets and ensuring that the work completed is of a high 
quality. The work should be carried out in an effective and 
ethical manner and the institutional culture should be one of 
equality and respect for all. 

Women peacebuilders should take these ideas and experiences 
to the international level. We have worked with and received 
training from international organizations on leadership, 
good governance, wellbeing and development, and lobbied 
for change at various international forums. We joined an 
international campaign for the establishment of international 
tea day. 

There are many civil society organizations in Sri Lanka that 
work on various human rights related issues. However, in my 
opinion, every peacebuilder should understand the issues 
and needs of every other community, without following 
an approach that is exclusive to a particular community. As 
peacebuilders, we should be sensitive to all these needs and 
ensure greater collaboration among the various communities 
and stakeholders by building stronger networks that would 
help fulfill the requirements of all the communities we 
represent. There needs to be a genuine commitment on the 
part of the State in order to understand the problems of these 
communities, if sustainable solutions are to be reached. 
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Case Study - 05
I am a peacebuilder working primarily in the Eastern, Northern, 
Southern, North Central, North Western and Central Provinces 
and I belong to the Sinhala Buddhist community. 

Peacebuilding in a nutshell is about practicing love in my view. 
Love is more than just a feeling, it is a skill. The skills that we 
master, whether it is in conflict transformation, non-violent 
communication or justice, should operate from a place of love. 
As a peacebuilder, I am simply trying to fulfill my role as a good 
human being, and to support others who may need my help. I 
call this universal love, and this has informed my thinking all 
the years. 

I started my professional journey as a lawyer, but within six 
months I realized that I could not practice love there. I used 
to think that our legal system facilitated justice, but it became 
evident to me that it would be a long and painstaking process 
and the system I had intended to be a part of was not able 
to deliver justice in the way I thought it could. I made a life 
changing decision in 1998 by changing my field to embark 
on this journey and I started my own organization aimed at 
facilitating national integration. 

I attended training sessions that focused on creating knowledge 
and much needed awareness in areas such as politics, history 
and economics. Thereafter in 2000, I attended a training in 
the United States of America, where I was exposed to the 
practical and theoretical underpinnings of peacebuilding and 
reconciliation. 

The work I have been doing so far has helped me to discover 
and transform myself. I’ve been able to use my creative skills to 
help those in need. We all know what love, compassion, justice 
and equality means, but have we internalized these ideas and 
do we practice them? I am passionate about practicing what I 
believe in and in spreading the message across in a manner 
that would be understood by the masses. Being able to 
connect with diverse people has helped me remain motivated 
and the space in which I operate has given me the strength to 
believe in my intuition, my inner wisdom.  

We recognize the intense polarization that is prevalent in 
society and we are aware that sentiments have been hurt 
and wounds from the past are yet to heal. Considering the 
complex situation we are in, our main goal is to bring diverse 
communities together to create a safe space for interaction and 
to facilitate healing and reconciliation. As an organization, we 
also advocate for power-sharing and multiculturalism at the 
national level and lobby for amendments to the Constitution.

We work closely with female and male religious leaders, 
women community leaders and the youth, and work towards 
facilitating their engagement at the community, regional and 
national levels. I am particularly interested in empowering 
young girls because in my view, their voices often get drowned, 
and they need support to deal with the unique challenges they 
face. In order to be effective, I believe that we need to build 
a network consisting of civil society actors, academics and 
artists at the national level. 

I had always wanted to do something creative using my 
talents, and since peacebuilding is a dynamic field, in addition 
to being a Director of my organization, I was able to work as a 
programme designer and strategist. We use creative mediums 
such as arts and crafts, cultural activities and other tools when 
we conduct workshops. 

A question that we peacebuilders often ask ourselves is 
whether we are making a tangible impact in our communities 
and my experiences have shown that our work matters, 
and that change is inevitable and possible. In 2003, during 
a workshop with Buddhist monks in Ahungalla, one of the 
participants who had been radicalized by a particular political 
ideology mentioned that the sessions we conducted had 
helped him see that there are many alternative ways in which 
problems could be resolved. In 2008, during the height of the 
conflict, we were conducting interfaith group sessions in the 
East with religious leaders, and one of the Maulavis confessed 
that although he had been sent to spy on what was being 
discussed at the session, he was transformed by our approach. 

If we are to make a change, we have to do the work we do 
with a sincere heart, and do it to the best of our abilities. If 
we consider this work merely as a professional or intellectual 
exercise, we will not be able to achieve our intended objectives 
nor connect with people in a meaningful way. When I work with 
my staff, I urge them to consider this when they carry out their 
duties. 

As peacebuilders, we need spaces where we feel like we can 
be vulnerable, where we want to unload, take care of ourselves 
and heal. I am fortunate to have family, friends and colleagues 
who share this passion for peacebuilding, create a safe space 
for me and extend their unending support. The team members 
I’ve worked with so far for the past 20 years have been my 
greatest strength and support, and the most important lesson 
I have learnt from my peacebuilding work is the art of learning.
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I engage with a variety of stakeholders in order to carry out 
peacebuilding initiatives in our communities and to secure 
adequate funding, all of which bring about their unique 
challenges. The drive to raise funds in order to ensure the 
sustainability of initiatives has unfortunately given the work 
we do a profit making dimension, which is contrary to what we 
as peacebuilders should ideally believe in and promote. 

Peacebuilding has become a profession and to work we need 
organizations. Once you form an organization, you can get 
trapped in a complex administrative system that requires you 
to speak to donors, pursue funding avenues, write reports, 
develop frameworks etc. 

However, despite all these challenges, I have come to consider 
conflict as an opportunity, and peacebuilding as a mission 
that requires us to work with passion, integrity and honesty. 
I believe that if we apply ourselves to carry out our work in 
the best possible manner, potential grant making bodies 
would recognize our commitment and place their trust in us 
to deliver. 

Over the years I have observed that some women often make 
the mistake of promoting victimhood, instead of womanhood, 
which in my view is problematic. But this is not to say in any 
way that there is no systemic discrimination of girls and 
women. In my view, peacebuilding work requires collaboration 
among all genders. 

In order to ensure sustainable peace, change must happen 
within our cultural, economic and political spheres, and 
this requires the collective effort and engagement of all the 
relevant stakeholders, especially the Government. 

As women peacebuilders, we should work towards making 
meaningful interventions in advocating for women to play an 
active role in redesigning the social and political discourse 
and systems in Sri Lanka, with a focus on celebrating diversity 
and promoting reconciliation. My advice to any female 
peacebuilder is that you should be yourself, listen to your 
heart and stay committed to the cause. 
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