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1. Statement of the purpose of the paper  

This paper draws from a larger study on the life-worlds of women entrepreneurs in the Eastern 

Province of post-war Sri Lanka. The larger project analyses the compatibility of the post-war 

development initiatives (as designed by development actors) and the lived realities of conflict 

affected people by focusing on ‘enterprise development’ initiatives and their target beneficiaries 

in the conflict affected Eastern Province of Sri Lanka. When examining post-war Sri Lanka, the 

challenge that the country faces, moving forward, is one of inclusive growth, and in tackling 

horizontal inequalities that are now structurally embedded, and it is the attention to such horizontal 

and social deformities that this project is animated by.  

This conference paper looks in particular at policy and development planning that  fosters debt and 

debt taking  amongst women entrepreneurs, highlighting specifically the extractive relationship 

between microfinancing and small and medium enterprises in the Eastern Province of the country1. 

In post-war Sri Lanka, enterprise promotion is being encouraged  is a key state policy for not only 

economic development, but as a pathway to reconciliation, through economic development of the 

directly war affected areas. Entrepreneurial activity – especially that of women- is seen by 

government and development actors as a way in which to boost growth in the post-war economy2. 

Some of this is linked to the fact that entrepreneurial activity is seen as an embedded part of the 

Sri Lankan economy, with 90% of the country’s economies said to be small or medium scale 

enterprises3. In 2018, the Asian Development Bank received $12.6 million4 to promote women 

entrepreneurship development in Sri Lanka.  The National Human Resource and Employment 

Policy (NHREP), a major government policy document and one which explicitly links to the 

political post war economy, takes the recurring stance that the promotion of entrepreneurship 

development among women, to enhance their access to credit, technology, business knowledge 

and markets is a key way in which the post-war economy may be boosted5. Self- employment is 

seen as the method through which they can generate income for themselves and improve their 

living conditions.  

 

                                                           
1 The field work for the larger project is based in two Eastern Provincial sites, Kaththankudy and Trincomalee. 
2 Task Force for Small and Medium Enterprise Development Program. (2002). National Strategy for Small and 

Medium Enterprise Development in Sri Lanka . White Paper . Colombo, Sri Lanka. 

3 ibid 
4 Alwis, Nathasha De. "ADB Receives $12.6 Million to Promote Women Entrepreneurs in Sri Lanka - Sri Lanka 

Latest News." Sri Lanka News - Newsfirst | Breaking News and Latest News Provider | Political | Sports | 

International | Business. April 24, 2018. https://www.newsfirst.lk/2018/04/24/adb-recieves-12-6-million-to-promote-

women-entrepreneurs-in-sri-lanka/. 
5 Secretariat for Senior Ministers. (2012). The National Human Resources and Employment Policy for Sri Lanka. Sri 

Lanka. 
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The extractive relationship between debt and the woman entrepreneur is not unknown or new, in 

fact many of the stories that we encountered on the ground repeated similar patterns, patterns that 

have been established since the war ended in May 2009Our research discusses the exploitative 

relationship between microfinancing and entrepreneurship and the cognitive dissonances in 

policymaking surrounding entrepreneurship.   In particular, this paper raises the question of what  

to be desilenced with regards to the relationship between debt and entrepreneurship.  How does 

attention to desilencing suggest alternative pathways for policy making in Sri Lanka’s post-war 

economy?   

2. Brief description of research methodology 

In its broadest reach, the larger project that this paper draws from, focussed on entrepreneurial 

activity in two districts in the Eastern Province of Sri Lanka in order to gain a critical understanding 

of entrepreneurship promotion as a strategy for poverty alleviation and economic development in 

post-war Sri Lanka. It asks, chiefly, how does the lived  reality of being an entrepreneur in a post-

war economy differ from development policy design and practice? Three research questions frame 

the project and are as follows: What do the life-worlds of entrepreneurs tell us about secure post-

war livelihoods? What role does entrepreneurship play in the see-saw of living in post-conflict 

situations? What are the roles of the different institutions, rules, and norms involved in 

entrepreneurship promotion? 

The research questions necessitate a line of inquiry that is in-depth and iterative, supplemented by  

informal interactions. The iterative method will comprise interactions with a panel of 20 

households from 2 locations in the conflict affected region of the country, over a period of 8 

months. The two locations include Trincomalee town and Kaththankudy Division in Batticaloa). 

The second  site Kaththankudy , a Muslim dominated trade and entrepreneurial hub, is juxtaposed 

against Trincomalee, which has depended more on external assistance and funding to establish and 

promote enterprises.  Thinking inductively and therefore guided implicitly by feminist and 

decolonial strategy, we will allow the stories that we encounter to continuously guide the ways in 

which the field research itself is carried out, allowing our researchers a certain amount of flexibility 

in who and how they interview and observe. 

For this particular paper, decolonial thinking on silence and de-silencing is drawn on to raise the 

issue of a lack of diversity in policy making and development activity6, and the inability of global 

development to escape developmentalist imaginary.  The neo-liberal agenda making of the market, 

and even critical approaches such as Sen’s capabilities approach only work within an 

epistemological framing that  “makes subjects and actions intelligible only through a profane 

developmentalist imaginary wherein the market constitutes a paradoxically providential - and 

therefore sublime - arena for the growth of freedoms”7 . The decolonial option, through its 

insistence on epistemic diversity demands deconstruction An injection of epistemic diversity into 

the conversation surrounding post-war economic development in Sri Lanka, could  provide ways 

in which to escape the ‘development imaginary’., Indeed, when we look at the crisis of debt and 

                                                           
6 Rutazibwa, Olivia (2018). “On Babies and Bathwater: Decolonising International Development Studies” Institute 

of Development Studies. https://www.ids.ac.uk/events/on-babies-and-bathwater-decolonising-international-

development-studies 
7 Shilliam, Robbie (2013) “Redemption from Development: Amartya Sen, Rastafari and Promises of Freedom” 

Postcolonial Studies, page 2 
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the woman entrepreneur, we see how closely the developmentalist imaginary encircles the 

individual and the community with its promise of freedom and wealth creation. 

The first argument from within the decolonial option is a known one; that development narratives 

themselves are simply colonialism with a nicer face. The argument is simple; there is no diversity 

or even strategy for diversity, simply the tweaking of existing frameworks. The repetitive nature 

of the ongoing story that is debt and the woman highlights the need for a radically different 

epistemological strategy, and here we engage with only one of these- the need to de-silence. 

In this particular project, where researchers are studying the life-worlds of entrepreneurs, we are 

able to take up the need to de-silence, whilst excavating those spaces in which silence occurs.  As 

an example, we may ask the question, in the political and academic crafting of who is vulnerable 

and deserving of aid, who or what else is silenced?  Who is allowed expertise in the room? Who 

is not at the table? How do we not simply make the space at the table, but how do we transform 

the table entirely? 

3. Background, context setting  

Let us begin with a typical narrative from the fieldwork that has been conducted over the past eight 

months. Priya8 is an elderly lady living in a village in Trincomalee, in the Eastern Province of Sri 

Lanka, and is the President of her rural development society.  Describing her community to us, she 

mentions that everyone in her village is self-employed, taking on work as shop-keepers, running 

laundries, making spices, or animal husbandry. Yet, she says, the acuteness and complexity of the 

poverty being faced in their now post-war society has led people to also take up alternative, 

sometimes multiple livelihoods, doing jobs that provide easy and speedy monetary gain. Priya’s 

story runs in a similar vein to many of the narratives unearthed in the research for this project on 

the life-worlds of entrepreneurs in post-war Sri Lanka.  As another example, we can draw on the 

story of Nithya9,  a widowed, thirty seven year old woman from Ambavalipuram who not only 

makes and sells cookies, but also tea and rice parcels. In addition to this, she also cooks and cleans 

at a local institution.  The regular position assists her with providing for her family, but  it is the 

selling of cookies, tea and rice parcels that allows her to ‘improve her situation’, and her own 

choice for starting up her business has been a small loan from the Samurdh ( government welfare) 

society. 

Personal and government debt have long been noted as emergent trends in the global economy10. 

The spectre of debt looms large in post-war Sri Lanka, and indeed in the post-2008 global 

economy. As recently as April 2018, the International Monetary Fund noted that the global 

economy is more deeply indebted than it was during the financial crisis, with debts at the level of 

225% of GDP11.  This, itself, is cast within a longer history of international debt that has its roots 

                                                           
8 Named changed for anonymity 
9 Name changed for anonymity 
10 ibid  
11 Elliott, Larry. "Global Debt Now Worse than before Financial Crisis, Says IMF." The Guardian. April 18, 2018. 

https://www.theguardian.com/business/2018/apr/18/global-debt-now-worse-than-before-financial-crisis-says-imf. 
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in the 1980s12.Within this global economic history , developing economies and personal challenges 

of indebtedness have been and look to be increasingly vulnerable13.  

In Sri Lanka’s post-war economy, such vulnerability resonates heavily, and has lopsided impacts 

in terms of labour capacity and research. Much of this is due to fundamental disparities within the 

system. The period during the war institutionalized precarious living. Most Sri Lankans, especially 

those in the North and the East, simply focused on earning ‘something’ on a daily basis, not least 

because they were faced with the breakdown of traditional livelihoods during this time14. Sri 

Lanka’s post-war economy is almost textbook, with the government’s debt to GDP ratio standing 

between 75%-94%, alongside high levels of personal debt. Amongst the latter are Sri Lanka’s 

women entrepreneurs who, due to socio-poli15tical dilemmas associated with traditional loan-

taking such as loans taken through banks or formalized lending institutions, seek access to finance 

through micro-credit. High levels of interest, and the aggressiveness of the debt collector, further 

trap the debtor in a vicious cycle of owing and being owned.  

4. Analysis  

As described above, in post-war Sri Lanka, small, medium and micro (MSMEs) enterprise 

development16 is the dominant approach to livelihood development for war-affected women, and 

particularly for women heads of households (WHH)17. Women headed households are a 

particular target for development activity as studies18 have found that they fare worse than their 

male counterparts, reporting lower asset wealth, with this insecurity further increasing if the 

household belonged to a minority ethnic group. A study by de Mel et al noted that ‘’ For women 

already in business, we find that although training alone leads to some changes in business 

practices, it has no impact on business profits, sales or capital stock. In contrast the combination 

of training and a grant leads to large and significant improvements in business profitability in the 

first eight months, but this impact dissipates in the second year.19’  A study of women beedi 

rollers highlighted the near slave-labour conditions that elderly women live in. These women 

find themselves trapped in a ‘necrocapitalistic’ situation, literally ‘working themselves to 

death.’20  This trap only increases families’ willing to engage in debt creation activities, therefore 

                                                           
1212 Anunobi, Fredoline and Ukpong, Leo U. (2000) "The Political Economy of International Debt and Third World 

Development," African Social Science Review: Vol. 1 : Iss. 1 , Article 6. Available at: 

https://digitalcommons.kennesaw.edu/assr/vol1/iss1/6 
13 Gilbert, P. (2018). Colonial Debts Extractive Nostalgias Imperial Insolvencies. [Blog] Political Economy 

Research Centre. Available at: http://www.perc.org.uk/project_posts/colonial-debts-extractive-nostalgias-imperial-

insolvencies-call-interventions/ 
14 Ranawana, Anupama (2017) Livelihoods in Post-war Sri Lanka. CEPA Synthesis Report. 
15 Kodikara, Chulani. (2018) Doing This and That: Self-employment and Economic Survival of Women Heads of 

Households in Mullaitivu. Colombo: ICES 

 
17 ibid 
18 Attygalle, Kaushalya (2017)  Female Entrepreneurship and the Role Business Development in promoting MSMEs 

in Sri Lanka. IPS Publications. 
19   De Mel, Suresh, Woodruff, Christopher and McKenzie David (2013) “ Business Training and Female Enterprise 

Start-up, Growth, and Dynamics: Experimental evidence from Sri Lanka” World Bank Publications. 
20Jayasekara, Prashanthi, and Nadhiya Najab (2016). Researching livelihoods and services affected by conflict. The 

political economy of violence: women’s economic relations in post-war Sri Lanka. Working paper, No. 50. London: 

Secure Livelihoods Research Consortium and the Centre for Poverty Analysis (CEPA). See also Romeshun, 

Kulasabanathan, Vagisha Gunasekara, and Mohamed Munas (2014). Life and Debt: Assessing indebtedness and 
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rendering poverty reduction efforts ineffective. Yet not every woman who is a recipient of SME 

support becomes an “entrepreneur” running an “enterprise” or even a micro enterprise.  Our 

interview with Priya, and others in the East of Sri Lanka also noted the high prevalence of war-

widows, and the shift away from traditional livelihoods has meant that more women find 

themselves in need of taking to entrepreneurial activity. Priya’s words resound here, that the 

women  “do a job whether or not they desire to do so.” As Chulani Kodikara has noted 

“women’s own productive labour [is] materially, temporally, spatially and affectively entangled 

with and circumscribed by the extraordinary labour of remaking their lives after war.”21  

 

Post-war financialisation drive 

This reliance on microfinancing has led to a culture of debt that is itself normalized by the intense 

financialisation of the post-war years. Indeed, as Kadirgamar and Kadirgamar note, 

financialisation has been central to Sri Lanka’s post-war economy, chiefly  through the expansion 

of credit, with many banks and financial companies opening up branches after the war22.  As such, 

the systemic institutions of wealth creation are swiftly and firmly put into place. Many forms of 

credit and related debt exist, from agricultural loans to, pawning, self-employment programmes 

and housing construction. The “worst exploiters”23 of the war-torn regions are lease-hire 

purchasing and microfinance schemes. These schemes have been predatory, and micro-finance 

loans in particular charge exorbitant interest rates, sometimes between 40% -220%.  According to 

the NHREP, over 5000 microfinance institutions (MFI) are estimated to operate in the country.  

 

These institutions take deposits from members and re-lend to 

member groups on interest guarantees without collateral. There are 

over 2 million borrowers, mainly female, served by these micro-

finance institutions. The female borrowers in particular are well-

known for their excellent repayment records. 

 

Field work in the North and the East  of Sri Lanka often encounters anecdotal stories of individual 

or group suicide due to inescapable debt. Local grassroots organisations told our researchers that 

over sixty suicides were reported in 2018 alone in the North and the East, all related to severe 

microfinance related debt. What manifests, therefore, is a quotidian economics of debt-driven 

development that concretizes the extractive relationship between individual, state, and 

development, an issue that is highlighted severally in academic and media commentary, and 

underscored by narratives such as Priya’s. 

 

 

Inability to access formal debt driving higher levels of borrowing from predatory microfinance 

institutions 

                                                           
socio-economic conditions of conflict affected housing beneficiaries in Jaffna, Kilinochchi and Mullaitivu Districts. 

Study Series No. 7. Colombo: Centre for Poverty Analysis 
21 Ibid, 2 
22Kadirgamar, Ahilan, and N. Kadirgamar. "Reserves for Emancipatory Politics in Post-war Northern Sri Lanka." 

Proceedings of ERPI 2018 International Conference Authoritarian Populism and the Rural World, The Hague. 2018 
23 ibid 
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These interlocking oppressions are further complicated by the aforementioned issue of the 

inescapability of debt, and the vicissitudes of the debt cycle.  The taking on of debt is understood 

as a natural part of entrepreneurial activity, and microfinancing24 has been prescribed as an ideal 

way in which entrepreneurial activity can sustain itself and move individuals out of poverty25.  In 

order to survive on a day to day basis, a business, whether large or small, requires an ongoing 

source of funding.  As such, as Priya described, borrowing small amounts for everyday expenses 

allows for businesses, especially fledgling ones to stay afloat and work towards an eventual profit. 

The general post-war culture in Sri Lanka is also one that is increasingly consumerist and 

aspirationa26l. Communities and entire individuals look to achieving not only livelihood stability, 

but to ascend the economic ladder, or, returning to the social and economic situations that they 

were in prior to the war.  Indeed, much of the interest generated is not only towards stable 

livelihood, but also towards wealth creation, towards that promise of a more comfortable life27. 

Within this, temporary and multiple debt-taking, and the promise of freedom through 

entrepreneurship becomes ever normalized in the discourse. Indeed, in order to finance such 

entrepreneurial activity, the Sri Lankan government offers a variety of loan schemes through the 

Regional Development Bank, the Lankaputhra Development Bank, the National Development 

Bank, the SANASA Bank and the People’s bank.  

However, there are bureaucratic difficulties in accessing these schemes easily, and high interest 

rates, as well as the heavy emphasis on collateral have made it challenging for entrepreneurs, 

especially SMEs, to access credit. In many of the interviews we have conducted,  any moneys 

earned one day are used for the next day, and many livelihoods, she says, are run with some debts. 

Some receive support from within the community, or the small amounts that the rural development 

society is able to mete out, but for the day to day running of a business, or for the repayment of 

debts, microfinance loans are given out. Loan documents from microfinance companies state that 

interest rates are usually between 19% to 28%.  This is particularly high when compared to the 

subsidized loans from state institutions that range between 5% -8%.  The real difficulty arises when 

one calculates the effective interest rate. Our research team noticed this during an interview with 

the President of the Trincomalee Chamber of Commerce, where we were able to trace the life cycle 

of a loan. Effectively, a loan of Rs. 100,000 (£ 490) at 28% annual interest , when paid back at the 

end of year, would amount Rs. 128,000 (£ 626) inclusive of principal of interest. However, 

microfinance loans are paid weekly, requiring a payment of at least Rs 2500 (£12) a week second 

week for the next 50 weeks. Therefore, both the principal, as well as the interest payments are 

being made together through the flat weekly payment. The effective annual interest rate, can 

therefore, be as high as 69%.  Additionally, if the debtor is unable to pay their weekly amount, that 

amount is then added to the original loan amount, and, according to the Trincomalee Chamber of 

Commerce, some may end up paying back amounts as high as Rs 700,00 ( £ 3200) or more by the 

                                                           
24 Microfinance, also called microcredit, understood here as a financial service that is provided to unemployed or 

low-income individuals or groups who otherwise would have no other access to financial services.. Ultimately, the 

goal of microfinance is to give impoverished people an opportunity to become self-sufficient. (UNDESA) 
25 Van Kooy, John, and others, (unpublished), Micro and Small Enterprise Development Research Project: Phase 1 

Report, Palmera Study 
26 World Bank (2016). Sri Lanka—ending poverty and promoting shared prosperity: a systematic country 

diagnostic. Washington, D.C.  
27 Perera, Prasanna (2014) “The Political Economy of Post War Economic Development in Sri Lanka” International 

Journal of Business and Research 4:21  and Bastian, Sunil (2013) Political Economy of Post-War Sri Lanka ICES: 

Colombo 
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end of the loan.  Loans are also often taken in multiple amounts, and sometimes on a daily basis 

as well. As our research, and studies by others have noted,  rural women who have taken multiple 

loans, often speak of the Monday loan, Tuesday loan, Wednesday loan28, and describe how much 

of their week is spent in trying to come up with the weekly or sometimes daily payment. 

  Additionally, and especially in the case of post-war Sri Lanka, where entrepreneurs are unable to 

access more traditional or government assisted loan schemes, microfinance provides a ‘quick win’ 

and allows for the individual to remain afloat within the economy. In the first round of study by 

the Secure Livelihoods Research Consortium (SLRC), Sri Lanka was featured as one of two 

countries exhibiting the highest levels of sustained indebtedness, with a percentage of 54.7 % 

staying in debt between the two waves of the study29. Much of this high level of debt is linked to 

difficulties in accessing loans and insurance schemes, even those set up by the Central Bank of Sri 

Lanka, not least because the current undertaking of many of the households studies is the simple 

re-establishing of their occupations. The SLRC report noted the correlations between the 

households’ ability to increase productivity and the failure to extend credit schemes to these 

households. Such a situation also calls for engagement in non-traditional livelihoods for which 

there is little knowledge or training30. 

This situation is not, in itself, a remarkable phenomenon. Ongoing research in development 

studies, however, has long remarked on the mésalliance between the entrepreneur and debt, 

especially debt acquired through microfinancing. As early as 1996, an oft cited study by Hulme 

and Mosley31 noted that poor households do not benefit from microfinance; it is only non-poor 

borrowers (with incomes above poverty lines) who can do well with microfinance and enjoy 

sizable positive impacts. Aneel Karnani32 summarizes this point as follows: “Most people do not 

have the skills, vision, creativity, and persistence to be entrepreneurial. Even in developed 

countries with high levels of education and access to financial services, about 90 percent of the 

labor force is employees, not entrepreneurs.” According to Vijay Mahajan33, “Microcredit is a 

necessary but not a sufficient condition for micro-enterprise promotion. Other inputs are required, 

such as identification of livelihood opportunities, selection and motivation of the micro-

entrepreneurs, business and technical training, establishing of market linkages for inputs and 

outputs, common infrastructure and sometimes regulatory approvals. In the absence of these, 

micro-credit by itself, works only for a limited familiar set of activities – small farming, livestock 

rearing and petty trading, and even those where market linkages are in place.”  

Lack of access to physical markets driving debt  

Robert Pollin34 has a similar view, and puts it in the following words: “micro enterprises run by 

poor people cannot be broadly successful simply because they have increased opportunities to 

                                                           
28 Kadirgamar, Ahilan, and N. Kadirgamar. "Reserves for Emancipatory Politics in Post-war Northern Sri Lanka." 

Proceedings of ERPI 2018 International Conference Authoritarian Populism and the Rural World, The Hague. 2018 
29 Mallet, Richard, and Adam Pain (2017). Markets, conflict and recovery: findings from the Secure Livelihoods 

Research Consortium. Research report. London: Secure Livelihoods Research Consortium 
30 ibid 
31 Hulme, David, and Paul Mosley (1996). Finance Against Poverty. Routledge, London 
32 Karnani, Aneel (2007). “Microfinance Misses its Mark”. Stanford Social Innovation Review, Summer. 
33 Mahajan, Vijay (2005). “From Microcredit to Livelihood Finance”. Economic and Political Weekly, October 8 
34 Pollin, Robert (2007). “Microcredit: False Hopes and Real Possibilities”. Foreign Policy Focus, 

http://www.fpif.org/fpiftxt/4323, 
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borrow money. For large numbers of micro enterprises to be successful, they also need access to 

decent roads and affordable means of moving their products to markets. They need marketing 

support to reach customers.” Each of these are key pieces in the stories that we uncovered in our 

field research, with the inaccessibility of the market forming one of the significant reasons as to 

why debt is taken on. In a focus group discussion with a group of women entrepreneurs in 

Trincomalee, we were told that the most significant challenge faced was a lack of access to 

markets, as well as the difficulty in ascertaining the correct market. Additionally, external suppliers 

from larger cities like Colombo were often provided with government assistance and brought in to 

Trincomalee, thus affecting the potential sales of the local entrepreneur. Connected to this, some 

respondents noted that even once they had established a relationship with a vendor, accessing 

payment for their product was a challenge, with these moneys often only received towards the end 

of a calendar month. In order to keep the business running, it was important, then, to access a series 

of temporary microfinance loans. Women face here yet another level of difficulty, and our 

fieldwork contains stories of sexual harassments by loan officers, vendors, and others in the line 

of production. Women from higher castes, especially, find themselves unable to negotiate directly 

in such significantly male dominated or profit related spaces.  As an example, Rani, who is a 

married upper-caste woman, married to an Iyer, told us that due to her husband’s high position in 

the community, it would be unseemly for her to discuss a business negotiations with a trader on 

the high street. She is reliant on her brother and brother-in-law to accompany her for business trips 

and to make negotiations on her behalf.  The microfinance companies often come direct to the 

door and therefore circumvent any of the horizontal challenges of the public sphere. 

Corrective measures by the government?  

The overwhelming issue of debt derived through microfinance has not escaped the notice of either 

government, media, civil society or development actors. With a view towards ameliorating this 

issue, the 2018 Budget of the Government of Sri Lanka highlights a number of existing and 

proposed credit schemes, collectively termed the “Enterprise Sri Lanka Credit Scheme”35. This 

scheme will make credit facilities available with the interest subsidy being at least 10% more for 

women entrepreneurs relative to others. The Government will bear the interest subsidy on these 

schemes and provides a support package of both non-financial and financial assistance. This 

support package is separate from the SME Guarantee Fund36, which allows small scale 

businessman to access necessary funds to pay as collateral to banks in order to obtain loans.  

 

However, these measures are yet superficial and not necessarily transformative. Though several 

credit schemes are available, accessibility and awareness of the existence of such schemes seems 

to have fallen through. Despite there being attention paid towards women and SME development 

that would facilitate their empowerment and growth, it does not seem to be a major aspect of 

concern, within the existing policy frameworks. While almost all policies categorize them as 

vulnerable, there seems to be no contrasting change to the way in which female empowerment is 

approached. Credit and loan schemes are constantly made available through banks and credit 

                                                           
35 Budget Speech 2018 (2017) Parliament of Sri Lanka.  PDF. 

 
36 Ministry of Industry and Commerce. (2016, May). National Policy Framework for Small and Medium (SMEs) 

Development. Colombo, Sri Lanka. 
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schemes, and while micro-finance schemes have been identified as a disrupting factor that has led 

to indebtedness, no policy has been formulated on the regulation of unlicensed micro finance 

institutions, even though there have been repeated call for such regulatory mechanisms to be put 

into place. As an example, in our conversation with an official  of the Women’s Wing of the 

Trincomalee Chamber of Commerce, the inability of challenging the legality of a registered 

microfinance corporation was highlighted as a severe handicap to those who are attempting to 

assist entrepreneurs on the ground. 

 

What we can observe is a repetitive narrative, repetitive interventions, the same surface level 

changes made against overwhelming evidence that development activity and neo-liberal 

policymaking create and re-create oppression and exploitation, and, indeed, stunt economic 

development. It also points, overwhelmingly, to the pervasive, and singular ideology of 

development itself. Policymaking and development planning do not seek to be wholly 

transformative, instead, they seek to advance expansive projects of development within existing 

frameworks. They lack epistemic diversity and  require decolonial deconstruction. 

Lack of diversity in the developmentalist imagery 

Silencing occurs not only through the who, but also the what. This is not simply related to the fact 

that much knowledge and financing for development activity comes through the Western world 

and is targeted to individuals specifically, but that, over and over again policy is formulated by 

drawing from a limited pool of developmental thinking.  There is, for instance, no suggestion 

towards creating a kind of public ownership of development, supporting community driven 

development programmes strengthening cooperatives or even engaging with local or individual 

solutions to problems of accessibility, even though these do happen in dynamic and quotidian 

ways. Cooperatives do exist, and are encouraged, but, as our reseach finds, keep failing. There 

needs to be greater investigation  into ways in which cooperatives can be encouraged and 

strengthened. 

 As an example of what occurs on the local and everyday level, during a focus group discussion at 

the Chamber of Commerce in Trincomalee, an older lady, let us call her Jayalakshmi37, who made 

and sold compost described to us her arduous journey to find a steady market for her product. 

Jayalakshmi had taken several kinds of training from development actors to learn and refine her 

craft, and won awards for her product. Yet, establishing a consistent relationship with buyers 

proved difficult. During a meeting of the Women’s Wing of the Chamber, she fell into 

conversation with other female entrepreneurs who were running plant nurseries, hotels and 

landscape businesses. Through these connections, she has created a small but steady stream of 

buyers to whom she can supply her product. Other women we engaged with noted the alternative 

ways in which they diversified and formed cooperatives with other local entrepreneurs in order to 

provide a comprehensive business, such as a hotel that provides tour guides, translation services 

and handicrafts, each service provided by a different entrepreneur.  A third example is a young 

entrepreneur located in the Batticaloa district, who, through assistance from the USAID Biz+ 

programme manages a network of other young entrepreneurs who run tourist related business. 

These young people, looking for a way outside of the cycles of debt have formed a cooperative, 

with a singular ‘intrapreneurial’ head. Yet another example is of our friend Nithya, who noted that 

                                                           
37 Name changed for anonymity 



IHSA_Conference Paper_ LRS_10 
 

she goes to her mother for advice on how to run her business.  This shows, also the strength and 

dynamic of the everyday economics of communal wisdoms in fostering and stabilizing livelihoods.  

Related to this is the final example of the Muslim community being studied in Kathankudy. Here, 

the community provides assistance and financing for those who wish to go abroad for training, and 

the yearly practice of zakat – the Muslim collection of charitable funds at Ramadhan- allows for 

the mosque association to pay off the debts of members of the community who may be in need for 

such funds. Those assisted by such largesse often set up trade within the community, bringing 

financing in to their neighborhood and broader society, and managing to remain free of 

microfinance or other forms of debt. 

5. Conclusions and Recommendations for further research 

As post-war livelihoods in Sri Lanka move from precarity to stability, we can observe that more 

than simply surviving, individuals and societies are looking to thrive, to improve upon their daily 

situation. This is done through multiple types of work. Entrepreneurship has been heavily 

promoted as the panacea, the ‘creative disruption’ that will jump start the post-war economy, but 

secure and accessible loan and capital schemes from the government or development actors will 

be required in order to sustain these efforts to security, especially in the case of smaller enterprises. 

Regulatory mechanisms must be put in place not only to alleviate debt, but to directly remove 

microfinancing companies from the playing field, thus wholly transforming the current situation 

and performing an interruptive break in the cycle of debt and debt taking. 

Additionally, there must be attention paid by development actors and policy makers to the 

intersectional issues that cause difficulty in repayment on capital loans, such as access to markets, 

difficulty in registering a business, the various challenges faced by women in navigating business 

spaces, and the informal networks that do, in fact, susta in the running of a business. 

Indeed, there must be a desilencing surrounding these informal networks, cooperatives or 

community spaces wherein which structures of support and financial sustenance can be found. By 

strengthening and supporting such informal structures, it would be possible to re-think and remove 

the extractive relationships between the entrepreneur and debt making and taking processes.  Such 

desilencing begins necessary work and elicits new conversations, but must be accompanied by 

other means of decolonial approaches to development activity, namely the need to de-mythologize, 

and to therefore introduce non-European means of formulating policy and development planning, 

and finally, to address the normativity of the tangible and material process of knowledge 

production and cultivation, and thereby suggesting for policy makers alternative spaces through 

which we may find ways to ‘live’ 
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