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Abstract

The family is the most important primary group in every society. On the basis of
the depth of generation, a family can be classified into two types: the nuclear family and
the extended family. It is a well-known fact that different decisions are made for the
survival of any kind of family. Thus, the nature of such decisions about family units can
be categorised from the simplest to the most sensitive and in-depth decisions. This study
analyses how reproductive health decision and economic decisions made in the rural
family units. The research problem is to examine whether family decisions are made by
the husbands still in the families in rural Sri Lanka. The research methodology of the
study is post-positivism. Primary data for this research was obtained from the field study
conducted in two villages in the Galle District, Sri Lanka. The primary data were
analysed by using statistical and thematic methods. The general expectation in rural
societies sticks to the point where decisions in family units should be made by
men/husbands. The reason for this is men/husbands are still the heads of the family units
in rural communities. Although the male dominance may appear on the surface, this
researcher has identified how wives maintain a latent domestic power in rural family
units. In this study, the economic role the husband as a breadwinner was significant and
dominant but the power of the woman/wife in the management of the rural family was
seen as latent but at the highest level. The special context of contemporary rural families
in Sri Lanka can be pointed out as a force that is not visible on the surface but underlies
the family structure.

Keywords: Rural Family, Decision Making, Male domination, Latent Power, Gender
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01. Introduction and problem statement

The family is the primary and most influential social institution in every society.
It can be classified as a nuclear or single unit family (parents and children) and extended
or undivided family (parents, children and other relatives). Furthermore, family can be
described as a social group of people created by the ties of blood, marriage or adoption
constitution a single household, interacting and intercommunication with each other in
their respective social role of husband and wife, mother and father, brother and sister
creating a common culture (Rao, 1999:392). It is generally assumed today that the recent
family has changed in its structure. However, each of these families is integrated into the
cultural foundation of their society. In this context, recent research has found that the
structural transformation in rural families is the transformation of extended families into
nuclear families (Nass,1998; Hemantha kumara,2017, Rasnak,2011; Karunanayake,
2000). It is a well-known fact that different decisions are made for the survival of any
kind of family. In this context, it is useful to look at the concept of the decision-making
process. Decision making is a term used to describe the process by which families make
choices, determine judgments, and come to conclusions that guide their behaviour.
Family decision making is a term used to describe the behaviour of family members, the
discussion of choices, the formation of consensus, and the finalisation of conclusions
(Foster and Olshansky, 1989). This study intends to investigate how gender relations
operate on the decision-making process in the rural family system. As such, the
researcher defines gender relations and household work are necessarily the hierarchical
relationship of power system built upon between men and women, women and women,
men and men in the gender wise that tend to disadvantage for women. Accordingly, the
process of making family decisions can be divided into four main themes as follows.

(@) The nature of power relationships in the utilization of family income,
(b) The nature of decision - making regarding to procreation,
(c) The nature of decision - making related to the use of family planning methods,

(d) The nature of decision -making about the time of the first childbirth and the gap
between two births.

In particular, it should be noted that women in this study area have created and
maintained nuclear families after their marriages. The research problem is to examine
whether the family decisions are made by the husbands in rural family units in Sri
Lanka.

02. The objective of the Study

The overall objective of this study was to identify how gender relations operate
in the decision-making process in rural families. But this study has not considered the
overall decisions making process in family units. Accordingly, the study sought to
identify how reproductive health decisions and economic decisions interact in two
selected rural communities in Sri Lanka.
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03. Methods and Methodology

This study was descriptive research and both qualitative and quantitative
methods were used. The data were analysed using statistical and thematic analysis
methods. Rejinopura and Bathdungoda villages were selected as the field settings for
this study. These villages are situated within the two Divisional Secretariat divisions in
the Galle District of Southern Sri Lanka.

From the list of 1706 people over 18 years of age in these two villages, 200
people were selected (refer table no. 01). The sample technique was the non-probability
sampling method. Data collection entailed questionnaires and face- to-face interviews
with samples. Apart from this, overt direct observations, case studies and key informants
were used to gather information. Hence researcher met with 03 key informants and
conducted 06 case studies in these two villages.

Table No. 01: Sample of the Study

Gender Rejinopura Bathungoda

Population Sample Population Sample
Female 164 30 748 80
Male 133 20 661 70
Total 297 50 1409 150

Source: Field Study, 2017
Ethical Consideration

In order to maintain the privacy of respondents as per the research ethics, it
should be noted that pseudonyms were used here instead of real names of people and
villages. But one might speculate the above villages, but it is impossible to guess who
respondents were. Therefore, the privacy of any respondents will not be compromised by
this research. Accordingly, no harm was done to the respondents by the research.

04. Conceptual Frame

There are various definitions and interpretations of the core concepts associated
with this research. Therefore, it is important to clarify how this researcher used these
core concepts in the study.

Family unit and decision-making process: The researcher formulated working
definitions for the concept of family unit. A family unit consists of at least two
generations of people living under a single roof. The following two types of units in the
study area were considered by the researcher.

i. A person who settled with neo-local residence after the marriage and registered
under the Grama Niladhari office as a separate family unit,

ii. A person who continues to live with his or her parents after marriage but is
registered as a separate nuclear family unit under the Grama Niladhari office.

After the concept of the family unit is defined as above, the meaning of the decision-
making process should be pointed out. The decision-making process has previously been
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defined simply by the researcher. In addition, it is important to point out the following
ideas. It can be seen that the most attractive and fancy models related to the decision-
making process of any organisation or institution have been created by various
academics by now. But at the grassroot level in Sri Lanka, family decisions are not made
in accordance with such models. Therefore, it is more important to find out how they
make their decisions and to examine if the way they create their decisions is compatible
with such models. Therefore, this study does not focus on the literature of decisions
making models. It should be made clear that this study is intended to present the
grassroot level decision making process of family units in the rural context of Sri Lanka.

Emic and Etic approaches: Emic and etic are two different approaches when
attempting to explain social realities observed during field studies in social anthropology
and other social sciences. The Etic approach is the perspective of the observer or the
outer realm. In this approach the researcher tries to explain the social realities they
observe using the theoretical perspectives of social sciences. The Emic approach is the
native view or else the view of the community that was subjected to the study. In this
approach, explanations, logic, meanings, beliefs, and worldviews of the studied
communities are used to explain the particular values, beliefs, or practices. This is the
way actual people understand what they do and think. These approaches may contradict
each other in some conclusions, but they are not mutually exclusive and good
ethnography should include both. Studies done from an emic perspective often include
more detailed and culturally rich information than studies done from an etic point of
view (https://www.anthroencyclopedia.com/entry/emic-and-etic, Accessed on 02nd
January 2021). As per the emic view, collected primary data and information have been
mentioned in the boxes with the very words of relevant respondents of these two
villages. This was done to prevent the distortion of ideas and sentiments.

Authoritative Domestic Power and Domestic Latent Power: Power can be defined as
the ability to make decisions that affect the lives of others (Silva, 2007). The
authoritative power is the power of the husbands as the breadwinners. It refers to the
power of husbands or fathers of children in a rural society with a patriarchal family
system. In these villages, the Grama Niladhari also registered the husband's name as the
head of the family when registering these rural families for governmental activities. For
this reason, the superficial recognition of the husband as the head by the family members
and grassroots level government administrative officers. In this situation husbands or
fathers are considered the head of the family with authoritative domestic power.
Ramanie Jayathilake (1998) has pointed out, what kind of the changes occurred in the
domineering power of the family. Mallika Pinnawala (2013) in her research has also
pointed out that wives have become stronger in the management of family and
community-based activities. Michael Ruth Gamebird describes how Sri Lankan women
have migrated as housemaids in the Middle East. These women have changed not only
the myth of women’s intelligence but also the perception of women’s work. Not only
that the notion of the power of men in the family units has changed within this context
(Gamebird, 2000). Mallika Pinnawala too has mentioned how women act as the manager
of the household. According to her women's involvement in the family decision-making
process has increased (Pinnawala, 2013).


https://www.anthroencyclopedia.com/entry/emic-and-etic
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05. Findings and Discussion

This study was conducted in order to identify the decision-making processes of
family units in Rejinopura and Bathdungoda. The study findings are presented below
according to the following themes.

1. The nature of the power relationship of family income utilisation,
2. The nature of the decision to build a family of the pro-creation,

3. The nature of the decision on the use of family planning methods,
4

. The nature of the decision making about the time of the first childbirth and
determine the gap between two births.

7.1 The nature of the power relationship of family income utilisation

The majority of women in both villages do not involve in any formal employment
activities. As such the majority of the family units in these villages depend on the
husband as the breadwinners whose responsibilities play vital roles (Refer table N0.02).

Table No.02: The nature of the income earning process in rural families

Responses No. of Respondents Percentage
Husband only 147 73.5

Wife only 03 1.5
Husband and wife 22 11
Husband and children 12 06

All members of the family 16 08

Total 200 100

Source: Field study, 2017

The significant question asked of the respondents was “Who earns the income of
the family?” According to the answers given by the respondents, as in the table No: 02,
in 73.5% of families, income is earned by the husbands. The wives reported that they
had earned family income of 1.5%. The husband and wife earn 11% of families and
husband and children 6% respectively. The answer of eight percent (8%) of the
respondents is that they earn the family income together. According to the observation,
the dominance of husbands in earning family income is prominent in these villages.
Also, it reveals the significance of the economic role of husbands. They play the role of
“The Economic Heads” in their families (Refer box No. 01 & 02).

Box No. 01 - (Case study No. 01) - Male — 42 years, Bathdungoda Village

"I work as a mason. My wife takes care of every household chore. My children tell
everything to their mother and ask the mother to give them what they need. After my daily
work, | enjoy some hot drink on my way home. Then, | came home and eat whatever was

ready and sleep peacefully. | must say that my family is run by my wife."
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Box No. 02 — (Case study No. 02) - Male — 31 years, Rejinopura Village

"I have passed just grade five in my school level. My wife has studied more than me and
she sat for her advanced level examination too. We are blessed with two children. The wife
fulfils all household chore. I only have to handover my monthly wage. | treat her less than
she deserves."

Table No. 03: The decision on who keeps the husband’s income

Responses Rejinopura Bathdungoda Total
Percentage

No. of Percentage | No. of Percentage 9
Respondents Respondents

By the 09 26 27 22 22

husband only

Handing 21 60 71 63

over to the

wife

By both the | 05 14 17 15 15

husband and

wife

Total 35 100 112 100 100

Source: Field study,2017

According to table no.02, 147 (35+112) of respondents reported that family
income had been earned only by the husbands. The details of them have been presented
in table no. 03, and also, they have highlighted that the husbands are not possessed of
bank accounts. But they have understood the importance of it. The women too have not
opened bank accounts due to the unavailability of the banks in their proximity.

This researcher next asked them, “Who keeps the husband’s daily or monthly
income”. According to figure no. 02, 60% of the income earned by husbands in
Rejinopura and 64% of in Bathdungoda, hand over their income to wives, marking 63%
of average.

This is considered a special situation. If there is a patriarchy regarding the
keeping of family income, the men themselves must retain it. But only 22% of husbands
keep the income with them. This situation shows, that by empowering the women kind
to maintain family expenses, they are more careful than their counterparts in the
management of income.

Also, the earnings of the families in both villages are insufficient for luxurious
lives, but just for their survival. In their own words, it is hardly enough to meet the daily
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requirements. This situation leads their wives to follow frugal ways of spending for their
daily needs (Refer box. No. 03 and 04). Although this situation is unobvious, it can be
conceptualised that wife is indispensable for managing the family income. It can be
described that the wife has become an integral part of the process of managing it. This is
a unique situation that has been identified in these two villages.

Box No. 03 — (Case study No0.03) - Male 42 years, Bathdungoda Village

"l am a daily wage earner. Every evening of my working day, | keep some money to enjoy
some hot drink and cigarette and give the rest to my wife. This method has been practiced
since the beginning of my marriage. She spends money very carefully. Also, she saves a
portion of this money even for the days | could not hire my labour.”

Box No. 04 — (Case study No. 02) — Male, 31 years, Rejinopura Village

"When | get the monthly salary, | keep some amount for my expenses and give the
balance to my wife. She manages the monthly expenditures of my household with
difficulty. Sometimes | am compelled to ask for some money from her in the case of an
emergency. Also, my wife earns some amount of money herself by making and selling
coir."

Under the column “by husbands only” in table no.03, total percentage of
respondents is 22%. It reveals that the husbands operate their whole power within the
family unit. However, gender equality in matters of family units is expected within the
modern globalisation process. Under the column “by both husband and wife”, the
percentage of Rejinopura is 14% and 15% in Bathdungoda, respectively, showing 15%
of the average percentage. This is a somewhat adverse result of considering the concept
of gender equality. (Refer to box no. 05)

Box No. 05 — (Case study No. 02) - Male, 31 years - Rejinopura Village

"How can women be equal to men? However, | give the money to the wife for family
expenses. She spends the money that | gave her on family chores. Women are not equal
to men just because they do that. It would be a shame for men if we say women are
somewhat similar to men. Anyhow, women should be put in the right place for them, but
it should be lower than men.”

7.2 The nature of the decision to make the family of procreation

The section one of the International Convention of the Economic, Social and
Cultural Rights (ICESCR) has proclaimed that selecting a partner for the family of
procreation and starting a family is a human right. Then, the researcher also examines
the nature of those rights in the selected study area. According to the findings by the
researcher in the study area on the above concept, 88% of marriages from Rejinopura
and 83% of marriages from Bathdungoda have been arranged based on love affairs.
These figures show that 84% of families from both villages have started their families by
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selecting a partner through a love affair. Responses are in box no. 04, to the question
posed by the researcher, “Who made the decision to get married?”” This means the
decision was made by the boyfriend, girlfriend or other person. The response to this
question is given in the below table.

Table No. 04: 2. The nature of the decision to build a family of procreation

Responses Rejinopura Bathdungoda Percentage
No. of Percentage | No. of Percentage
Respondents Respondents

By the lover 13 30 05 04 11

By both (lover | 18 40 71 58 53

and his

fiancée)

Forced by 02 05 13 11 09

fiancée

Forced by 04 09 17 14 13

fiancée’s

father

Forced by 07 16 16 13 14

fiancée’s

brother

Total 44 100 124 100 100

Source: Field study, 2017
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Figure No. 2 : The Overall Percentage of the Formation of Family
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Source: Field Study, 2017

Table no. 04 shows that 40% of families in Rejinopura and 58% of Bathdungoda
have arranged their marriages as a result of love affairs and with the decision taken by
both fiancés, marking an average of 53%. This feature of arranging marriages on mutual
understanding is common to both villages. Another important feature of marriages in
both villages is, that 36% of them have married under the influence of the father or
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brother of fiancée. This situation has occurred due to the tendency to break up intimacy
on the part of males, delay of marriages, or postponement of marriages in order to build
up the family economy (Refer box no. 03, 04, 06, and 07).

Box No. 06 — (Case study No. 01) - Male, 42 years - Bathdungoda Village

“I got married to her after our love relationship. | had several similar intimacies. I
became friendly with her without the idea of getting married to her. Yet we carried on
our love affair sexually very closely and thereby I could not escape from her grip.
Finally, I too felt sympathy. Now we have got big children. I am not lost because of my
marriage. My wife is a good woman."

Even though their affairs are ended with a marriage according to the case study
in box 06, the women are unaware of that; they have been used as sex objects at higher
percentage in these two villages. (Refer box no. 06 & 07). The women have evidenced
that it had been a common situation in their society. They do not recognise it as a
patriarchal system (emic view).

Box No. 07 — (Case study No. 04) - Female, 24 years - Rejinopura Village

"Our love affair began since our school time. After | left the school, he started to visit my
home. My boyfriend’s job was a fisherman (in Sinhala ‘Muhudu rassawa ). But now he owns
an engine boat. However, those days my mother and little sister favoured him. Later on, my
father strongly told him ' it is not correct to visit me now and then. My father has commanded
him to decide before the end of 2014. Due to the father's strong command, this marriage has
happened. But now there are no family issues within us."

7.3.The nature of the decision on the use of family planning methods

It should be noted that this is a matter of sexual freedom and sexual protection
for the individual. The number of respondents is limited for this matter because sexual
freedom and protection are very sensitive issues that can affect to the personal lives of
individuals. Therefore, eighteen women out of thirty who live in Rejinopura and forty
two out of eighty women who live in Bathdungoda, only agreed to answer the
questionnaire about family planning methods (Refer box no. 08).

Box No. 08- (Case study No. 04) - Female, 24 years - Rejinopura Village

“We do not discuss family planning openly with outsiders. Those things are considered as a
matter of great shame in our villages. You are no longer an outsider to us. I mean, now that
you became friendly with us, | can tell you about these things."”

It should be further mentioned that 08 women of Rejinopura and 21 of
Bathdungoda are over 45 years old. The question asked on family planning, “Which
type of family planning method are used at present and were used in the past?”. The
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other women were asked, “Which type of family planning methods are practiced at
present”? (Refer box. No. 09). Data are presented in table no.05.

Table No. 05: The decision about the family planning

Responses Rejinopura Bathdungoda
No. of Respondents | Percentage | No. of Percentage
Respondents
By husband 01 06 03 07
By wife 06 33 11 26
By both 02 11 05 12
By Midwives 09 50 23 55
Total 18 100 42 100
Source: Field study, 2017
Figure No 03 - The Overall Percentage of Descisions on Family
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Box No. 09 — (Case study No.05) Female, 48 years - Bathdungoda Village
“I cannot tell these things openly. I am ashamed. I don’t even talk to the midwife"

According to the above data, the majority of family planning methods related to
these women are based on the decisions of midwives. This is shown to be 50% in
Rejinopura village and 55% in Bathdungoda community, making an average of 53% for
the study areas. As per the influence of external factors the behaviour of family planning
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will be subjected to change. Also, these women seem to have accepted the interactions
given by the family health officers/ midwives (see box no.10). Besides, the lack of
knowledge about family planning methods has led the majority of these women.
Therefore, they depend on the decisions of the midwives. This reveals their lack of
knowledge in these matters and their willingness to obtain relevant guidance from
knowledgeable people. This can be considered as a progressive step in deciding on
family planning methods by both study areas. Subsequently, the same situation was
identified when the following question was asked the respondents. That is, who
determines the number of children a family need? women furnished similar information
somewhat parallel to aforesaid particulars.

7.4. The Nature of the decision making about the time of first childbirth and the
determining the gap between two births

Box No. 10 — (case study No. 06) Female, 34 years - Rejinopura Village

“Advice given by the midwife is more believable. We do not learn much, so we accept her
advice.”

As mentioned earlier, below are the answers to the question “How many children
the family need? It was decided by the husband or wife alone, and it is a lower
percentage in both communities. It is pretty much the same in both villages that it was
decided by both spouses as well as midwives collectively. However, there are few
women in the villages who make this decision based on the opinion of the midwives.
The reason for making a decision only on the advice of midwives is the low level of
education of these women (see box no. 11). The education level of women in
Bathdungoda is higher than that of the Rejinopura community. Therefore, the percentage
of the women who make this decision collectively is higher in Bathdungoda village. It is
32% in Bathdungoda and 25% in Rejinopura. This seems to be more progressive step
than making such a decision alone.

Box No.11 — (Case study No. 06) - Female, 34 years - Rejinopura Village

" “During my school days, I didn’t study well. I don’t think that women in our villages have
studied well. Therefore, when it comes to the topic of rearing children, most women have the
habit of accepting the advice of midwives."
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Responses Rejinopura Bathdungoda Percentage
No. of Percentage No. of Percentage
Respondents Respondents

By Husband 08 16 12 13 14

By Wife 02 04 04 04 04

By Both 39 76 76 83 82

Total 49 96 92 100 100

Source — Field Study, 2017
Figure No. 04 - The Decision About the Time of First Childbirth
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It is important to consider how long it will take to have a child after the marriage.
The majority of marriages in both villages are based on romantic (love) relationships.
There are 49 marriages based on romantic relationships in Rejinopura and 92 in
Bathdungoda. Also, a married couple in Rejinopura and two couples of Bathdungoda
have no children. But they were included in the study sample. A married couple in
Bathdungoda has no children even after seven years. They too have decided about the
duration of first childbirth hence included in the sample. According to the above table
80% of Rejinopura and 83% of Bathdungoda, an overall percentage of 82% for both the
taken were together this decision. This nature reflects the symmetrical behaviour
existing among these families. Nevertheless, it cannot be forgotten that 16% of
Bathdungoda and 13% of Rejinopura men have taken this decision aloneAlso, the
decision on the duration between child birth and number of children, should be noted.
The decision on how many children should be in a family also has been depicted in the
following graph (Refer figure no.05).
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Figure No. 05 - The Dicisions about the age gap of two childbirths
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It has already been mentioned that the decision on the number of children in the
family should be taken by all parties as shown by 25% in Rejinopura and 32% in
Bathdungoda. The next focus is on the relationship between determining the age gap
between two childbirths. Whereas, the nature of this decision is that Rejinopura shows
35% and Bathdungoda shows 45% (refer figure no. 05). This can be identified as an
asymmetrical relationship related to the family units in both communities. The
defference between the number of children a family needs and the two child births is
determined by the fact that only one of the spouses has a very low percentage in both
villages. At the same time, the decision made on the instructions given by the midwives
shows a higher percentage of family units. But it should not be considered as an
individual decision. This decision should be considered as a decision that combines
modern medical knowledge with the ideology of globalization. Because village level
health officers/ midwives have always advised the villagers to build up a small family
unit with two children. This idea is in line with sustainable development goals (SDGSs)
and global tendencies. Accordingly, western medical knowledge and the ideology of
globalisation have been internalised in these villages in the beneficial decision making of
family units.

08. Conclusion

The structure of the family has shifted from the extended to the nuclear in rural
Sri Lanka. This situation is also seen in the study areas. Despite the fact that the family
is structurally changing, the idea of treating the husband as the breadwinner of the
family and the wife as the housewife is still established in these two villages. Although
the work of wives in formal employment or income streams is considered as the ‘work,’
the roles played by wives in domestic work are not considered as ‘the work'. It was
observed in both these villages. This common situation can be conceptualised as the
inner view of rural people or the emic view.
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The husband's economic role in earning income for the family was dominant in
both villages. But the power of married women in managing the family was seen as
latent but at the top level. In other words, gender decision on earning and wages of
husbands increase their power and authority in the family economy. But rural wives who
exercise the controlling power of wages and earnings can be identified accordingly. The
modern cultural ideology of globalisation has not influenced the re-establishment of this
situation for rural families. As per the etic perspective (outsiders’ view) these type of
decisional making patterns are not suitable for a modern globalised society. But the
vision of these communities (the emic perspective or Insider’s view) does not see it as an
unsuitable thing. It can be conceptualised as a ' global-local structure in rural families.

Reproductive health decisions were analysed as follows in this study. They are
(a). Creating a family of procreation, (b). practising family planning methods, (c). birth
of the first child and (d). the age gap between two births. Marriages solemnised on love
have a common percentage of 84% in both villages, while marriages solemnised on
mutual or common agreement have percentage of 53%. It is evident a considerable
number of males enjoy the freedom to have love affairs without the aim of selecting a
female partner for his marriage.

Thereafter the decision making in selecting family planning methods by the
midwives had influenced 53% of her beneficiaries. Whoever enforced, whether, by wife,
husband or midwives, it maybe inclined to use ‘feminine methods. ‘Hence the majority
of women use pills, loops etc. It cannot be concluded that the presence of any male
domination has caused this position. Some of the reasons that might have affected this
one side practice are; being an easier and more widespread method, more reliability in
women than men etc. When deciding the number of children required for the families in
Rejinopura and Bathdungoda showed the percentages of 25% and 32% respectively,
were opted by common agreement. Based on the advice from midwives were taken by
54% and 32% respectively for the same two villages. Even the school textbooks advising
on the “idea of the small family” might have been conceived in the minds of these
residents. Some 82% declared, that they fully agreed to have their first childbirth begin
after some duration from their marriages. It is a progressive feature that the marriage
partners jointly decide on the number of children needed for their families. The age
difference between two childbirths is determined by a single party with a 05%
percentage for Rejinopura and 13% percentage for Bathdungoda village.

Thus, from the overall analyses of this research, it was observed that “a shade of
symmetrical relationship in the family" in these villages. It is needed not to say this
silhouette of the extended structure of a family transform into the nuclear structure. This
too clarifies the decision -making relationships of these rural families based on the view
of global-local nature. This means that these rural communities have created a special
decision-making process by combining the emic vision (local view) and the etic vision
(global view). Accordingly, it explains the inability to look at the decision-making
process of rural families from one perspective.
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