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Abstract

Sri Lanka has made notable progress in gender equality, including high electoral participation rates
among women, female leadership at the prime ministerial level, and advancements in healthcare
and education for women. Despite these achievements, women's representation in formal political
institutions remains strikingly low. This study investigates the underlying reasons for this
discrepancy by examining three main explanations for women's underrepresentation in Sri Lankan
politics: socio-economic, cultural, and institutional factors. The analysis finds that while all three
factors contribute to the gender gap, institutional barriers—particularly the role of political
parties—are the most significant. Political parties in Sri Lanka exhibit centralized, non-transparent,
and patriarchal structures that hinder women’s entry and progression in politics. These findings
suggest that political parties are a crucial factor explaining why women's representation in Sri
Lanka lags behind other South Asian countries. The study contributes to the broader literature on
gender and political participation by highlighting the critical role of political parties in fostering or

obstructing equitable democratic representation.

Résumé

Le Sri Lanka a réalisé des progres remarquables en matiere d'égalité des sexes, notamment par des
taux €levés de participation électorale des femmes, des dirigeantes féminines au niveau du premier
ministre et des avancées dans les domaines de la santé et de I'éducation pour les femmes. Malgré
ces succes, la représentation des femmes dans les institutions politiques formelles reste
¢tonnamment faible. Cette étude examine les raisons sous-jacentes de cette disparité en analysant
trois principales explications de la sous-représentation des femmes dans la politique sri-lankaise :
les facteurs socio-€conomiques, culturels et institutionnels. L'analyse révele que bien que tous ces

facteurs contribuent a I'écart entre les sexes, les obstacles institutionnels, en particulier le role des



partis politiques, sont les plus significatifs. Les partis politiques au Sri Lanka se caractérisent par
des structures centralisées, non transparentes et patriarcales qui entravent I'entrée et la progression
des femmes en politique. Ces résultats suggerent que les partis politiques sont un facteur clé
expliquant pourquoi la représentation des femmes au Sri Lanka est en retard par rapport a d'autres
pays d'Asie du Sud. L'étude contribue a la littérature sur le genre et la participation politique en
soulignant le role crucial des partis politiques dans le soutien ou l'entrave a une représentation

démocratique équitable.
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1. Introduction

Sri Lanka has been celebrated for the significant progress it has made on gender equality in the
past century. There have been two female prime ministers; electoral participation rates among
women are high; the country introduced universal franchise in 1931, ahead of several European
countries; and Sri Lanka has made significant progress on ensuring women’s access to
healthcare and education. Women'’s life expectancy is now around 80, and there are more
women than men enrolled in university (Athukorala et. al, 2021, p. 7). However, these trends
do not seem to have translated into similar gains in women’s representation in political office.
Strikingly, the Inter- Parliamentary Union reported last year that out of 190 countries, Sri Lanka
ranked 179th on the share of women in national parliaments. In South Asia, only the Maldives
ranked lower (Inter-Parliamentary Union, 2023, n.p.). Women’s representation in the executive

and local government has remained extremely low as well.

In this thesis, I investigate why women in Sri Lanka remain underrepresented in formal political
institutions, despite the country performing well on other indicators of gender equality. I test
three dominant explanations for women’s underrepresentation in politics (socio-economic,
cultural, and institutional), and find while that factors from all three camps hold some
explanatory power, the most impactful factors are institutional ones. Specifically, political
parties act as gatekeepers that hinder women from entering politics. I find evidence of a
centralized, non-transparent institutional structure and a patriarchal culture within political
parties, as well as active resistance among party members to women’s entry into and upwards

mobility within parties, limiting these developments.

The thesis is structured as follows. Firstly, I provide an overview of key political developments
in Sri Lanka since independence. Secondly, I review existing literature on barriers to women’s
representation in politics and map out three dominant explanations for women’s

underrepresentation; Thirdly, I discuss key concepts, my case selection, and research design;
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and lastly, I present my findings and discuss the implications of these against the backdrop of

existing scholarship.

II. Context

A brief history of women in Sri Lankan politics

Sri Lankan women have a long history of political engagement. They were at the forefront of
social, economic, and political reform in the nineteenth and early twentieth century Not only
were they respected members of anti-colonial and/or reformist organizations such as the Ceylon
Labour Party and the Social Reform Society; they also formed their own movements such as
the Ceylon Women’s Union, the Tamil Women’s Union, and the Women’s Political Union, to
name a few (Jayawardena & De Alwis, p. 246). By 1931, Sri Lanka was the first British colony
to introduce universal suffrage, giving Sri Lankan women the right to vote well before some

European women — including French, Belgian and Swiss women (De Silva, 2000, p. 227).

Despite the early roots of women’s political activism, most political parties did not start
addressing gender equality concerns until about two decades after independence. Only leftwing
parties included gender issues in their platforms in the early years of independence, notably the
Lanka Sama Samaja Party (Lanka Social Equality Party, LSSP) and the Communist Party (CP)
(Basu, 2005, p. 6). For the general elections in 1952, 1956, 1960 and 1965, both parties’
manifestoes included support for women’s equality, maternity benefits, and welfare services
for mothers and children (p. 6). Despite these efforts, gains in women’s wellbeing were
marginal until the late 1960s, and women kept a secondary position to men in party life. Until
1970, the number of female candidates at general elections never surpassed 3 per cent (Basu,
2005, p. 6), and throughout the 1980s and 1990s, most political parties kept nominating around
3 per cent women to elections (Liyanage, 1999, p. 115). In 2021, only 5.8 per cent of seats in

parliament were occupied by women, which is well below the world average (23.4 per cent) as



well as the Asia average (19.6 per cent) (Koens & Gunawardana, 2021, p. 464). These numbers
suggest that the long tradition of women’s political engagement has not translated into equal

representation in formal political institutions.

Women'’s interests have not been entirely neglected, however. Starting in the 1960s, the Sri
Lankan government made a targeted effort at enhancing welfare in the population, which had
significant impacts on women’s lives. Through comprehensive welfare packages, including free
education and health services, as well as subsidized food schemes, women’s literacy rates
increased from 67.3 per cent in 1963 to 87.9 per cent by 1994, maternal mortality rates
decreased from 16.5 per cent in 1945 to 0.2 per cent in 1995, and life expectancy rose from 41.6
years in 1946 to 74.2 years in the early 1990s (Basu, 2005, p. 33). These numbers have
improved in the 21st century, albeit less rapidly: women’s literacy is 92% (UNESCO Institute
for Statistics, 2024), the maternal mortality rate is 0.03 (WHO, UNICEF, UNFPA, World Bank
Group, & UNDESA/Population Division, 2023, p. 66), and women’s life expectancy is 80
(WHO, 2022). These factors contribute to Sri Lanka’s image as progressive on gender issues,

particularly compared to other South Asian countries.

The Sri Lankan Civil War (1983-2009)

Political domination by the Sinhalese majority in Sri Lanka since independence has driven
Tamil demands for sovereignty. Notably, the Sinhalese political elite declared Sinhala the
country’s official language in 1956; Buddhism was granted special status in 1972; university
admissions were modified to favor Sinhalese students; and many landless Sinhalese were given
land in majority Tamil areas of the country (Anandakugan, 2020). These policies, combined
with the unsatisfactory response to Tamil calls for political devolution and widespread youth
unemployment in Tamil areas, triggered the rise of numerous Tamil militant groups in the 1970s
and 1980s, and eventually culminated in full-scale war from 1983 to 2009 between the

Liberation Tigers of the Tamil Eelam (LTTE) and the Sri Lankan armed forces. The 26-year
3



long war ended with the Sri Lankan army crushing LTTE force in 2009, leaving a traumatic

legacy of an estimated 40 000 (mostly Tamil) civilian casualties (Vasudevan, 2013, no page).

The Sri Lankan Civil War caused major disruptions in Sri Lankan society, posing both
challenges and opportunities to individual women and collective women’s movements.
Women’s movements faced hard dilemmas during and after the war, including by shifting their
focus on gender inequality to tackle broader human rights violations (Basu, 2005, p. 9). While
these movements primarily sought to reduce violence, other women decided to join the LTTE
in combat or in other roles, challenging dominant gender norms that portray women as peaceful,
caretaking, or as pure victims of war (Alison, 2011). This was arguably empowering for some,
but the war also had devastating effects on large parts of the population, especially women
(Azmi, 2015). Many became internally displaced, lost their livelihoods and properties,
experienced the death of their loved ones, and became victims of violence and intimidation, to

name a few.

Gender and politics in the post-war era

Women were affected by the aftermath of the war in unique ways. Many were left in particularly
vulnerable positions, especially those with intersecting marginalized identities. For example,
many Tamil women that had joined the LTTE (either voluntarily or involuntarily) were left
deprived, relying on the state and NGOs for basic necessities (Parashar, 2013, p. 13), and had
no political roles after leaving the group despite the group’s claims to fight for women’s
empowerment (Alison, 2003, p. 45). Those that had not participated actively in the war were
also affected, notably the many women who became widowed or displaced, or both. War
widows faced severe economic, social and cultural hardships as existing support structures
broke down and social stigma exacerbated their marginalization years after the war (Saman &

Obert, 2018).



The focus on women purely as victims of war has been criticized, however. While women in
Sri Lanka have undeniably faced significant hardships as a result of war, they have exercised
agency and public participation in important ways. Firstly, women have formed activist
networks, mobilizing at national and local levels (Thiruchandran, 2012, p. 249). For example,
the Women’s Action Network (WAN) had advocated on national political issues such as gender
quotas and law reform (Koens & Gunawardana, 2021, p. 469). Tamil women have been
particularly active in advocating for women who have become disabled from the war, as well
as in land rights struggles (Kandasamy, Soldatic, and Samararatne 2017). Secondly, there have
been clear instances of women initiating political change during elections, such as in April 2010
when Shanthi Sachithanandam headed an all-women list of Tamil candidates to contest in the
district of Batticaloa (Koens & Gunawardana, 2021, p. 469). Finally, women have demonstrated
a commitment to participating in public life more broadly — according to the most recent report
available from the Department of Census and Statistics, around 60 per cent of provincial public
service workers are women (Department of Census and Statistics, 2017, p. 11). These are just

a few examples of women not just as victims, but also as agents of social and political change.

Despite finding meaningful ways of contributing to shaping post-war society, women remain
underrepresented in political office. The numbers are particularly low in local governments,
with women accounting for less than 2% of elected members before the implementation of
gender quotas in 2018 (Vijeyarasa, 2020, p. 1). Notably, Sri Lanka was one of the last Asian
countries to introduce a gender quota (p. 1). At the national level, the representation of women
has only been slightly higher — around 5% in post-war parliaments (Herath, 2018, p. 738). These
numbers suggest a persistent gender gap when it comes to representation in political office,

despite the long history of women’s political participation through other channels.

III. Literature review

Socioeconomic explanations



Various studies have found correlations between women’s political representation and a range
of socio-economic factors, especially education and participation in the paid labor force (see
e.g. Inglehart & Norris, 2000; Burns, Schlozman & Verba, 2001). On a global scale, women
tend to have lower levels of education, be less likely to secure employment, and when they
find employment, it tends to be in lower-paying jobs (Kittilson & Schwindt-Bayer 2012;
Mammen & Paxson 2000). These discrepancies can then lead to women having a

disadvantaged positon in political spaces, particularly when pursuing elected office.

Education has been considered a powerful predictor of political participation, including in the
seminal work by Burns, Schlozman, and Verba (2001). They find that formal education
directly imparts knowledge and communication skills essential for public debate and political
analysis. Indirectly, it provides opportunities for young people to engage in school
government, clubs, sports, and newspapers, serving as a training ground for political
involvement. These activities help develop leadership, civic cooperation, negotiation, and
organizational skills crucial for political engagement. Additionally, involvement in non-
political associations, such as charitable organizations or religious groups, can foster political
recruitment. Lastly, education is found to increase political interest and knowledge, and to

promote positive attitudes towards democratic principles (Le & Nguyen, 2019, p. 2).

The causal link between educational attainment and political participation has been disputed,
however. Some argue that the relationship between the two can be better explained by pre-
adult factors that influence both, such as family socio-economic status and socialization at an
early age (see e.g. Kam & Palmer, 2008). That being said, these explanations still acknowledge
that a correlation can be observed between education attainment and political participation.
Gender discrepancies in access to education can therefore serve as a predictor for political

participation among women.



Education can give access to high-income jobs, which in itself is considered an important
contributor to political participation, as it can provide the financial resources and networks
necessary for political activity. Women are often underrepresented in the labor force —
currently, the labor force participation rate is around 47% for women globally, whereas it is
72% for men. In other words, there is a global gender gap of 25 percentage points, although this
gap 1s as high as 50 percentage points in some regions (ILO, 2022). Women who do participate
in the labor force are often employed in lower-paying jobs (such as the caring, retail and
hospitality sectors) and work in vulnerable conditions, with fewer opportunities for upward
mobility (Maguire, 2018, p. 30). The lack of economic stability and job security diminishes
women’s ability to take the financial risks associated with political candidacy — especially in
contexts where the cost of campaigning is be high (Kayuni & Chikadza, 2016). A significant
expense arises from the loss of earnings due to the time investment required for candidate
selection and campaigning (Maguire, 2018, p. 30). Evans (2008) finds that among 57 female
MPs and candidates, full-time engagement and substantial financial backing is necessary for
successful campaigning, posing a disproportionate burden on women. This trend is consistent
with findings from Ireland, where financial barriers similarly hindered women's political
aspirations. Additionally, women were reportedly far less likely to have access to family
finances (Knight et al., 2004). Lastly, a high education and/or a high-paying job is often
associated with higher status in society, giving better access to a higher-profile network, which
in turn is associated with both participation and representation in decision-making bodies

(Persson, 2013, p. 693). ¢

To summarize, socioeconomic explanations point to the gender gaps in education and the labor
force, and relatedly earnings and networks, as key explanatory factors for women’s

underrepresentation in politics. Women tend to have lower access to socioeconomic goods in



society, making women less likely to participate in politics and less likely to succeed in pursuing

elected office.

Cultural explanations

Some scholars turn away from materialist accounts and instead provide a cultural argument for
why women remain underrepresented in political institutions. These accounts often follow a
constructivist logic, assuming understandings of “men” and “women” and their roles in society
to result primarily from social processes. This leads to expectations of how women and men
ought to behave — and when they do not conform to these expectations, they experience formal
and/or informal sanctions. Political spaces are traditionally masculine, whereas the domestic
sphere is culturally assigned to women, creating an invisible barrier for women to enter political
spaces as they face various social penalties for their non-conformity (See e.g. Koens &

Gunawardana, 2021; McKay, 2011; Tickner, 1992).

Patriarchal norms and cultural attitudes are found to significantly shape women's political
engagement. In many societies, family control and decision-making powers are predominantly
held by men, limiting women's ability to make independent career decisions and engage in
politics (see e.g. Agarwal, 1994; Li, 2023). The division of labor remains clearly gendered, with
women often restricted to domestic duties. This creates a barrier to women's entry into formal
politics, as they are expected to prioritize family responsibilities over public roles (Kangas et
al. 2015; Maguire, 2018, p. 32). Even when women enter political office, they tend to be
represented in “feminine” issue areas such as family, children, and women’s issues such as
women’s health, strengthening the idea that the political space accessible for women is limited

to those areas that align with ideas of women as nurturing and family oriented.

Relatedly, women’s engagement in politics is influenced by gender stereotypes, which are

learned and reinforced through various social channels, including family, friends, colleagues,



media, and public representations (Bauer 2013, p. 26). These stereotypes are often taken for
granted and operate subconsciously, partly because they tend to be learned early in life: for
example, there is evidence to suggest that by the time children begin school, they have already
internalized stereotypic associations that link women to nurturing roles and men to provider
roles (p. 26). This stereotype socialization process is self-reinforcing: individuals expect women
to embody certain characteristics (such as being nurturing and sensitive, often referred to as
communal stereotypes), many women do exhibit these traits, and this confirmation reinforces
the pre-existing stereotypes. This, in combination with the fact that political leadership is often
associated with masculine stereotypes such as decisiveness and even aggression (referred to as
agentic stereotypes), pose a dilemma (or double bind) for women who pursue political roles:
conforming to communal stereotypes may undermine their perceived viability as political
leaders, while adopting agentic qualities like assertiveness can lead to backlash for being

unfeminine (Eagly & Karau, 2002).

Despite the double bind and the implication that gender stereotypes disproportionately
disadvantage women, the empirical evidence on gender stereotypes and women’s electoral
success is mixed. Some studies find that communal stereotypes disfavor female candidates at
higher levels of office such as presidency, because agentic traits are more often expected at this
level (Huddy & Capelos, 2002). Relatedly, there is evidence that stereotypes can facilitate
support for female candidates at the provincial or local level because feminine stereotypes align
more with the major issues at this level, such as education (Kahn, 1994). Others find that
stereotypes have little to no effect on evaluation of female candidates (Brooks, 2013). Schneider
& Bos (2014) propose that stereotypes of women do not apply to female politicians in a straight-
forward way —rather, female politicians form “a new stereotypical category with its own unique
stereotypical qualities” (p. 245), as they are perceived to be different from women in general,

whereas male politicians “rather constitute a subgroup where they share many qualities with



men” (p. 245). In short, the way gender stereotypes favor or disfavor female candidates is not

entirely clear and may call for more disaggregated approaches.

While the record on how stereotypes affect electoral success is mixed, other cultural factors are
found to impact women’s political interest and ambition. For example, media portrayals of
women in politics frequently reinforces the idea that women are less capable of balancing
political responsibilities with domestic roles (Haraldsson & Wingnerud, 2018). This may help
explain why women are found to have lower political ambition and lower interests in politics
than men (Haraldsson & Wiangnerud, 2018; Dolan, Deckman, & Swers, 2016). Moreover, some
scholars find that women’s interests in running for office tends to develop through different
channels compared to men, typically via single-issue advocacy work (Windett, 2014) and
personal experiences (Ladam, Harden & Windett, 2018), rather traditional political routes
which men more often pursue, such as through political parties, professional networks, and
political families. Lastly, female role models can play a crucial role in encouraging more
women to consider political careers (Bunyan & Liluashvili, 2022, p. 13; Wolbrecht &
Campbell, 2017), so a lack of women in political office globally might have a discouraging,

and self-enforcing effect.

To sum up, cultural factors such as traditional gender norms and gender stereotypes are found
to pose barriers to women in several ways; by restricting them to the home and domestic duties;
by impacting how voters and/or political stakeholders evaluate them; and how interested or

ambitious they are to pursue politics.

Institutional explanations

A third analytical lens to make sense of women’s political underrepresentation is an institutional
one. Specifically, political parties play a vital role in choosing who can contest in elections, and

thus who has a chance of being elected (see e.g. Norris & Lovenduski, 1995; Brechenmacher
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& Hubbard, 2020). There is evidence suggesting that political parties recruit men “more
frequently and more intensely than women” (Butler and Preece, 2016, p. 842). In addition, men
are more likely to be self-starters in their political careers while women are often recruited,
creating a situation where men receive more encouragement despite needing less (see e.g.
Lawless & Fox, 2005, Pruysers & Blais, 2019). Lastly, women tend to respond less positively
to recruitment than men (Allen, 2012, p. 711), creating a compound effect systematically

disadvantaging women.

In addition to recruitment patterns, political parties may hinder women’s upward mobility in
substantial ways, which in turn makes it challenging for women to reach a level of seniority
that lets them to contest for political office. Given that men tend to occupy higher positions
within political parties, incumbency advantage — the phenomenon that current officeholders
tend to remain in office - allows men to remain in office and makes it harder for women to run
(Schwindt-Bayer 2005, p. 227; Maguire, 2018, p. 6). Furthermore, in contexts where women
are largely excluded from key party functions, including nomination procedures to select
candidates to run for office, it becomes even harder for women to be selected to run for office

(Rameez, 2018, p. 1052).

These tendencies can be exacerbated by non-democratic intraparty structures and few
accountability measures. Political parties in many countries are characterized by informal
networks and non-transparent recruitment and selection practices, especially at the local party
level (Maguire, 2018, p. 7; IDEA, 2021, p. 4). This poses a disadvantage to marginalized and
underrepresented groups, including women, who are less likely to have access to networks and
information sources (Maguire, 2018, p. 7). Moreover, some reports reveal that political parties
lack political will to achieve greater gender equality. For example, a 2013 International IDEA
report found that among 33 African countries, there tends to be a disconnect from parties’

written commitments to gender equality, from actual measures to implement these
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(Kandawasvika-Nhundu, 2013). Similarly, an analysis of 18 Latin American countries found
that there is little political will to work for gender equality within political parties (Llanos &
Roza, 2019, as cited in International IDEA, 2021). In short, the combination of non-democratic
intraparty structures and a lack of will to achieve gender equality can lead to a situation where

political parties act as gatekeepers, hindering women from elective positions.

One way these disadvantages have been accounted for is by introducing gender quotas within
political parties or other institutions such as parliament or local government. The evidence on
the effectiveness of quotas remains inconclusive. Some scholars find that increasing the number
of women in office through quotas increases the likelihood that even more women will hold
office, by creating more positive attitudes towards women in political positions and by
providing role models for other women (Beaman et al. 2009). It can also lead to a “trickle-up
effect” where a quota ensures higher recruitment into entry-level positions, providing a bigger
pool of women that can advance to positions of higher seniority. However, some argue that
gender quotas are ineffective at tackling deep-rooted gendered practices (Maguire, 2018, p. 8),
and that women who enter political institutions after the enforcement of gender quotas face

stigmatization (Dahlerup & Freidenvall, 2010).

Beyond institutional characteristics that disfavor women as outlined above, violence and
intimidation tactics are widespread within political parties globally. Violence against women in
politics can include overt forms such as physical harm, but also covert forms such as gender-
based hate speech, often meant to discourage women from running as candidates (Zakari, 2015).
For example, male MPs utilize sexual or verbal harassment to intimidate and exercise control
over women MPs (O’Neil & Domingo, 2015, p. 4). A study from the Inter-Parliamentary Union
(2016) finds that harassment and violence against female parliamentarians is very widespread,
and suggest that the phenomenon can be found in every country to different degrees (p. 3). They
report that psychological violence is the most widespread form, affecting more than 80 per cent

12



of the study’s respondents globally (p. 3). This type of violence includes “threats of death, rape,
beatings or abduction” (p. 3), virtually always by male colleagues, both from opposing parties
and their own (p. 3). In a later study, the Interparliamentary Union found that younger female
MPs were subject to harassment more often, as well as female MPs that were vocal about gender
equality and violence against women (IPU, 2018, p. 16). This type of intimidation can lead to
an environment where women have more negative attitudes towards politics (Mlambo &

Kapingura, 2019, p. 2).

These studies share the notion that institutional factors, especially political parties, is a primary
barrier for women in politics. Political parties can hinder women from entering party politics in

the first place, or rise through the party ranks and achieve nominations to elected office.

IV. Methodology

Concepts

I draw an analytical distinction between formal and informal political participation. Formal
participation encompasses activities that directly involve established political structures and
institutions, such as voting in elections, running for political office, or joining political parties.
These actions are typically recognized and regulated by official authorities, contributing to the
shaping of government policies and decisions. Some have also included institutionalized civil
society organizations in this category, such as trade unions (Theocharis & van Deth, 2017, p.
56). By contrast, informal political participation encompasses a broader spectrum of activities
that may not be directly tied to official political institutions. This can include engaging in
community organizing, participating in advocacy groups, attending protests or demonstrations,
or even discussing political issues within social circles. I will be focusing on women’s formal
political participation — and specifically, their representation in political office such as

parliament, provincial and local government. While studying participation through other
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channels is certainly valuable, the most striking gap between men and women in Sri Lanka

seems to be in political office, as outlined previously.

Drawing on Pitkin’s (1967) classic discussion on representation, I highlight the distinction
between descriptive and substantive representation. Descriptive representation refers to the
characteristics of political officeholders (such as their gender, age, or ethnicity) and the extent
to which these reflect the characteristics of the constituents they serve. Substantive
representation means policy responsiveness, or the tangible representation of group interests in
policymaking. I focus on the descriptive representation of women, meaning whether or not
women enter political office in the first place irrespective of how much they advocate for
women’s interests while in office. I do this for two main reasons — firstly, the gap I have
identified in Sri Lanka is the low number of women represented in political office. I am
therefore less concerned with how women perform in terms of women’s issues once in office,
but rather, what mechanisms facilitate their entrance into office in the first place. Secondly, a
range of scholars find evidence for a connection between the two — parliaments and
governments with more women tend to better advocate for women’s issues, and thus have better
substantive representation (see e.g. Saint-Upéry, 2013; Beaman, Pande & Cirone, 2012),
especially when women’s decriptive representation is gained through grassroots mobilization
rather than top-down enforcement of quotas (Vijayarasa, 2020, p. 3) or family ties (Yadav,
2020, p. 1050). For these reasons, this paper may still hold relevance in a broader discussion of

substantive representation even though it is not my primary focus.

Case selection

Sri Lanka presents a compelling case for examining the representation of women in elected
office for several reasons. As a country with a robust democratic framework, Sri Lanka has a

long history of electoral politics and gains in women’s empowerment and wellbeing, while

14



women’s representation in political office has remained strikingly low. This paradox makes Sri
Lanka an important case for understanding the barriers to women's political participation, as
well as the relationship between descriptive and substantive representation, providing some

evidence to suggest that the latter does not always require the former.

While Sri Lanka is the primary focus, I also undertake a comparative analysis across South Asia
(Bangladesh, Bhutan, India, the Maldives, Nepal, and Pakistan). This regional comparison is
useful given the shared historical legacies and socio-political contexts that shape the
experiences of women in politics across these countries. Firstly, South Asia is a region
characterized by a shared colonial history of British domination, which has influenced the
development of political institutions, legal frameworks, and social norms (Guneratne & Weiss,
2014, p. 7). Secondly, South Asian countries share common cultural traditions that shape gender
roles and expectations. These shared cultural norms often place women in subordinate positions
within both the private and public spheres, which has implications for their political
representation. By conducting a comparative analysis, this study can identify both region-wide

patterns and country-specific deviations in the barriers to women’s political participation.

Research design

This thesis hinges on the research question of why women in Sri Lanka remain so
underrepresented in politics despite significant gains on a range of other respects. I aim to test
the explanatory power of each set of factors outlined in the literature review (socio-economic,
cultural, and institutional), and I will do so by drawing out observable implications of each of
the explanatory categories outlined in the literature review (socioeconomic, cultural,
institutional). Each set of expectations includes an assessment of the internal conditions in Sri
Lanka, followed by a comparative investigation across South Asia. These will then be assessed

in relation to empirical data from the region.
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i) Socio-economic accounts: expectations

If socio-economic factors are a key driver of gender discrepancies in political office in Sri

Lanka, one can expect to observe the following:

1. a) to be elected for political office requires a higher socioeconomic status, meaning that
political officeholders tend to have a higher education and/or considerable wealth; and b)
women tend to occupy lower socio- economic positions, e.g. they have less access to education,
high-income jobs, and less wealth than men. This data is primarily drawn from the Sri Lankan
Department of Census and Statistics; reports from international organizations such as the
International Labour Organization and UN Women; and existing academic work on the gender

dimensions of education, the labor force, and socioeconomic development in Sri Lanka.

2. Given that Sri Lanka scores lower on women’s representation than its South Asian
counterparts, socioeconomic explanations would suggest that the socioeconomic gender gap in
Sri Lanka is greater than in other South Asian countries. Specifically, this could mean that Sri
Lanka has a greater gender gap in access to education, access to the job market, access to credit,
and access to healthcare. Comparative data will be drawn from the World Bank, WHO,

UNESCO, ILO, as well as national statistics bureaus across South Asia.

ii) Cultural accounts: expectations

If cultural factors are a key driver of gender discrepancies, one can expect to observe the

following:

1. Politics is considered a man’s domain, manifested in low levels of women participating
across various forms of political institutions, including but not limited to voting, protests, and
NGOs and other civil society organizations. Women who do engage in politics face social
sanctions for deviating from social norms, for example in the form of media scrutiny,

harassment, or exclusion from family or communities. This data is drawn from NGO and think
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tank reports (including from the Center for Policy Initiatives; International Civil Society Action
Network; and Democracy Reporting International), as well as academic work focusing on

various forms of women’s political participation in Sri Lanka.

2. More pervasive, traditional gender norms exist in Sri Lanka than in other South Asian
countries that perform better in terms of women’s political representation. This could mean that
cultural traditions such as kinship patterns and property ownership give men more decision-
making power in society than women; women are more often restricted to the domestic sphere
and spend more time on unpaid care work than in other countries; and women/girls get married
at a younger age. Comparative data is drawn from comparative sociological/anthropological
literature from South Asia; national time use surveys; and gender empowerment indicators from

global datasets provided by V-dem and UNICEEF.

iii) Party-centric accounts: expectations

If political parties are a key driver of gender discrepancies, one can expect to observe the

following:

1. Non-democratic practices within political parties that disadvantage women, such as
gender biased recruitment and nomination processes; little to no transparency and
accountability measures as to how candidates are selected and how funding is allocated; and
violence and harassment towards women in political parties. This data will be drawn from
reports from NGOs and 1GOs that report on political party practices, including the EU Election
Observation Mission, the International Foundation for Electoral Systems, and Democracy

Reporting International; as well as academic articles that investigate party politics in Sri Lanka.

2. Political parties pose a greater hindrance to women in Sri Lanka than in other South
Asian countries. This could mean that there is a bigger gap in women’s participation between

those political institutions that require party endorsement in some form (such as parliament, the
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executive, and local government), and those that do not (such as voting, civil society
participation, and participation in political conflict); and/or a bigger gap between branches of
government that require party endorsement (the legislative and the executive) and those that do
not (the judiciary and the civil service). Data will be drawn from national department of
statistics; global databases such as V-Dem and WiRe; and reports from international agencies

such as USAID.

After gathering and analyzing data, I evaluate the extent to which the theoretical expectations

were met, using the following scale:

Mostly unmet: Virtually all aspects of the theoretical expectations were not met or were

contradicted by the findings.

Partially Unmet: The theoretical expectations were supported to a limited extent, but significant

aspects were not met.

Partially Met: The theoretical expectations were supported, with some minor aspects not fully

met.

Mostly Met: Virtually all aspects of the theoretical expectations were met or exceeded by the

findings.

V. Findings

Socioeconomic factors

1) Internal conditions

If socioeconomic factors are a key driver of the political gender gap in Sri Lanka, one would
expect that successful election to political office requires a higher socioeconomic status,
meaning that political officeholders tend to have a higher education, high-paying and/or high-
status jobs, and/or considerable wealth. Moreover, it would follow that women tend to occupy
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lower socio- economic positions, e.g. they have less access to education, high-income jobs, and

less wealth than men.

Socioeconomic factors, particularly education and wealth, appear to have some importance for
political officeholders in Sri Lanka. Reportedly, more than half of MPs who publicly make
available their academic qualifications either hold a university degree or are in the process of
obtaining one' (Wanigasekara, 2024, n.p.). In addition, reaching political office tends to require
considerable wealth. Getting your name on the ballot and contesting for elections is often
expensive, and it is not unusual for aspirants to offer monetary favors to senior party officials
or to cover costs of parties and other events to prove their value to the party and to constituents.
There are also considerable costs related to advertisements and other campaigning strategies
prior to elections (Rajapaksha, 2023). These factors combined make politics significantly less
accessible to people from lower socioeconomic strata, especially those with lower education

and lower wealth.

Examining the socioeconomic position of women in Sri Lanka reveals mixed findings. Firstly,
Sri Lanka has achieved remarkable developments in girls’ education. Starting with the free
education reforms in the 1940s, the gender gap in education has steadily decreased. By 2005,
Sri Lanka had achieved a lower secondary school completion rate of 95% for girls, higher than
any developing country regional average (Gunewardena, 2015, p. 3). Today, girls and boys
attend grades 1-13 in virtually equal numbers, the lower secondary school completion rate is
around 98% (Department of Census and Statistics, 2020). Moreover, around 70% of graduating
students from state universities are women (Ratwatte, 2023, p. 1). Secondly, economic growth

policies in the late 1970s led to diversified employment opportunities, including the expansion

170 MPs have said that they are either undergraduates or have graduated with bachelor’s degrees, and 15
parliamentarians have mentioned Doctorates as their highest educational qualification. Among those without a
university degree, 52 MPs have mentioned GCE A/L as their highest educational qualification and 23 MPs have listed
Diplomas (Wanigasekara, 2024, n.p.).
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of garment factories and expatriate work, especially in the Middle East (Kottegoda, 2004, p. 3).
Women were impacted the most by these efforts: their participation in the labor force rose from

around 19 per cent in the early 1980s to around 32 per cent in the early 2000s (p. 3).

However, this trend has stagnated since the turn of the millennium: in 2023, the labor force
participation rate among women was 32.1%, less than half of that of men (71.9%), and
significantly lower than the global average for women (47.2%) (International Labour
Organization, 2024a). These numbers position Sri Lanka as having the 14™ largest gender gap
in labor force participation in the world (UNDP, 2021, p. 1). Moreover, around 49% of women
in the labor force are employed in the informal sector (Department of Census and Statistics,
2023, p. 37), and tend to have less protection against economic shocks, meaning they are more
likely to fall into poverty. Lastly, there is evidence to suggest a wage gap between men and
women. It is reported that women earn 27% less than men per hour (International Labour
Organization, 2024b, p. 39), and that this gap is even higher in the informal economy (especially
in agriculture) where women are not guaranteed the same wages for the same work as men
(Koens & Gunawardana, 2021, p. 472). Similarly, it is reported that women in the private sector
can earn 30-36% less than male colleagues for the exact same job (International Labour

Organization, 2018).

Given the achievements in girls” and women’s education, the persistent gender gap in the labor
force warrants closer scrutiny. Many of the job opportunities that opened for women in the late
1970s did not require higher education (Kottegoda, 2004, p. 3). The increased number of
women in the labor force has thus primarily been those with lower educational attainment, who
earn correspondingly lower wages. Meanwhile, educated unemployment has increased for
women in Sri Lanka, as more women have pursued higher education without seeing a matching
increase in opportunities in the labor market. These developments suggest a gendered labor

market where women hold lower-paying jobs; where education does not necessarily lead to
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better job opportunities for women; and which treats men and women with the same skills

differently (Gunewardena, 2015).

The underlying reasons for the disadvantaged position of women in the Sri Lankan labor market
are manyfold and can be better understood by investigating demand-side and supply-side
factors. Key demand-side factors include negative attitudes among employers and workers
towards women, as well as unfavorable legislation. For example, it is reported that employers
consider women’s additional domestic responsibilities in the hiring process, which lowers
demand for female employees (Kiringoda & Vithanage, 2023). Moreover, it is not uncommon
for employers to make hiring decisions informed by gender stereotypes and assume women to
be less fitting for a range of jobs (Solotaroff et al., 2020, p. 60). Even after recruitment, women
tend to be given less opportunities for promotions and career advancement, in large part due to
domestic responsibilities (Kiringoda & Vithanage, 2023; Madurawala, 2021). There are also
important legislative barriers in the recruitment process — including laws on maternity leave
and restrictions on nighttime work for women. Although these laws are intended to protect
women in the workplace, they make hiring women more costly for employers, especially given
that there are no government subsidies in place for paid leave or replacement workers. They
can therefore be considered a barrier for women to join the workforce and advance their careers,

(UNDP, 2021, pp. 3-4).

Key supply-side indicators include a lack of role models and networks for women (Madurawala,
2021); widespread sexual harassment in the workplace, discouraging women from entering and
staying in a job (UNDP, 2021 p. 5); mobility barriers; a digital gender gap; and an uneven
distribution of domestic labor. Mobility barriers include inadequate infrastructure such as
unsafe roads and public transport (Ratwatte, 2023, p. 8), combined with widespread sexual
harassment on public transport. According to the UNFPA, 90% of women who use public

transport in Sri Lanka have experienced sexual harassment on buses and trains, which in turn
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becomes a major discouraging factor for women from traveling long distances to work
(UNFPA, 2017, p. 1). Sri Lanka also has a notable digital gender gap, which makes certain jobs
unavailable to women, especially as an increasing number of jobs require digital tools.
Reportedly, women in Sri Lanka fall behind men when it comes to phone ownership, internet
access, and knowledge of how to use the internet (Galpaya & Zainudeen, 2022). Lastly, women
bear the burden of household responsibilities and childcare far more often than men. According
to a report from the Department of Census and Statistics (2023), 60 per cent of women who are
economically inactive list housework as a primary reason. Only 4.1% of men report the same
reason (p. 13). These factors contribute to diminishing women’s ability to seek jobs, especially

when women face many of these barriers at once.

The disadvantaged socioeconomic position of women in Sri Lanka has been exacerbated by
numerous crises. The civil war resulted in an estimated 40 000 war widows (Vasudevan, 2013,
no page) concentrated in the north of the country, and some villages consisting of up to 30 per
cent female-headed households (UNOCHA, 2011, p. 35). These women faced (and continue
facing) the double burden of being the primary breadwinner as well as being fully responsible
of domestic labor, while simultaneously facing stigma (Vasudevan, 2013; Ratwatte, 2023).
Furthermore, the post-war years in Northern and Eastern Sri Lanka were characterized by
significant securitization and a strong military presence across the regions (Kumudini, 2017, p.
8), resulting in many women actively avoiding leaving their homes due to a fear of attack or
surveillance (Satkunathan, 2012). These restrictions, in turn, limit women’s access to livelihood
opportunities, education, and social services (Vasudevan, 2013). More recently, the COVID-19
pandemic had severe gendered impacts. Firstly, given the high number of women that are
employed in the informal sector, they are at higher risk of losing their income following the
economic shock of COVID-19 (UN Women, 2022). Secondly, women have had to take on a

greater burden at home with schools and childcare centers closing down during the pandemic.
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As a result, many women have had to limit their working hours or quit their jobs entirely to
take care of their families (Ratwatte, 2023, p. 3). The disproportionately severe impacts on
women can be observed — from the end of 2019 to the end of 2020, the absolute number of men
in the workforce increased by 38,938, while the number of women decreased by 189,148
(Madurawela, 2021). Women continue to struggle due to the ongoing economic crisis in Sri
Lanka, which has been categorized as the worst in the nation’s independent history (Ratwatte,
2023, p. 2). These developments, combined with the abovementioned findings, suggest that
women not only occupy fewer jobs and lower-paying jobs, but also that they are likely to face
harsher consequences of crises. In short, despite important developments in women’s

socioeconomic standing, significant gender gaps still remain.

i1) Regional comparison

If the primary driver behind the gender gap in political representation in Sri Lanka is socio-
economic factors, one would expect Sri Lanka to score low compared to other South Asian
countries on indicators of women’s socio-economic conditions, including participation in the
labor force and educational attainment. In countries where women have a more equal
socioeconomic position vis-a-vis men, it would also follow that women have equal access to
credit, which can be approximated by measures of account ownership; and good health, which

can be approximated by maternal mortality rates and life expectancy.

Generally speaking, the socio-economic conditions in South Asia reveal significant gender
disparities. There is a clear tendency for women and girls to have less access to education and
fewer economic opportunities than men overall. That being said, trends vary considerably
between countries. In terms of girls’ access to education, Sri Lanka consistently falls on the
high end of the scale. Sri Lanka has the second-highest rate of girls (97.6%) completing lower
secondary school, behind Nepal (100%) — followed by the Maldives (94%), Bangladesh

(91.3%), India (88,8%), Bhutan (65,8) and Pakistan (43,9%) (UNESCO, 2024). Relatedly, Sri
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Lanka has the second-highest adult literacy rate among women (91,6%) behind the Maldives
(98,4%), followed by Bangladesh (72%), India (69,1%), Bhutan (63,9%), Nepal (63,3%), and
Pakistan (46,5%) (UNESCO, 2024). Lastly, Sri Lanka has the second highest percentage of
female enrollment in higher education in the region (58,3% of students in tertiary education is
female), behind the Maldives (59,0%) - followed by Nepal (52,7%), Pakistan (48,9%), Bhutan
(48,7%), India (48%), and Bangladesh (37,3%) (UNESCO, 2023). In short, women in Sri Lanka
outperform most other South Asian countries with a high literacy rate and good access to

education, including a higher rate of university enrollment than men.

Figure 1: Labor Force Participation by Sex Female labor force
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“comparable incomes and growth trends” (Murthi & Raiser, 2023, n.p.). When disaggregating
by country, some trends emerge: FLFP in Sri Lanka (32,1%) is the third lowest in the region
ahead only of Nepal (28,7%) and Pakistan (24,5%) (see Figure 1). Looking at the percentage
point difference between the sexes?, the difference in Sri Lanka is 39,8 between men and
women, which is exactly the median in the region. A smaller difference is found in the Maldives
(36 percentage points), Nepal (25,2 percentage points) and Bhutan (9,4 percentage points), and

a bigger difference is found in Bangladesh (43,2 percentage points), India (44,1 percentage

2The percentage point difference between sexes provides a better indicator of the gender gap in labor
force participation. It can be that labor force participation is low or high for both sexes, so the absolute
percentage of women in the labor force does not give sufficient information.
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points), and Pakistan (56,5 percentage points) (International Labour Organization, 2024b).
These numbers reveal that Sri Lanka falls on the mid-to low end of the scale in terms of female
labor force participation in the region, while being one of the highest scoring countries in terms
of women’s education. The challenge of educated unemployment as outlined previously might

therefore be particularly pervasive in Sri Lanka.

Beyond education and labor force participation, access to credit can serve as another indicators
of women’s overall socioeconomic position. Women with accounts are more likely to qualify
for loans to start or expand businesses, invest in education, or cover unexpected expenses, all
of which contribute to improving their socioeconomic status. Owning an account gives women
direct control over their finances, facilitating economic decision-making without permission
from male family members, which in turn enhances their ability to participate fully in both the
economy and society. According to most recent numbers, Sri Lanka had the highest percentage
of women owning an account (89.3%), followed by India (77,5%), the Maldives (74,2%), Nepal
(49,9%), Bangladesh (43,5%), Bhutan (27,7%), and Pakistan (13,5%) (World Bank, 2024).
Moreover, Sri Lanka and India had the lowest gender gap — in fact, both countries have gender
parity in account ownership. This is in contrast to Pakistan, where twice as many men have an
account. This suggests that women in Sri Lanka and India enjoy greater financial independence
— or at least that it is more common for women in these countries to have some independent

access to credit.

Lastly, women’s health indicators can provide a more holistic view of women’s socioeconomic
conditions. Although it is not directly related to political participation, it can serve as a broader
indicator of how women’s needs and interests are prioritized in the country. Two commonly
used indicators of women’s health are maternal mortality rates and life expectancy for women.
When looking at this data in South Asia, Sri Lanka has the lowest maternal mortality rate in the

region and the second-highest life expectancy for women at birth (79.8 years), behind the
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Maldives (80.8 years) (WHO, 2020). It is important to note, however, that these health
indicators could also be influenced by the overall level of socioeconomic development in a
country, as advancements in healthcare, infrastructure, and public services tend to improve with
economic progress. That being said, these numbers suggest that Sri Lanka has achieved
significant advancements in socio-economic development more broadly, but also that it has

achieved a type of economic development that meets women’s health needs.
i) Analysis

The socioeconomic conditions in Sri Lanka reveal considerable gender gaps in the economy.
While education among women is high, it seems that education does not yield the same
economic benefits for men and women, as educated women face considerable barriers to
entering the labor force. In general, labor force participation is lower for women, and there is a
tendency for women to earn lower wages. The disadvantaged position of women in the
economy is compounded during crises, as many women are employed under vulnerable
conditions and/or the informal sector; they often face the double burden of work and childcare;
and female-headed households face more stigma, scrutiny and social exclusion. Based on these
factors, it seems that the theoretical expectations for the internal conditions of low political
representation in Sri Lanka are mostly met (with the important exception of education levels),

and that socioeconomic factors help explain the gender gap in political participation.

When examining trends in South Asia, a more nuanced picture emerges. Given the low level of
women’s political representation in Sri Lanka, one would expect Sri Lankan women to have
worse socioeconomic conditions than their South Asian counterparts. This is not exactly the
case. Sri Lanka is among the highest performers in terms of education and literacy, alongside
the Maldives and Nepal. Interestingly, both Sri Lanka and the Maldives have the lowest levels
of political representation in the region. In terms of female labor force participation, Sri Lanka

falls on the mid-to low end of the scale, revealing a bigger gap between education levels and
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labor force participation than elsewhere in the region. This suggests that educated
unemployment is a bigger issue in Sri Lanka than elsewhere. However, the countries with
higher female labor force participation (The Maldives, Nepal and Bhutan) do not have
correspondingly high levels of political representation. Both the Maldives and Bhutan
(alongside Sri Lanka) have lower numbers of women in parliament and local government than
the rest of the region (UN Women, 2024). Lastly, Sri Lankan women have a higher rate of
account ownership than any other South Asian country, as well as longer life expectancy and
lower maternal mortality rates. One the one hand, this suggests that Sri Lanka has achieved
relatively high economic development more broadly. On the other hand, it points to a type of
economic development that empowers women financially and meets the women’s health needs.
These insights combined reveal a more nuanced relationship between socioeconomic
conditions and political representation in the region. While the theoretical expectations were
mostly met when examining Sri Lanka alone, the theoretical expectations for the comparative
analysis were partially unmet. To conclude, socioeconomic conditions help explain some of the
variation in political representation in Sri Lanka, but are insufficient in explaining why Sri

Lankan women are more underrepresented than in most other South Asian countries.

Theoretical expectations Expectations met?

Internal Political office requires a | Mostly met
high socioeconomic status;
women tend to occupy lower
SOCi0- economic positions
Comparative Worse socioeconomic | Partially unmet
conditions for women in Sri
Lanka than elsewhere in the
region, including in terms of
education, FLFP, access to
credit, and health.

Cultural factors

1) Internal conditions
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If cultural factors are a primary cause for gender discrepancies in political representation, it
would follow that politics is considered a man’s domain, manifested in low levels of women
participating across various forms of political institutions, including but not limited to voting,
protests, and NGOs and other civil society organizations. It would also follow that women who
do engage in politics face social sanctions for deviating from social norms, for example in the

form of media scrutiny, harassment, or exclusion from family or communities.

Traditional gender norms undoubtedly persist in Sri Lanka. Women tend to take on most of the
unpaid care work at home, in part due to perceptions of women as natural caregivers (Hoole,
2021, n.p.). As discussed in the previous section, 60 per cent of women who are economically
inactive list housework as a primary reason (Department of Census and Statistics, 2023), and
employed women are often expected to do most of the housework (Ratwatte, 2023, p. 2). Those
that do participate in the work force are heavily represented in lower-status jobs culturally
assigned to women, such as in the textile and plantation sectors (Herath, 2018, p. 736).
Furthermore, women are reportedly perceived to be poor leaders, which helps explain their
exclusion from «boardrooms, leadership in media houses and scientific communities» (Hoole,
2021, no page). These attitudes tend to be particularly strong in rural areas (Herath, 2018, p.

736), and may create an additional barrier for women to pursue political roles.

Although these norms persist, Sri Lankan women have long been key drivers of political
change. Firstly, Sri Lanka had the first ever female prime minister as early as 1960 (Sirimavo
Bandaranaike), as well as a female president (Chandrika Kumaratunga) — a feat a lot of
established democracies have yet to achieve, although both Bandaranaike and Kumaratunga
gained their positions largely through family ties. Women also played pivotal roles in social,
economic, and political reform movements in the nineteenth and early twentieth century,
including by being respected members of anti-colonial and reformist organizations, as well as
forming their own. Importantly, a group of middle-class women formed the Women’s Franchise
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Union in 1927, culminating in Sri Lanka becoming the first British colony to grant universal
suffrage in 1931 (Jayawardena, 1994, p. 128), ahead of several European countries including

Belgium, France, and Switzerland (De Silva, 2000, p. 227).

The 1980s and 1990s became important decades for women’s mobilization, notably in the form
of maternalism in response to the violence that unfolded during the civil war in northern and
Eastern Sri Lanka, as well as during the JVP uprising in the south (de Alwis, 1999 in de Alwis
2009). Some key developments include the formation of the Mothers’ Front in Jaffna in 1984
to protest the Sri Lankan state’s mass arrest of Tamil youth; and the formation of the Mothers’
Front of Sinhala women in the south in response to the disappearance of male family members
during the JVP uprising (de Alwis, 2009). Beyond organizations centered around maternalism,
Tamil and Muslim women formed the Mannar Women’s Development Federation (MWDF),
followed by the Mannar Women for Human Rights and Democracy (MWHRD) and the
Women’s Action Network (WAN), addressing issues such violence against women and child

recruitment into the LTTE, to name a few (Samuel, 2017, p. 90).

By contrast, many women joined ranks of armed groups as combatants or other personnel,
especially in the LTTE. Some joined the movement voluntarily, others were forced (Basu, 2005,
p. 11). Women joining the LTTE may represent a departure from the social construction of
women as tranquil, passive, and domestic, and allowing for a reimagination of women as not
just mothers and wives but also as forceful agents of political change. For example, Alison
(2003) finds that female combatants felt a sense of empowerment in stepping outside of their
traditional roles, and that some had the opportunity to learn about politics and women’s issues
through dialogue with others in the movement. Even some male combatants in the LTTE
stopped seeing their female counterparts as “women” and started seeing them as equal peers (p.
138). Upon closer investigation, however, it appears that these gains were limited. Although

involvement in the LTTE may have been emancipating for some, many women were forced to
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join against their will, and patriarchal norms prevailed among high-ranking members despite
the high number of female cadres (Basu, 2005, p. 11). Additionally, in most cases women found
themselves in worse positions post-war than prior to the start of the war (Azmi, 2015, p. 200).
Former combatants were heavily surveilled by the Sri Lankan government in the post-war
period, disrupting their day-to-day life (p. 210), and these women often faced poverty,

harassment, and social exclusion.

In recent years, women have continued to participate in public life through a range of channels.
For example, women have joined the Sri Lanka Administrative Servies (SLAS) in significantly
increasing numbers — from making up 29% of the SLAS in 1995, to 64% in 2015 (Anwara
Nilmi & Thoradeniya, 2017, p. 237). Furthermore, 31,3% of judges in the judicial system are
women (Department of Census and Statistics, 2021). While these are not considered political
participation directly, they suggest that women are qualified and willing to take on key roles in
public life. Today, women vote as much, if not more than men — according to most recent
numbers, 56% of voters in Sri Lanka are women (Kamdar, 2020, no page). Women have also
continued to assume important roles in civil society after the civil war. Many of the women-led
NGOs formed during the war kept addressing societal issues after the war, such as the MWDF
assisting women ex-cadres in the LTTE who faced social exclusion, as well as issues of land
and resources as internally displaced women returned and resettled in the North (Samuel, 2017,
p.- 90). Moreover, women have played an important role in peacebuilding efforts after the war
including participation in peace committees, inter-ethnic and inter-religious federations, and
service provision for victims of wartime violence (Herath, 2010; ICAN, 2013). More recently,
women have contributed significantly to the Aragalaya movement, commencing in March 2022
with a protest near President Rajapaksa’s residence and continued with a series of nonviolent
demonstrations against President Rajapaksa’s government. Thousands of women joined the

protest, not just on the sidelines but also leading protest activity. A survey by the Center for
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Policy Initiatives (2023) revealed that almost one fifth of women in Sri Lanka partook in the
protests. In short, many women have demonstrated that they are qualified for, and interested in

joining political spaces in much of Sri Lanka’s modern history.

When examining the extent to which women’s political engagements have been met with social
sanctions, the evidence presents a nuanced picture. Democracy Reporting International (2021)
finds that social media coverage of female candidates for the 2020 parliamentary elections were
mostly supportive, albeit with some biased coverage. The type of biased coverage primarily
included being portrayed in the context of male politicians, but also included being presented
in reference to their behavior, appearance, or personal life (Democracy Reporting International,
2021, p. 13). These findings suggest that the general public is overall supportive towards female
candidates, with some segments more critical or more likely to rely on stereotypes when
evaluating these candidates. According to findings from Rameez (2018), the social sanctions
women face differ from region to region. The percentage of women receiving no support from
their families to participate in municipal or urban councils ranges from 6.6% (Batticaloa
Municipal Council) to 33% (Kalmunai Municipal Council). The percentage of women
receiving no support from their peer groups/friends ranges from 11.1% (Ampara Urban
Council) to 18.2% (Kalmunai Municipal Council) (p. 1054). These findings suggest an overall
low tendency for women to receive no support from peers and friends, and a highly variable
tendency to receive support from families to participate in local politics. Participation in violent
conflict appears to have cost women harsher sanctions, however. In most cases these women
faced serious social sanctions within their communities and society more broadly. For example,
female combatants in the LTTE were often portrayed as monsters in the media, rumored to be
even more violent than their male peers, and seen as fundamentally different from “normal
women” (Alison, 2003, p. 140). Additionally, women in the LTTE often could not marry

outside of the organization because of the stigma (Alison, 2003, p. 54), and have faced
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exclusion from local political spaces and serious difficulty finding employment (Azmi, 2015,
p. 212). These findings reveal that although women frequently join political spaces in various
forms, and often receive support to do so, they also sometimes face social sanctions. Particularly
when the type of political participation they pursue deviate further from cultural understandings
of the “feminine”, the sanctions increase in severity. In other words, social norms still pose

some barriers to women’s political participation.

1) Regional comparison

While the pervasiveness of gender norms is difficult to measure and compare across countries,
some qualitative sociological studies can help to carve out some key differences across the
region. There are also some tangible indicators that can serve as proxies: this section will
examine the time spent on unpaid care work; child marriage rates; freedom of discussion for
women; and property rights for women. If gender norms are a key driver of Sri Lanka’s gender
gap in political representation, it would follow that there are notably more pervasive norms and
patriarchal culture in Sri Lanka than in other South Asian countries, meaning more time spent
on unpaid care work among women, higher child marriage rates among girls; lower freedom of
discussion for women; and weaker property rights for women in Sri Lanka than elsewhere in

the region.

Patriarchy is deep-rooted in most of South Asia. According to Jejeebhoy and Sathar (2001),
important characteristics of the region include “patrilineal descent, patrilocal residence,
inheritance and succession practices that exclude women, and hierarchical relations in which
the patriarch or his relatives have authority over family members.” (p. 687). Yet, there are
discernible differences between the countries, and when examining these differences, it appears
that Sri Lanka stands out as a region where these norms are either less pervasive or less limiting
to female empowerment. Agarwal (1994) suggests that the subcontinent can be broadly

categorized into four geographic zones in terms of female empowerment (including the extent
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of resistance to women exercising legal rights; female seclusion and control over female
sexuality; and women’s freedom of movement). Pakistan, Northwest India and Bangladesh are
among the most patriarchal; Central, Eastern and Northeast India are somewhere in the middle;
and South India and Sri Lanka are the least patriarchal (p. 1469). This is in line with findings
from Jejeebhoy and Sathar, who report that Uttar Pradesh (Northwest India) and Punjab
(Pakistan) stand out has highly stratified by gender, and where traditional, conservative cultural
norms limit women’s autonomy, whereas Tamil Nadu (South India) is more egalitarian by
comparison (pp. 707-708). Although this study does not include Sri Lanka, it finds similar
patterns of geographical differences in gender relations. These studies can serve as a starting
point to carve out broad cultural zones in South Asia, and suggest that Sri Lanka (along with
South India) can be categorized as the least patriarchal.

Figure 2: Hours spent on unpaid care work, by sex When Comparing Cross-

b .
m country data, it does not seem
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Lanka  than  elsewhere.

Firstly, comparing time use
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Country

surveys® conducted by all
governments in the region,
Sri Lanka has the third-lowest difference between men and women in terms of unpaid and
domestic care work (3.9 hours), behind Bhutan (2 hours) and the Maldives (3 hours) (see Figure

2). This suggests that while women are expected to take on household and childcare duties, this

3 For Bangladesh, see (Bangladesh Bureau of Statistics, 2023). For Bhutan, see (Suh, Dorji, Mercer-Blackman &
Hampel-Milagrosa, 2020). For India, see (Ministry of Statistics and Programme Implementation, 2020). For the
Maldives, see (OHCHR, 2022). For Nepal, see (USAID, 2022). For Pakistan, see (UN Women, 2019). For Sri Lanka, see
(Gunewardena & Perera, 2023).
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the scale, except in the last years of the civil war and the immediate post-war period (See Figure
4). Today it ranks third highest in the region- behind Nepal and the Maldives. This suggests

that Sri Lankan women are more free to engage in political discussions without sanctions than

in Bhutan, Pakistan, India, and Bangladesh. Lastly, Sri Lanka has the second-lowest rates of

4 Defined by V-dem as women’s “right to acquire, possess, inherit, and sell private property, including land. Limits on
property rights may come from the state (which may legally limit rights or fail to enforce them); customary laws and
practices; or religious or social norms.”(Coppedge et al., 2024b, p. 193)

5 Defined by V-dem as “the extent to which women are able to engage in private discussions, particularly on political
issues, in private homes and public spaces (restaurants, public transportation, sports events, work etc.) without fear
of harassment by other members of the polity or the public authorities.”. It captures “restrictions by the government
and its agents but also cultural restrictions or customary laws that are enforced by other members of the polity,
sometimes in informal ways.” (Coppedge et al., 2024b, p. 189)
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child marriage® in the region (estimated at 1%), behind the Maldives (estimated at 0%), while
the rest of the region ranges from 4%-16%/. In short, while gender norms undoubtedly exist in
all South Asian countries that constrict women to the domestic sphere and exclude them from
the public sphere, there is little to no evidence to suggest that these norms are significantly more
pervasive in Sri Lanka than in other South Asian countries. In fact, Sri Lanka seems to fall on
the mid-to low end of the scale in terms of a patriarchal culture, whereas Bangladesh, Pakistan,

and (parts of) India fall on the high end of the scale.

1) Analysis
The findings reveal that patriarchy and traditional gender norms exist in Sri Lanka. Women are
often expected to be responsible for domestic work, and men are seen as better leaders and
decision-makers. However, the long history of women’s political engagement in Sri Lanka
suggests that it is not entirely unusual for women to be agents for political change, and highly
visible ones at that. The early struggle for universal suffrage; anti-war and pro-war
engagements; peacebuilding; civil society engagement; and protests in the post-war era, all with
extensive involvement of women, stand out as key features of Sri Lanka’s modern history. It is
important to note, however, that these engagements have not come without sanctions —
particularly for those women who radically challenge traditional gender norms. The most severe
repercussions are evident in the treatment of female ex-combatants from the LTTE. These
patterns suggest that while the political space in Sri Lanka does not entirely exclude women,
and is at times supportive to their participation, it is still constrained by gender norms. It seems

that women can engage more easily in politics when they do so within a framework that aligns

8 Defined by UNICEF (2024) as “percentage of women aged 20 to 24 years who were first married or in union before
age 15” (no page).

7 The most recent child marriage rates in the region, from highest to lowest, were the following: Bangladesh 16%,
Bhutan 6%, Nepal 6%, India 5%, Pakistan 4%, Sri Lanka 1%, Maldives 1% (UNICEF, 2024).
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with societal expectations of femininity, leaving the more "masculine" aspects of politics less
accessible, such as violent conflict. These findings suggest a nuanced picture where the

theoretical expectations are partially met.

When considering Sri Lanka within the broader South Asian context, the country appears to
have less pervasively unequal gender norms compared to most other countries in the region.
Acknowledging that this is difficult to establish with certainty, a more conservative
interpretation is that there is little to no indication that patriarchy is more pervasive in Sri Lanka
than elsewhere. For instance, in terms of time spent on unpaid care work, there is a smaller
difference between men and women in Sri Lanka than in Nepal, India, Pakistan, and
Bangladesh. In other words, while Sri Lankan women are indeed constrained by the burden of
unpaid care work, they are, on average, less restricted than women in other countries.
Additionally, Sri Lanka ranks mid-to-high in terms of property rights and freedom of
expression, indicating a somewhat more progressive stance on women’s autonomy. The country
also has the second-lowest rate of child marriage in the region, suggesting a less pervasive
patriarchal culture that prioritizes girls primarily as future wives and mothers. Interestingly,
those countries where patriarchal culture appears most entrenched (such as Pakistan, India and
Bangladesh) do not necessarily have the lowest levels of women’s political representation.
Therefore, the theoretical expectations regarding the relationship between pervasive gender
norms and women's political underrepresentation are mostly unmet. While the internal gender
gap in Sri Lanka can be partially attributed to cultural factors, these explanations are insufficient
fail to account for why Sri Lankan women remain more underrepresented in comparison to their
counterparts in other South Asian countries. On most indicators of female empowerment, Sri

Lanka scores better than most other countries in the region.
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Theoretical expectations Expectations met?

Internal Low levels of women | Partially met
participating across
institutions; women who
participate ~ face  social
sanctions

Comparative More time spent on unpaid | Mostly unmet
care work among women,
higher child marriage rates
among girls; lower freedom
of discussion for women;
weaker property rights for
women in Sri Lanka than
elsewhere in the region.

Institutional factors

1) Internal conditions

If political parties are a key driver of gender discrepancies in political office, one would expect
to observe non-democratic practices within political parties that disadvantage women, such as
gender biased recruitment and nomination processes; little to no transparency and
accountability measures as to how candidates are selected and how funding is allocated; and

overt discouragement practices such as violence and harassment towards women.

There is evidence to suggest that women face significant barriers to enter political parties, as
well as upward mobility within parties. There are weak laws for political finance, which tend
to privilege incumbent candidates and/or candidates with better connections and resources. In
fact, Sri Lanka is one of the few countries without any regulations on campaign financing or
mechanisms to monitor expenditures (Athukorala et al, 2021, p. 18). This poses a serious threat
to transparency and funding and tends to disfavor women who are less likely to have access to
funding channels (EU Election Observation Mission, 2020). Moreover, Koens and
Gunawardana (2021) report that political parties tend to deny female candidates the same

funding as male candidates (p. 474). These trends, in combination with women’s weaker
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economic position in Sri Lanka as discussed previously, make for a considerable disadvantage

when it comes to competition for political office.

In addition to weak regulations on party finance, The International IDEA and the Centre for
Policy Alternatives (2005) find political parties in Sri Lanka to be highly centralized with
leader-centric power structures often oriented around men. Similarly, a 2019 USAID report
finds that central decision-makers in Sri Lankan political parties (who are almost always men)
act as gatekeepers, favoring their male peers and therefore hindering women’s enter into, and
upward mobility within parties. The report notes that among 70 parties registered in the
Department of Elections, only four of these (or 5.7%) have a female general secretary (p. 26).
None of the historically biggest political parties are headed by a woman (Athukorala et al.,
2021, p. 6), and none of the parties currently in parliament are headed by a woman (Parliament

of Sri Lanka, 2024).

Female candidates across political parties have reported in interviews that the major role of
male party leaders in choosing nominees compromises women’s ability to run for office
(Athukorala et. al, 2021, p. 6). Similarly, Rameez (2018) finds that over 70% of female
respondents in local governments are excluded from the nomination process to local
government elections and that this process is dominated by men. Rameez (2018) also finds that
between 65% to 95% of the female respondents “do not engage in propaganda and celebration
of victories or raise their legitimate concerns in the local government authorities” (p. 1052),
highlighting a tendency for core processes in political parties to exclude women. Women’s
tasks are often limited to voting in the elections, once the candidates have been selected by a
smaller group of male colleagues. Illustratively, a female respondent noted that “We only vote
in elections. Candidates send us vehicles to go to the polling station on the election day. We
leave the rest of the election-related activities such as propaganda, canvassing, nomination,

celebration etc. to males” (p. 1052). Relatedly, most female respondents from the executive and
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legislative branches in a USAID report were of the opinion that party leaders do not sufficiently
include women in the nomination process, nomination lists, and in leadership roles (USAID,
2019, p. 26). Lastly, a 2017 CEDAW Shadow Report highlights the failure to nominate women
within political parties as well as leaders lacking political will to introduce institutional
measures to increase participation (The Women and Media Collective, 2017). Indeed, only 59
women were nominated by the five largest political parties in the 2020 parliamentary election,
accounting for less than 6 per cent of their total candidates (Newswire, 2020). Interestingly, 12
of the 225 elected Members of Parliament (MPs) were women (5,3%) (Democracy Reporting
International, 2021, p. 4), representing a similar share as the pool of nominees — suggesting that
voters do not disproportionally favor men when presented with a candidate list. These findings
indicate that political parties actively exclude women from key party functions and make it

challenging to run for office across levels of government.

In addition to the exclusion of women from key party functions, there is evidence to suggest
that male party members actively discourage their female counterparts from pursuing elected
office through harassment and violence. For example, female candidates reported rampant
harassment and threats in the 2018 local elections (EU Election Observation Mission, 2020, p.
40), and female candidates faced sexual intimidation from other (almost always male)
candidates more often than men, including from within their own party (Bjarnegard, Hdkansson
& Zetterberg, 2022, p. 36). Relatedly, USAID (2019) highlights an entrenched patriarchal
culture in political parties in Sri Lanka, including informal subcultures within parties that make
women feel “intensely uncomfortable to operate in, and if they do, they face derisive and
demeaning treatment” (p. 34). The lack of protection of female candidates is further stressed in
a statement released by Women’s Action Network in January 2018 noting that “[w]e have not
set up enough structures and mechanisms to safeguard female candidates. There isn’t a level

playing field for women entering politics.” (Gunasekara, 2018, no page). The lack of protection,
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combined with widespread discouragement practices from male peers can act as a significant

barrier for women to enter, stay, and advance within political parties.
i) Regional comparison

Gatekeeping and discouragement practices in political parties is not uncommon in South Asia.
Comparing the magnitude of these practices across countries is challenging given the
unavailability of standardized comparative data, but some observable implications can be
tested. Specifically, one can examine the extent of women’s participation in institutions that do
not involve party politics, and institutions that do. The former category includes voting, civil
society organizations, resistance movements, and branches of government that are mostly
separate from party politics (namely the judiciary and civil service). The latter category includes
local and provincial government, national parliament, and the executive. If political parties act
as gatekeepers to a greater extent in Sri Lanka than in other South Asian countries, it would
follow that women’s participation is lower in institutions where party nomination is required,
compared to those where party nomination is not required — and that the difference in

participation between these institutions is more extreme than elsewhere in the region.

While most countries in South Asia have relatively equal levels of electoral participation among
men and women, some differences can be detected. The percentage of female voters in each
country ranges from 43% to 56%?®, and Sri Lanka has a) the highest total percentage of female

voters, and b) second highest in relation to the total female population (after the Maldives)’.

8n ascending order, the percentage of female voters in each country in the region is the following: Pakistan 45,66%
(Gallup Pakistan, 2024); India 48,67% (PIB Delhi, 2024); Nepal 49% (Women for Politics, 2020); Bangladesh 49,28%
(Alamgir, 2023); Maldives 49,4% (Maldives Elections Commission, 2024); Bhutan 51,26% (Dema, 2023); Sri Lanka
56% (Kamdar, 2020).

% The percentage of women out of the total population varies across countries, and countries with a higher
percentage of women overall are more likely to have a higher percentage of female voters. The percentage of women
overall in each country, from lowest to highest, is as follows: 42,9% in the Maldives; 47,2% in Bhutan; 48,4% in India;
49,6% in Pakistan; 50,5% in Bangladesh; 51,9% in Sri Lanka; and 52,1% in Nepal (UNDESA, 2024).
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While voting is a relatively small component of political participation, it can serve as an
indicator that a significant proportion of women in Sri Lanka are interested and able to

contribute to the democratic process, even more so than most of its South Asian counterparts.

Given the sometimes spontaneous and highly varied forms of civil society and conflict, it is
hard to find indicators that provide some ground for cross-country comparison. However, some
approximations can be used as a starting point. The indicator “CSO women’s participation”
from V-Dem measures “(A) whether women are prevented from participating in civil society
organizations (CSOs) because of their gender and (B) whether CSOs pursuing women’s
interests are prevented from taking part in associational life”, where 0 indicates “almost always”
and 4 indicates “almost never” (Coppedge et al., 2024b, p. 204). In other words, countries with
higher levels of civil society participation among women get higher scores. Comparing the
scores across South Asia, Sri Lanka has the third highest score in the region, behind Nepal and
Bangladesh, and has consistently been a relatively high performer in the region since 2000 (see
Figure 5. Civil Society Participation for Women.
Figure 5). It is worth nothing
that all countries in South Asia
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A similar trend can be observed when comparing women’s participation in political conflict.
Comparative data on conflict participation is even more difficult to standardize, given the
scarcity and secrecy of information as well as the high level of variance from conflict to conflict.
One indicator that can be retrieved from the WiRe dataset from the Harvard Kennedy School,
which records “women’s participation in 338 [violent and non-violent] maximalist resistance
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campaigns in every country in the world from 1945 to 2014” (Chenoweth, 2019). The variable
“Extent Women in Frontline Roles” gives each campaign a score from 0 to 3, where higher
scores indicate higher levels of women’s frontline participation. On average, Sri Lanka
(together with Nepal) has the second highest score (1.5) behind the Maldives (2). It is important
to note that such average scores do not provide a complete picture of women’s participation in
conflict, and that comparison between the countries on this indicator must be done with
caution'’. However, the data provides a preliminary suggestion that women in Sri Lanka have
participated to a relatively high extent in political conflict, while still acknowledging that further

research on this topic is necessary.

Lastly, investigating the participation of women in branches of the state that do not require party
nomination can be another useful way to test the magnitude of political parties’ gatekeeping.
Although the judiciary and civil service do not constitute political participation directly, they
can serve as indicators of women’s qualifications and interest in participating in public life.
Importantly, entry into these branches tends to be merit-based, relying on entry examinations,
university performance, and prior experience (although it may also be influenced by social
status and networks, and in some cases be subject to regional quotas with ethnic dimensions).
Sri Lanka has the second-highest share of women in the civil service (64%) (Nilmi, 2017, p.
229), behind the Maldives (65%) (Maldives Bureau of Statistics, 2023). This is a considerable
leap from the rest of the region, where Bangladesh scores third highest (49%) (Islam, 2023),
followed by Bhutan (40%) (Royal Civil Service Commission, 2023), India (27%) (Dua, 2024),

Nepal (26,5%) (Dhungana, 2021), and Pakistan (5%) (Tribune, 2022). Sri Lanka also has the

1 Some reasons for this include 1) each country has a different number of conflicts. Countries with a lot
of conflicts registered in the dataset (such as India and Pakistan) are likely to get a lower score as it is
unlikely to sustain a high number of women in many different conflicts. It also makes it challenging to
identify trends within countries with equal accuracy, as it is easier to get a more accurate estimate with a
higher number of conflict. 2) Information about conflicts can be difficult to come by, especially smaller
conflicts that do not receive much media or NGO attention. This can affect the accuracy of the scores
assigned to each conflict.
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second-highest share of women in the judiciary (31,3%) (Department of Census and Statistics,
2021), behind India (34,6%) (Routh, 2024), followed by Bangladesh (29%) (Bangladesh
Bureau of Statistics), Pakistan (18%) (Bhatti, 2024), Maldives (15%) (UNDP, 2024), Bhutan
(14,5%) (National Commission for Women and Children, 2019), and Nepal (11%) (Royal
Norwegian Embassy in Kathmandu, 2024). The relatively high share of women in the Sri
Lankan civil service and judiciary suggests that women are qualified to and interested in

entering the public sphere.

Figure 6: Percentage of women in different institutions by country. Comparing women’s
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governments, parliament, and the executive, compared to most other South Asian countries (see
Figure 6). Firstly, Sri Lanka has the lowest share of women (11%) in local governments in the
region, the second-lowest share of female parliamentarians (5.3%) behind the Maldives, and
the lowest share of female ministers (5.5%) (UN Women, 2024). These numbers are in stark
contrast to how much Sri Lankan women participate in other ways as outlined above. This
pattern is reflected in a 2019 USAID report which looks at women’s empowerment in the
legislative, executive and judicial sectors of the state across four countries in South Asia. The
study assigns a “power score” for each sector based on the share of women across “leadership
tiers”, where women in higher tiers (e.g. the cabinet) are weighed more heavily than in lower

tiers (e.g. chairpersons in local government). The study finds that Sri Lankan women have a
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higher power score in the judiciary than all other South Asian countries included in the study
(India, Bangladesh, and Nepal), while scoring lower than all South Asian countries on both the
legislative and executive branches. This provides further support to the hypothesis that Sri
Lankan women have a disproportionately hard time entering, as well as rising through the ranks
in institutions that are tied to political parties, whereas they face significantly less barriers in

institutions that are more merit-based'’.
i) Analysis

The internal structure and functioning of political parties appears to be a key factor influencing
women’s political representation in Sri Lanka, including non-transparent and non-democratic
institutional frameworks. Women are sometimes denied funding and systematically excluded
from key party functions, limiting their ability to influence decision-making processes and rise
within party ranks. Additionally, violence and intimidation directed toward women within party
structures further discourage their involvement. These factors combined meet the theoretical

expectations and suggest that political parties in Sri Lanka act as substantial barriers to women’s

political representation.

In comparison to other South Asian countries, the role of political parties as a barrier to
women’s political representation becomes even more apparent. In Sri Lanka, women exhibit
relatively high levels of participation in institutions that do not require party endorsement, such
as civil society organizations, protests, and voting, as well as in conflict-related activities.
Additionally, women in Sri Lanka participate at high levels in other branches of government,
such as the civil service and judiciary, where advancement is typically merit-based rather than
dependent on party affiliations. These trends suggest that Sri Lankan women are active

participants in public life when their involvement does not rely on party endorsement. At the

It is important to note that parties can exert influence over bureaucratic and judicial recruitment, but do
not determine them to the same extent as party recruitment.
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same time, Sri Lanka has among the lowest levels of female participation in institutions that do
require party endorsement, including parliament, the executive branch, and local government,
when compared to other South Asian countries. Again, these findings meet the theoretical
expectations and highlight the unique role that political parties in Sri Lanka play in limiting

women’s political representation.

Theoretical expectations Expectations met?
Internal Non-democratic  practices | Mostly met
within political parties that
disadvantage women,; little to
no transparency and
accountability; overt
discouragement  practices
such as violence and
harassment towards women.
Comparative More severe difference in | Mostly met
gender gap between political
participation channels that
require party endorsement,
and those that do not; More
severe difference in gender
gap between branches of
government that require
party endorsement, and those
that do not

V1. Discussion

The findings in this paper suggest a nuanced picture of the causes of women’s
underrepresentation in political office in Sri Lanka. Several factors from all three explanatory
categories appear to influence the access to political office. Most notably, unequal access to the
workforce; gender norms that restrict women to the domestic sphere; and a male-dominated
culture within political parties seem to be the most pressing issues. When investigating internal
conditions alone, it is difficult to discern what factors have the most impact. However, when
comparing across countries, socioeconomic and cultural explanations are met with some

contradictory evidence. That is not to say that socioeconomic and cultural factors hold no
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explanatory power — but that they are insufficient in explaining why women in Sri Lanka are
so much more underrepresented than in most other South Asian countries. Sri Lanka fares
relatively well in terms of women’s socioeconomic conditions and the prevalence of patriarchy.
There is little to no evidence to suggest that Sri Lankan women fare significantly worse than
other South Asian women, especially compared to those countries where women are more
represented in legislatures and local governments than in Sri Lanka. The findings instead
suggest that to understand the full extent of women’s underrepresentation in Sri Lanka, it is
crucial to consider the effect of political parties. Within Sri Lanka, there is evidence of a male-
dominated and non-democratic institutional structure within parties, which consistently fails to
recruit women; excludes women from key party functions; and creates an unsafe environment
through harassment and violence. From a comparative perspective, the findings suggest that Sri
Lankan women are consistently among the most underrepresented in institutions where parties
are involved in the nomination and selection process — namely the executive, national
parliament, and provincial and local government - while being among the most represented in
other political institutions where political party nomination is not necessary. These findings
provide support to the hypothesis that political parties are a key factor in limiting women’s

political participation in Sri Lanka.

Theoretical expectations: | Theoretical expectations:
Internal conditions Comparative

Socio-economic Mostly met Partially unmet

factors

Cultural factors Partially met Mostly unmet

Institutional factors Mostly met Mostly met

While the role of political parties stands out as a key explanatory variable, it is important to

note that the three explanatory categories cannot be fully disentangled. For example, the culture
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of male domination within political parties in Sri Lanka is likely informed by gender norms,
and rests on assumptions that women are not fit to be politicians. Furthermore, political parties
can be seen as part of a gendered labor market where education impacts job opportunities for
men and women differently. It is also possible that institutional factors (such as the lack of
intraparty democracy and transparency) contribute to amplifying the effect of socioeconomic
and cultural factors. For example, exclusion from the labor force can become a bigger issue for
representation when political parties operate mostly on personal and professional networks
rather than merit. If there were more transparent, merit-based ways to enter political parties,
even at low levels of seniority — perhaps more university graduates (many of whom are
women) can have a better shot at entering party politics without having a large professional
network. The lack of transparency and intraparty democracy can also amplify the effects of
gender norms, as it allows men within parties to continue to discriminate against women
without scrutiny. That is to say that gender norms in Sri Lanka are likely already an issue for
representation, but that this issue gets amplified through the institutional structure of parties. In
short, it is not the goal of this paper to argue that political parties alone explain the gender gap
in political representation, but rather that political parties are a crucial component of the

explanation.

While acknowledging that these findings are by no means exhaustive, some implications are
worth considering. Firstly, these findings add to a growing body of literature on the role of
political parties in ensuring well-functioning democracies. A healthy democracy requires
checks on power, not only across institutions and competitive parties, but also within
institutions and within parties specifically. Even in countries that are considered democratic,
political parties can operate in non-democratic ways that disproportionately favor dominant
groups in society and lead to perpetual underrepresentation of other groups, including women.

The findings in this paper offer support to the existing arguments that political parties can be a
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key component in ensuring inclusive societies (e.g. Amundsen, 2016; Cross & Katz, 2013;
Scarrow, 1999), and that the study of political parties warrants a gendered lens. Secondly, the
comparative investigations in this paper reveal some unexpected insights about the relationship
between descriptive and substantive representation. While multiple studies find that descriptive
representation facilitates substantive representation (e.g. Saint-Upéry, 2013; Beaman, Pande &
Cirone, 2012), evidence from South Asia presents a more complex picture. The countries that
score the best on women’s wellbeing and empowerment, including in terms of education, labor
force participation, health, time spent on domestic care work, and child marriage, are rarely the
ones with the highest level of descriptive representation in elected bodies. There could be
several reasons for this — firstly, that countries with more women represented in elected bodies
is largely due to gender quotas that only increase the number of women but are not actually
effective in increasing substantive representation; secondly, that women in elected institutions
are not necessarily more interested in focusing on women’s issues than men, perhaps because
there are other issues that are seen as more pressing; thirdly, that the gender of a given elected
officeholder in South Asia is less influential than party discipline or even family loyalty. A
strong party discipline might result in less independence for individual officeholders to pursue
issues that they personally care the most about; and it is not uncommon for “political families”
to hold significant political power in South Asia — resulting in officeholders regardless of gender
pursuing policies that are in the interest of their family rather than their gender (see e.g. Yadav,
2020). In other words, the relationship between descriptive and substantive representation in

South Asia appears to be complex and at times contradictory and warrants further research.

Alternative explanations

It is possible that the underrepresentation of women in political office can be attributed
women’s disinterest in party politics, rather than active exclusion and gatekeeping by political
parties. Socioeconomic and cultural factors might explain some of this disinterest — for
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example, women facing significant uncertainty in the job market and/or the responsibility of
caring for family members, might not entertain the thought of pursuing politics given the added
time investment without guaranteed economic return. Gender norms could also condition
women to think they have no reason to be interested in a political career. However, these
explanations fall short for a few reasons. Firstly, as outlined previously, there seems to be a
significant political interest among Sri Lankan women in general, seen in the number of women
participating in protests, civil society organization, conflict, peace-building, and branches of
government that do not involve party politics. Secondly, the active exclusion of women from
key party functions and the prevalence of violence and intimidation towards female party
members serve as a strong indicator that many men within parties actively discourage women
from pursuing party politics. And while disinterest among women is likely widespread, the
findings in this paper suggest that discouragement practices in political parties form a more

impactful barrier to women’s representation in political office.

Limitations

There are several limitations to the research presented in this paper that affect the accuracy and
generalizability of the findings. Firstly, this paper treats South Asian countries as units for the
sake of identifying broad regional trends. By doing so, it does not do justice to the political,
economic, and cultural diversity at the subnational level, especially in highly diverse countries
such as India and Pakistan. Sri Lanka itself is very challenging to analyze as a unit, especially
given the cleavages between the Sinhala-majority south and west, and the Tamil-majority north
and east. In many ways, these differences have been deepened because of the civil war. Some
characteristics of the North and East with particular relevance to the topics discussed in this
paper include considerably higher levels of poverty (Sarvanathan, 2016, p. 587); a far higher
concentration of war widows and relatedly, female heads of households (Vasudevan, 2013,

n.p.); and even lower levels of women’s representation (Koens & Gunawardana, 2021, p. 464).
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A growing body of literature focuses on the complexities of women’s participation and
empowerment in the North and East of the country (see e.g. Koens & Gunawardana, 2021;
Kumudini, 2017; Lund & Azmi, 2020; Vasudevan, 2013), but they are beyond the scope of this

study, which instead aims to identify overarching trends in Sri Lanka and across region.

Secondly, there are considerable limitations to the data. Cross-country quantitative data from
South Asia is scarce — especially on topics of intraparty norms and procedures. The relatively
few sources that provide cross-country data on the topics covered in this thesis either do not
include South Asian countries at all (e.g. Kopecky & Spirova, 2019), or just one country at a
time (e.g. Ipsos, 2023, which only covers India out of all the South Asian countries). Some data
exists from individual countries, but this data provides limited ground for comparison when the
indicators differ from study to study, and coding criteria may differ even if the indicator overlap.
More accessible and numerous are qualitative studies that do not attempt to create specific
measures at all — and while these are useful to gain a deeper understanding of each country, the
magnitude of effects is challenging to measure and compare. This thesis has gathered a wide
set of data (both qualitative and quantitative) from various sources in an attempt to identify
indicators that are possible to compare across countries. These are at times retrieved from the
same database (e.g. V-dem and WiRe), but also at times from different sources (e.g. time-use
surveys and national statistical data) which cannot guarantee standardized coding criteria. These

gaps compromise the reliability of the findings in this paper.

The positionality of the author highlights a final set of limitations to this research. As a scholar
from a Western country, educated in Western institutions, the perspective presented here is
shaped by the cultural and academic context in which I have been trained. My interpretation of
the issue at hand is informed by the literature and data available to me, but I lack the cultural
and contextual knowledge that comes from lived experience within Sri Lanka. Given this, it is

not my aim to assert any normative claims about what Sri Lankan women need or what their
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priorities should be. In fact, the representation of women in elected office is not necessarily
considered the most pressing issue in Sri Lanka. For example, Jayasekara (2022) found in a
survey that most MPs, regardless of gender, did not highlight gender inequality as the most
pressing issue in Sri Lanka. Rather, economic development, democratic governance, and law
and order were reported as more pressing (p. 232), particularly in light of the severe economic
crisis currently affecting the nation. My intention in this research is rather to offer an analytical
perspective on the patterns of women’s representation in elected office, and to contribute to the
broader understanding of this issue while remaining mindful of the voices of Sri Lankan women

themselves.

Avenues for future research

The limitations outlined above shed light on several avenues of future research. Firstly, the
relationship between descriptive and substantive representation in South Asia also warrants
further research as the relationship appears contradictory to many existing studies. Secondly,
disaggregated approaches on gender and political participation in South Asia would provide
more context-specific insight to the overarching trends identified in this paper, Lastly, there is
a need for more systematic comparative data across South Asia, especially on gender and
political participation. This kind of data will significantly contribute to the understanding of
gender and politics in the region, which is not only useful to scholars and development
practitioners, but perhaps most importantly to men and women across the region that strive for

a more equitable society.

VII. Conclusion

This thesis has tested three dominant explanations for women’s underrepresentation in politics
(socio-economic, cultural, and institutional). I find that the barriers to women in politics are

manyfold, and include a gendered labor market; social norms that restrict women to domestic
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duties; and non-democratic and male-dominated political parties. While these varied factors
help explain the gender gap in Sri Lankan politics, I find that socio-economic and cultural
factors fall short when analyzing Sri Lanka in a broader regional context. To understand why
women in Sri Lanka are more underrepresented than in other South Asian countries, political
parties are a key explanatory variable. It appears that the centralized, non-transparent and male-
dominated institutional structure within political parties poses a greater barrier to women’s
representation in Sri Lanka than elsewhere in the region. These findings are important to the
literature on gender and political participation, especially in South Asia. It supports existing
arguments about the importance of political parties to ensure an equitable democratic process;
highlights gaps in cross-country data on South Asia; and raises new questions about the

relationship between descriptive and substantive representation.
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