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Abstract  

This study investigates resistance against female local government politicians in Sri Lanka 

during their first year and a half as members of local government councils, as a result of the 25 

% gender quota introduced in 2018. Further, the study investigates these newly elected female 

politicians’ perceived ability to influence local government politics; experienced substantive 

representation. Through a minor field study, in-depth interviews were conducted to examine 

forms of resistance and perceived political influence of these newly appointed women. Several 

types of resistance were found and divided into three categories; Patronizing Behavior from 

Male Politicians; the Dispute Between Elected and Appointed Women; Public Distrust. Some 

evidence of the mandate effect and the label effect were detected, further hampering 

substantive representation. The study concludes that despite a significant increase in 

descriptive representation, substantive representation was not necessarily experienced by the 

interview subjects. Further studies are encouraged to deepen the understanding of the resistance 

towards appointed female politicians in Sri Lanka, and moreover the problematic effects of the 

implementation of gender quotas in highly unequal states.  
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1. Introduction   

In 1960 Sirimavo Bandaranaike of Sri Lanka became the first female prime minister in the 

world. Mrs. Bandaranaike was appointed to the position after her husband Solomon 

Bandaranaike, who was prime minister prior to Mrs. Bandaranaike, was assassinated in 1959  

(Rameez 2018). Despite having the world’s first female head of government, Sri Lanka has not 

been forerunners when it comes to the political representation of women. In fact, granted 

suffrage in 1931, up until 2018, women have attained only around two to five percent of political 

seats across all governance levels (Rameez 2018). In June of 2017, Sri Lanka was ranked 

number 179 of 193 in The Inter-Parliamentary Union ranking of female representation in 

parliament. In local governance, the female participation rate has never, up until 2018, 

surpassed three percent; despite women being the majority of the general population and voting 

population (Rameez 2018).  

  

One way to counter this type of unequal political representation is through a gender quota. The 

international community has encouraged new democracies to pass gender equity laws and 

policies, including legislated, national-level gender quotas, since the Fourth World Conference 

for Women in Beijing in 1995 (Franceschet & Piscopo 2008) . Professor Kamala Liyanage is 

one of the women who have been lobbying for a gender quota in Sri Lankan politics together 

with various women’s rights organizations since 1983 (Liyanage 2019). In the local government 

elections of 2018 in Sri Lanka, a 25 % gender quota was introduced for the first time (IFES 

2018). The type of quota the government decided to incorporate was a so-called legislated 

candidate gender quota1, which required all political parties to nominate at least 25 % female 

candidates (Franceschet & Piscopo 2008; Rameez 2018). The quota is implemented on a local 

government level; thus, not in the central government or in the provincial councils (IFES 2018).  

  

Ultimately, the goal of a gender quota is to raise the descriptive representation of women in a 

specific context, thus consequently raising the substantive representation of women in politics 

(Philips 1995). Descriptive representation refers to the number of women represented in a 

certain context, whereas substantive representation refers to the actual influence they have in a 

context; whether women are represented in political outcomes (Childs & Krook 2009). Gender 

quotas are disputed and a meticulously debated subject. Even within the discourse which  

 

1 As opposed to party quotas (voluntary measures adopted by political parties) and reserved seats (a certain 

number of seats are set aside for women). 
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believes quotas do work, they are seen as a solution to the representation problem that not 

seldomly is introduced along with many other problems (Krook 2016; Zetterberg 2009). Krook 

(2016) writes that “...resistance – not compliance – appears to be the standard with regard to 

quota implementation...” (2016; p 3). For instance, even if the percental limit of the quota is 

being held, it does not mean the problem of gender inequality in politics is solved (Krook 2016). 

Other potential issues include women exercising political influence after they have been 

assigned a political seat.   

  

Women’s rights issues are frequently discussed in modern debates, not least when it comes to 

representation in politics or in the work force, where the question of gender quotas is a recurring 

subject. Sri Lanka is not culturally and traditionally seen as a very gender equal country 

(Rameez 2018). As mentioned, the percentage of women on all levels of politics before this 

quota was under 5 % (Rameez 2018). With these two things in mind, one can expect a certain 

resistance. Krook (2016) has investigated quota implementations elsewhere and finds in her 

research varying examples of resistance women elected through quotas have met during the 

election process as well as after being assigned a political seat. In this paper, it is this resistance 

that will be reviewed, along with the politicians’ perceived ability to execute political influence.   

  

This study can hopefully contribute to the debate around gender quotas and the difficulties they 

might come with. Since the Sri Lankan 25 % quota law is still very newly implemented, not 

much research has been done on the subject matter yet. As quota implementations are usually 

quite troublesome, it is interesting to learn how it has worked out in the Sri Lankan context, and 

how the implementation of the quota law affects women’s future in politics in Sri Lanka.   

  

1.1 Purpose and Aim  

The purpose of the study is to examine resistance female politicians newly elected through the 

gender quota have experienced as new members of local government councils (LGC). Further, 

the study aims to find out if the appointed women themselves experience that their heightened 

descriptive representation has led to higher substantive representation, and if they have felt 

hindered by resistance. As a part of searching for perception of political influence, the study 

searches for evidence of the label effect and the mandate effect. Worth pointing out is that the 

study will not look at made decisions and implemented policies to measure the substantive 
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representation. This is due to the quota law only being applied to the local government level, 

which is the lowest level, and furthermore, as the law was just implemented in early 2018, and 

the empirical data for this study was collected in the summer of 2019. Rather, what will be 

examined is the politicians’ own perceptions of their ability to affect politics, to speak up and 

be listened to, along with potential stereotypes placed on them. Looking at how the quota has 

affected policy outcomes could be a future project.   

  

1.2 Research Question  

The research question will be split in to two parts, with the former referring to a definition of 

resistance made for this study, including three categories of resistance in this context. The latter 

refers to the politicians’ personal perception of their own and their fellow women’s substantive 

representation as well as Franceschet’s & Piscopo’s mandate and label effect. The question is 

as follows:   

  

Have female politicians, elected through the gender quota implemented in 2018, experienced 

any resistance after being appointed into political seats in local government councils? What 

type of resistance, and how do they perceive their ability to exercise political influence?    

  

To clarify; the study is not designed to map out every form of resistance female Sri Lankan 

politicians have met in their fight for equal representation in politics; instead, to illustrate some 

resistance from the sample group of selected local government councils. The paper will 

theoretically reason and empirically showcase issues of gender quotas. The method of the study 

is eleven in-depth interviews with female politicians on a local government level elected 

through the 2018 Sri Lankan quota, to reach the most centrally placed source. Furthermore, 

three additional interviews were conducted for a broader context and deeper understanding of 

the matter. The data was collected through a minor field study (MFS) in Sri Lanka during April-

August 2019. The study was made possible by an MFS-grant from the Swedish International 

Development Agency (SIDA) and Uppsala University.   

  

The paper will first provide historical context concerning what lead to the gender quota law and 

develop on the political system and current political situation. Second, empirical context 

including previous research in the field of gender quotas is presented in combination with the 

theoretical framework. This is followed by a presentation of the chosen methodology. 
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Subsequently, the empirical data will be presented in a combined results analysis and finalizing 

with a few concluding remarks.  
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2. Historical Context  

Sri Lanka officially became an independent state in February of 1948 after having been the 

British colony of Ceylon since the early nineteenth century 2  (Keethaponcalan). In 1960 

Sirimavo Bandaranaike became the prime minister of Sri Lanka, and thus the world’s first 

female prime minister. From 1983 to 2009 Sri Lanka suffered through a destructive civil war, 

based on an ethnic conflict between the Sinhala people, supported by the government, and the 

minority Tamil people (Keethaponcalan). On May 16th 2009, Sri Lanka declared victory over 

the Tamil Tigers, and on May 17th 2009, the Tamil Tigers admitted defeat. In May of 2019, Sri 

Lanka was supposed to celebrate 10 years of peace. However, a religiously motivated terrorist 

attack killing 258 people on Easter Sunday, April 21st of 2019 shocked the people, and left the 

country in a state of grief (Keethaponcalan). Throughout time, the political representation of 

women has been under five percent on all government levels (IFES). Women are still culturally, 

religiously and traditionally oppressed, from state level to workplace to home (Rameez 2018; 

Liyanage 19.07.03; CENWOR 2000).  

  

2.1 Political System  

Sri Lanka abides by a semi-presidential system and thus has both a president, currently 

Maithripala Sirisena from Sri Lanka Freedom Party (SLFP), and a Prime Minister, currently 

Ranil Wickremesinghe from The United National Party (UNP) at the time of writing3. Sri Lanka 

has three levels of government; the Central Government, which is the highest, the Provincial 

Councils, and lastly the Local Government Bodies at the lowest level; these include municipal 

councils, urban councils and village/divisional councils Pradeshiya Sabha (IFES). In 2012, Sri 

Lanka introduced mixed-member Proportional Representation in the local government bodies, 

where 40 per cent of the council members get chosen through a First-Past-the-Post (FPTP) 

system and 60 per cent through Proportional Representation (PR) and a list-system. Since 1931, 

women have been heavily underrepresented in Sri Lankan politics. Up until 2018, women had 

only attained around two to five percent of political seats across all government levels (Rameez  

2018). In June 2017 Sri Lanka was ranked number 179 of 193 in “The Inter-Parliamentary  

Union ranking of female representation in parliament”. In local governance, the female 

participation rate had never, up until 2018, surpassed three percent (Rameez 2018). Oddly 

 

2 They have also been under Portuguese and Dutch rule. 

3 July 2019  
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enough, Sri Lanka has had a bigger percentile representation of women in parliament than in 

local government. This is very rare (Liyanage 1992).  

The few women that have been active in Sri Lankan politics have not seldomly been appointed 

thanks to kinship (Kodikara 2009). Another common denominator between female politicians 

in Sri Lanka is that they have been appointed in conjunction with a male politician’s 

assassination or death. The “proxy woman candidate”, as this is called, traces all the way back 

to former Prime Minister Sirimavo Bandaranaike, who became the world’s first female Prime 

Minister after the assassination of her husband, politician Solomon Bandaranaike (Kodikara 

2009). Unfortunately, as late as 2009, Kodikara (2009) found that this phenomenon, found in 

many other places in South Asia, seemed to be increasing (Kodikara 2009). Kodikara (2009) 

says, “in the beginning, these wives and daughters put into politics from kinship seemed 

passionate about the politics themselves, however, they are increasingly just seen as stand-ins”.  

  

2.2 Current Situation  

Many factors stand in the way for equal political representation in Sri Lanka; social, cultural 

and religious factors as well as economic, political and psychological (Liyanage 1992;2019; 

Kodikara 2009). In 1992, Liyanage wrote that women are still primarily seen as wives, mothers 

and housekeepers – not as politicians. She claims this statement is still applicable today 

(Liyanage 2019). Rameez (2018) has researched the severe lack of women in Sri Lankan 

politics and found that a large portion of the problems surround difficulties women have met 

when they have expressed a desire to go into politics; problems that a gender quota might be 

able to help solve. The underrepresentation of women in politics was identified as a critical 

issue already in the late 1970’s. Numerous women’s rights activists and civil society 

organizations have been actively lobbying for a gender quota since the 1990’s (Kodikara 2009). 

Kamala Liyanage claims she has been lobbying for the quota since 1983 (Liyanage 2019). 

Different governments have had the suggestion up for debate for many years, but it was not 

introduced until recently.   

  

A gender quota law was passed in the Sri Lankan government through the Local Authorities 

(Amendment) Act, No. 1 of 2016. The law states; an attempt will be made to assure that 25% 

of all political seats in local government bodies will be assigned to women (IFES). The 

legislated candidate gender quota was implemented in the local governments in 2018 (Rameez  
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2018). Specifically, the new law states that at least 10 percent of the names on the first 

nomination paper must be women. This applies to the FPTP-system. In addition, at least 50 

percent of the names on any political party’s additional nomination paper, must be women 

candidates 4 . This applies to the PR-system (IFES). As aforementioned, quotas are a 

controversial and complicated tool, which will – as a rule – be initiated alongside several 

problems. As expected, the local government election in 2018 did meet several challenges as 

the quota was implemented.   

  

Notably, there is a difference in this setting between being an elected politician and an appointed 

politician. In this context, elected means you were voted for individually and elected through 

the FPTP-system. Appointed means your name was put on a list for a certain party and then 

someone with a higher rank from your party appointed you to a seat through the quota law, 

according to the PR-system. Another note is that when the term “quota” or “gender quota” is 

used throughout this paper, it means legislated candidate gender quotas as opposed to party 

quotas or reserved seats. When referring to “quota women”, this means women elected or 

appointed through a gender quota.  

  

 
4 These rules do come with some exceptions, specified in the IFES-FAQ. 



  8  

3. Theoretical Framework  

3.1 The Politics of Presence  

Anne Phillips (1995; 1998) conducted extensive ground research on the lack of women 

represented in the political arenas across the world. Phillips (1995) claims that female 

substantive representation is very important within the political scene, for a number or reasons, 

and she explains her reasoning behind this statement through The Politics of Presence. Phillips 

(1995) justifies the needs and benefits of women’s descriptive – and thus substantive – 

representation in political contexts (not only present in political ideas) mainly through four 

arguments including the justice argument and the interest argument (Phillips 1995). Phillips 

(1995) means that it would simply be unfair to only let men be present in political arenas, and 

that a man, ultimately, will not care for or defend women’s interest as much as a woman would. 

Moreover, Phillips (1995) states that if there is a successful female politician present, she will 

naturally act as a role model and become a driving force for other women that might want to 

engage in politics. Phillips discusses solutions to the problem of presence and says for instance 

“(c)aucuses and quotas are the most obvious political mechanisms for dealing with political 

exclusion…” (1995;182).  

  

3.2 Descriptive & Substantive Representation  

In 1967, Hanna Pitkin wrote about the concept of representation, specifying different types of 

representation. This study will draw upon the theory of descriptive and substantive 

representation (Pitkin, 1967). There will not be a discussion of symbolic representation as the 

public’s conception was not investigated through this study. Descriptive representation refers 

to the number of women represented in a certain context, whereas substantive representation 

refers to the actual influence they have in that context; whether women’s issues are represented 

in political outcomes (Childs & Krook 2009). A gender quota is a way to increase the 

substantive representation by increasing descriptive representation; in other words, securing 

political seats for women in order to make sure women’s interests are represented in policy 

outcomes (Childs & Krook 2009). However, substantive representation is not an instant 

outcome of gender quotas resulting in passing women’s rights laws, but first a process where 

women are able to change the legislative agenda (Franceschet & Piscopo 2008).  Franceschet 

& Piscopo (2008) claim that representation is dependent on the institutional environment, and 

that these institutions and norms both facilitate and obstruct women’s substantive 

representation.   



  9  

  

The idea of descriptive representation leading to substantive representation – particularly the 

idea of a critical mass – has been deemed quite problematic (Franceschet & Piscopo 2008; Celis 

et al 2008; Childs & Krook 2009). Critical mass refers to the assumption that there is a certain 

threshold percentage of female representatives that when passed will automatically translate 

into substantive representation. Childs & Krook (2009) criticize the assumption that descriptive 

representation necessarily leads to substantive representation. One of their critiques concerns 

the concept of “women’s issues”, as women is a group of very diverse actors who may have 

very conflicting interests depending on different factors. The authors have found that increased 

descriptive representation can have many effects other than an increase in policy outcomes that 

reflect women’s interest (Childs & Krook 2009). Negative effects include a potential backlash 

from male legislators, resulting in employed tactics to keep women out of power by obstructing 

women’s policy initiatives. Childs & Krook (2009) thus propose an alternative approached 

focused on how substantive representation of women is established, and on what specific actors 

do in alignment with women’s interests, rather than what all women do.   

  

In addition, studies focused on substantive representation as an outcome of gender quotas often 

find women’s increased presence quite insignificant when looking at public policies. 

(Franceschet & Piscopo 2008). Looking only at bill introductions or policy outcomes does not 

tell us about potential changes that did not go through – and why they did not go through. 

“Essentially, substantive representation as process may appear without resulting in substantive 

representation as outcome” (Franceschet & Piscopo 2008;p397). Looking only at substantive 

representation as a process or an outcome are therefore problematic ways of measuring the 

success of a gender quota. In addition, a fast track country is described as a country where the 

descriptive representation is dramatically changed because of a quota, virtually overnight, in 

contrast with a country where cultural and traditional changes slowly but surely allowed for 

more women to enter politics. Gender quotas can change the descriptive representation 

instantly; however, it cannot change the institutional rules and norms that govern the legislative 

process. Therefore, quotas cannot guarantee a result of improved substantive representation 

(Franceschet & Piscopo 2008;p421). Using a fast-track method generally comes with greater 

restistance from the politicians who were active before the quota was imposed (Franceschet & 

Piscopo 2008).  
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3.3 Gender Quotas & Resistance  

Dahlerup & Gaber (2017) reported the success of a gender quota is due to many factors, such 

as electoral systems, political culture, religious circumstances, the strength of women’s 

organizations, democratic institutions and value orientation. Previous research on gender quotas 

have found three main issues concerning women elected through quotas. Firstly, a common 

concern has been tokenism, where party leaders are suspected of choosing token women 

legislators, not for their political abilities but rather because they are seen as easily controlled; 

essentially a solid vote for another man. The second issue is marginalization, where the female 

legislator can partake in some instances, but fundamentally is kept from any leadership 

positions. Thirdly,  invisibilization is where a female legislator is theoretically appointed a 

political seat, but practically being kept out of legislation and therefore has no executive power 

(Zetterberg 2009).   

  

In a case study of Burundi, Sow (2012) found that despite a significant increase in descriptive 

representation after quota implementation, substantial representation did not necessarily occur, 

nor did any substantial signs of increases gender equality. This specific quota implementation 

was not accompanied by necessary transformations of institutional systems needed for 

significant change. However, Sow (2012) believes the law might still have gradual positive 

effects on social transformation in Burundi as women are earning higher social respect. In 

Argentina, Franceschet & Piscopo (2008) found that women successfully gendered the 

legislative agenda, however not legislative outcomes. In the Argentinean case there was also 

evidence of a strong label effect, where the women elected through quotas were discouraged 

and seen as unqualified.   

  

Krook (2016) has investigated resistance towards women elected through a quota and states that 

“...resistance – not compliance – appears to be the standard with regard to quota 

implementation...” (p 3). Specifically, Krook (2016) has studied everyday forms of resistance  

“that emerge before, during, and after elections to undermine quota provisions” (269). 

Furthermore, the quota scholar has mapped out tools used by the male politicians to undermine 

the women’s attempts at gaining political influence. Krook (2016) writes about the introduction 

of gender quotas into various systems and the resistance female politicians have experienced 

on a daily basis, primarily from their male colleagues. Krook (2016) means that rules 
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surrounding quotas are often viewed as illegitimate, which in turn makes the resistance 

expected. Additionally, male politicians will use certain survival techniques that includes 

everything from open violence, to subtler strategies to marginalize women and make women’s 

work inefficient. The inefficiency can tentatively concern ridiculing women, withholding 

significant information, embarrassing and wrongfully blaming them, or making them appear 

invisible. These tactics are what Krook calls resistance, and concerns male politicians trying to 

decrease the legitimacy of women and hinder their voices as political actors, along with 

expressing that women do not belong in the political arena. Subsequently, resistance occurs 

with the mission of preventing women from executing the power that they have been trusted 

with. This can for example take the shape of not inviting women to important meetings, silence 

women who try to speak their opinion or taunt women in a sexist manner (Krook 2016).   

  

3.4 Resistance in this Context  

This paper examines resistance toward female politicians, resistance that in turn affects 

women’s perceived political influence; substantive representation. The word “resistance” in and 

of itself has room for broad interpretations. In the context of this study, any illegitimate efforts 

to prevent female politicians elected/appointed through the gender quota from exercising 

political influence will be considered resistance. Deriving from the interview subjects’ own 

personal experiences, anything they have interpreted as hindering them from partaking in the 

political work in an undemocratic way, will be considered resistance.   

  

The resistance will be divided into three categories; 1. Patronizing Behavior from Male 

Politicians; 2. the Dispute Between Elected and Appointed Women; 3. Public Distrust. These 

types of resistance are divided due to what actors the resistance derives from. The first 

mentioned category has been divided into subcategories for further nuance. There is a relevance 

in dividing resistance into different types of categories of this manner. Categorizing resistance 

can isolate certain types and map out where the bigger problems are, to further work on targeting 

the bigger issues and finding appropriate solutions to them.   

  

The first category captures resistance towards women in politics from men in politics; the main 

actors of resistance in this context. This resistance mostly consists of efforts from male 

politicians to drive women out of politics, both from within and outside of the political party 

the women belong to. Noted here will be evidence of efforts to belittle, badmouth, intimidate, 
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ridicule and minimize women; essentially hindering women to practice political influence. 

Further, violence against Sri Lankan women in politics has been a recurring subject of other 

studies on higher government levels, and therefore violence is included as a category, as it is a 

particularly offensive form of resistance. Finally, corruption is another common problem in Sri 

Lankan politics, and therefore, specific types of corruption exclusively directed towards women 

were noted, in the form of sexual favors in exchange for political favors. The second category 

highlights the fact that resistance does not solely originate from men, but also from other 

women, mainly the elected. This category presents the difference in self-awareness of elected 

and appointed female politicians. The third category notes resistance does not come from within 

the political arena, but from the outside world, as it lays out evidence of resistance from the 

public. Such resistance includes attempts of character assassination.   

  

3.5 The Mandate Effect & The Label Effect  

Further effects of gender quotas include what Franceschet & Piscopo (2008) call the Mandate 

effect and the Label effect. These effects will impact the political influence that women elected 

through quotas can execute. The mandate effect indicates the notion that female politicians 

chosen through a quota have to solely act for women; hindering other forms of political 

influence and putting a lot of pressure on them as individuals (Franceschet & Piscopo 2008). 

This can seem like a paradox, as the purpose for gender quotas partly is to make sure women’s 

perspectives is reflected in policy outcomes (substantive representation). The difference is, 

there is no discourse surrounding male politicians as acting for men, raising the male 

voice/opinion. The ideal situation is where any politician can push for any purpose, regardless 

of their own personal gender. The mandate effect can influence substantive representation as a 

process when female legislators feel obligated to solely push for women’s well-being in policy 

initiatives, while excluding themselves from other debates (Franceschet & Piscopo 2008).   

  

The label effect constitutes the belief that politicians appointed through a quota are undeserving 

or underqualified for their position (Franceschet & Piscopo 2008). This can stem from the 

perception that women appointed through a gender quota are predominantly “proxy 

candidates”, and therefore cannot and will not contribute with anything of value. Even though 

the political council in question will be known for corruption and nepotism among men, a 

woman will be seen as a proxy candidate far more frequently than a man. Another reason for a 

label effect is that many women appointed through a quota are newcomers in the political world; 
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therefore, they are viewed as uneducated and unqualified. Similarly, this issue more often 

applies to women than men. Male newcomers tend to be helped by established male politicians 

in a larger scale; therefore, are not subject to this prejudice in the same regard. These stereotypes 

of women elected through a quota; the label effect, can further increase the amount of resistance 

towards quota women.   

  

The mandate effect has a higher chance of occurring when a gender quota is a result of lobbying 

by women’s rights organizations. The label effect runs a higher risk of occurring if a gender 

quota is adopted “overnight”, rather than allowing for cultural changes to let equality evolve 

over time; this has been described as a “fast-track country” (Franceschet & Piscopo 2008). 

When these two effects occur simultaneously, the substantive representation of women – the 

political influence, can be almost insignificant. If the female politicians’ only concern is to push 

further for women’s issues,  and concurrently everything they express is regarded as irrelevant 

as it is “only coming from quota women”, women do not stand a high chance of influencing 

politics (Franceschet & Piscopo 2008).   
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4. Methodology 

Previous research in the field concludes that the road to gender equal political representation is 

a long and hard process (Philips 1995). The purpose of this study is to examine types of 

resistance female politicians elected through gender quotas in Sri Lanka in 2018 experienced 

since the quota law was implemented in local government councils.  In addition, the study asks 

how this resistance is believed to have affected their ability to exercise political influence. To 

answer this research question, in-depth interviews were conducted as part of a minor field study 

(MFS). The sections below will discuss the case selection as well as the choice and application 

of method. To conclude the section, the material and analysis will be presented, followed by 

limitations of the study.  

  

4.1 Case selection  

Sri Lanka is an interesting case due to their history of having the world’s first female prime 

minister, relatively highly educated women and a majority of female voters (Rameez 2018). Sri 

Lanka is also recently considered an upper-middle income country (World Bank) and in 

consideration to the aforementioned facts they had a remarkably low ranking in the 2017 

Interparliamentary Union’s Women in Politics-report. Organizations and individual academics 

and politicians have been lobbying for a quota since the 1980’s (Kodikara; Kamala 2019; R 

2019; C 2019) and it is worthwhile to follow the development of the quota from the beginning 

of the implementation.   

  

The study participants are women who have been exposed to situations where they could have 

experienced resistance first-hand. The aim is to hopefully get a better understanding of their 

situation and analyze the results with the help of descriptive and substantive representation. The 

study will also look for evidence of resistance, drawing on Krook’s (2016) findings and 

categorizing the resistance in a suitable manner. A comparison will also be made with 

Franceschet & Piscopo’s (2008) definitions of the label effect and the mandate effect. As the 

Sinhalese are the dominant culture/ethnicity in Sri Lanka (Rameez 2018) The interviews were 

conducted with women who belonged to Sinhalese dominated local government bodies. This 

does however not mean that all of the interview subjects are Sinhalese. It would be interesting 

to compare these results with interviews of women from Muslim- and Tamil-dominated local 

government bodies. However, due to limitations concerning time and size of this study, a 
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cultural/religious comparison is not central to the findings. A culturally comparative study 

might be a subject for a future paper.   

 

4.2 Choice of method  

This is a qualitative case study accomplished mainly by semi structured interviews with 

strategically placed interview subjects. Semi structured interviews were chosen to let the 

interview subjects speak freely and talk about their experiences without interruption, all whilst 

asking predetermined questions to facilitate detecting possible patterns in the answers given 

(Esaiasson 2012; Pp 264-267). Moreover, the theoretical base is broadened through accessing 

completed research done on the subject of women’s rights and political representation in Sri 

Lanka, or rather the lack thereof. In addition, a literary review is concluded to feature research 

made on descriptive and substantial representation along with gender quotas and possible 

effects. A mix of methods and materials is used to give the findings further support (Esaiasson 

2012). Eleven women were interviewed who were appointed a political position at local 

government level as a result of the 25 percent gender quota realized in the February 2018 local 

government election in Sri Lanka. These women will hence be the centrally placed source in 

this case (Esaiasson 2012; p 252). The purpose of this specific method is to obtain the interview 

subjects own descriptions of their own personal view on their surroundings, thus the meaning 

they give to different phenomena happening in relations to the gender quota (Esaiasson 2012; 

p 252).  

  

Despite the rather modest size of this study, I would still like to argue that the results could 

contain generalizing attributes, if certain conditions are applied. I will argue that the results can 

say something about the general resistance towards female Sri Lankan politicians appointed 

through the gender quota in 2018.   

  

4.3 Application of method  

The key empirical data for this paper consists of interviews conducted in June and July of 2019 

in Sri Lanka; mainly around Colombo, Kandy and Haputale. The sampling process of these 

individuals was systematic as it happened through establishing contact with someone working 

at a Sri Lankan government authority. This contact then referred me to female politicians 

elected through the Sri Lankan 2018 gender quota who spoke English, which happened to be 

exclusively around the Colombo and Kandy area as she had worked in political training camps 
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in these places. However, there was also an element of snowball sampling as some of the 

participants then referred me to new participants around Kandy and Haputale; making it 

nonprobability sampling (Esaiasson et al. 2017: 189). All of the participants belonged to Sinhala 

dominated local government urban or municipal councils. No politicians were met from village 

councils (Pradeshiya Sabha).  

  

The aim of the paper is to study the perception of newly appointed female politicians. In total, 

14 interviews were conducted, out of which eleven of them will constitute the main empirical 

data for this paper as these were the centrally placed sources. Ten of these eleven interviews 

were conducted with women who were appointed a seat in a local government for the first time 

in 2018, through the gender quota. One of the interviews was with a female local government 

politician elected through the FPTP-system, as opposed to appointed through the PR and list-

system. However, as the quota law of 2016 (IFES) also made it easier for women to be elected 

through the FPTP-system, this interview is included in the key empirical data. With that said, 

this last-mentioned interview shed a light on a different perspective and a deeper understanding 

on a perceived conflict between elected and appointed politicians which came up in several 

interviews with appointed politicians as well.  

  

In addition to these eleven interviews, three other interviews were conducted. The first 

interview was with an employee at the Federation of Sri Lankan Local Government Authorities 

(FSLGA) who worked with arranging education camps for newly appointed female politicians 

to prepare them for working in politics. The second interview was with university professor 

emeritus Kamala Liyanage who has been a pioneer in women’s studies in Sri Lanka and held 

many educational camps for new female politicians around the whole country. The third 

interview was with a female politician in a provincial council who has, through the quota, 

appointed women to local government councils. This interview also deepened the 

understanding of the dispute between elected and appointed women politicians. As these last 

three abovementioned interviewees were not centrally places sources, the information received 

from these interviews were mostly background information and contributing to a deeper 

understanding of the political system in Sri Lanka, as well as the culture and the general 

conception of the implementation of the quota law.   
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Ten of the interviews were conducted in English; three interviews with a Tamil to English 

translator and one interview with a Sinhala to English translator.   

  

Prior to the interviews the respondents were ensured of their anonymity in order to create a safe 

environment in hope of receiving honest replies. Therefore, with the exception of professor 

Liyanage, who wished to be named, all the respondents are anonymous and have been given 

pseudonyms. In this case I do not think providing anonymity will affect the study negatively. 

Rather, I think it contributes to a safer space and acts as an invitation to be as open and honest 

as the respondents wanted to be. Anonymity tends to lead to more honest answers, especially 

when the interviews concern a sensitive subject (Esaiasson 2012), which I assessed this to be. 

The respondents were also informed of their possibility to refrain from answering certain 

questions if they wanted to and, after the interview, they were all asked if there was something 

that they wanted to take out, change or add. All the respondents agreed to being recorded during 

the interview, in order for me to make sure I took into account everything they said and could 

quote them correctly. Notes were taken during the interviews and then they were transcribed 

with the help of the notes – in order to easily summarize, categorize and contextualize the 

responses.  

  

The interviews with the appointed politicians were semi-structural and followed the guide 

closely. This guide (appendix 1) was also used for the elected politician with some minimal 

changes. The interviews with the political camp holder, Professor Kamala Liyanage and the 

provincial council politician were less structured as they were more treated as informants then 

respondents. These interviews were loosely based on the questions in appendix 2. After the first 

couple of interviews a question regarding resistance from elected female politicians were 

included since a slight rivalry between elected and appointed women had been detected.  

  

4.4 Material   

The empirical data used for this study consists as aforementioned of eleven respondent 

interviews and three informant interviews. This empirical data was analyzed with the help of 

theories of substantial  representation and resistance in order to answer the research question of 

if female politicians, elected through the gender quota implemented in 2018, experienced any 

resistance after being appointed into political seats in local government councils, and further 
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what type of resistance, and how do they perceive their ability to exercise political influence. 

During the interviews, both affirmative and opposing indications were noted.   

  

4.5 Limitations  

This study encountered several limitations. First of all, there is always a risk of reliability when 

using translators. The risk with using translators is of course that you cannot be certain that the 

translation is fully correct. However, I did try to pick translators that were fluent in Sinhala or 

Tamil and spoke good English, in addition to having some knowledge about political science 

and the political situation in Sri Lanka, to minimize misunderstandings. All of the translators 

were well aware of the implementation of the quota law.   

  

Another limitation concerns the risk of a biased sample as most of the participants had 

participated in political education camps. This is not the reality for the majority of the newly 

elected politicians (Liyanage 2019). Political education camps were set up after the local 

elections by government authorities and several women’s rights organizations to teach newly 

elected women about the political system before they were installed, to make their first months 

in politics easier (Liyanage 2019). Liyanage (2012; 2019) says the education that children get 

in school about the political world is severely lacking. Therefore, these kinds of camps are 

beneficial.  

  

My intention was to interview women in Sinhala-dominated councils to cancel out the risk of 

the results being colored by different cultural groups. However, even though I went to Sinhala-

dominated councils, there were still other cultural groups represented in the council. Out of the 

eleven key interviews, four of the interviewees were Tamil and seven of them Sinhala. The 

religious spread was quite broad, six Buddhists, three Hindus, one Muslims and one Christian.  

However, I cannot rule out that cultural opponents could be a factor.   

  

A final limitation was the fact that the field study was abruptly interrupted after just a mere 

three weeks of research, as Sri Lanka was victim to a terrorist attack on April 21st, 2019. The 

study was initially planned for April – June 2019. Instead, I had to return to Sweden in April, 

and went back a second time to Sri Lanka in late  June 2019, where I stayed until August. This 

disrupted my original schedule and some of the planned interviews could not be rescheduled 

because of various reasons. The study would benefit from more respondents.   
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Nevertheless, despite these limitations there is hope that this study can make a modest 

contribution to the depth and understanding within the study field of gender quotas.  
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5. Results & Analysis  

In the section that follows the findings of this field study will be presented. For a clearer 

understanding and oversight of the results and analysis, these will be simultaneously presented. 

Firstly, the results of the quota law and implementation will be presented, measured through 

achieved descriptive representation. Thereafter, experienced resistance will be presented, along 

with how this resistance contributed to perceived substantive representation. An attempt has 

been made to categorize these types of resistance experienced by the female politicians, leading 

to their perceived low influence in the LGCs, applied on the case of Sri Lanka. Further, search 

for the label and mandate effect will be laid out, along with affirmative as well as opposing 

responses.   

  

5.1 Outcomes in descriptive representation   

As the law was designed, it was only mandatory to nominate women for political seats, however 

not mandatory to elect or appoint a certain number of women. Relating to the PR-system, many 

of the interviewees contested that all the women’s names were consistently put on the third list, 

whereas the first and second lists were filled with men’s names. It is increasingly harder to get 

appointed to a seat the further down on the lists you are (Liyanage 2019). There were also 

testaments of fake female names on the lists, as well as proxy candidates. As for the measures 

taken to increase women being elected though the FPTP-system, more women were also put on 

these lists, however, this did not seem to matter much in the big scheme of things. To be elected 

you have to campaign, and women are still prevailingly poorer than men. It is also seen as less 

socially acceptable for women to launch an election campaign. In addition, the division of 

unpaid labor leans heavily towards women in Sri Lanka which gives them less time and 

opportunity to carry out a campaign as such. Nonetheless, all but 15 councils managed to 

significantly increase the number of women in local governance. Another problem arose as a 

result of an allegedly poorly written law. More women were appointed, albeit, that did not 

necessarily mean less men were appointed in all LGCs. Instead of women effectively replacing 

men, women were just added on afterwards, resulting in a significant increase of overall LG 

politicians. This “loophole” has proven to be very expensive as the government now has to pay 

many more salaries.   

  

Something else that kept coming up in the interviews were that of the women who had been 

appointed, people believed many of them were “the wrong women”. Naturally, none of the 
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women I interview viewed themselves as a part of “the wrong women”,  but they all mentioned 

it, although in different ways. Some claimed the wrong women were the poor uneducated ones; 

some said the wrong women were the wealthy ones who just became politicians to earn more 

money. Others meant that the proxy candidates were the wrong women. Some of the women 

put blame on the quota for letting these “wrong women” into politics, although the blame was 

mostly put on the implementation of the quota. What tied these “wrong women” together 

seemed to be that they became politicians for the wrong reasons – with the wrong intentions. I 

asked if there was a similar narrative regarding new male politicians, to which none of them 

said yes. As it shows, new female politicians were not at all significantly less educated than the 

new male politicians, yet they were constantly described that way. Liyanage (2019) meant that 

newly elected men will generally do better for themselves in the beginning, as they will always 

be taken in by some older male politician that guides them and helps them through the initial 

period; teaches them what they need to know. This is not the same for women, as there are 

barely any older women there to help.   

  

“The men, they don’t need as much experience before (getting elected) because they 

socialize – they help each other. But there were no women there before to help the 

new ones”.   

(Kamala Liyanage, Peradenya, 2019)  

  

Kamala Liyanage (2019) went as far as to say that this whole implementation process of the 

quota law was a complete disaster, and that this might even be a step back in the fight for gender 

equality in Sri Lanka. She said this because of how many problems the law has caused. Even 

though Sri Lanka is way behind the majority of the world when it comes to female political 

representation, it could be that this law was implemented too early. Perhaps there is a strong 

need for safe institutions to be implemented first, before this can be carried out with the sought-

after response. Nevertheless, the women interviewed for this study expressed that they had been 

waiting for this opportunity for a very long time and, while they wanted more trustworthy 

institutions, they thought that this would not happen unless they had a chance play the political 

field. They all mutually expressed the desire for more women in politics. Some wanted the 

quota to be implemented on all government levels. Some also said 25 % is way too little, that 

it should be 50 %. Even though they all agreed that the implementation process had been far 

from faultless, they saw it as a step in the right direction. Nevertheless, several of them 
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expressed a deep fear of the future because of the faulty implementation process. They were 

scared that the blame for the errors of the quota would essentially be put back on the women, 

and that they would be deemed not capable of being in politics, and further dismantle the quota.   

  

5.2 Resistance   

After interviewing eleven newly appointed female politicians several types of resistance were 

found and have been divided into three main categories; Patronizing Behavior from Male 

Politicians; the Dispute Between Elected and Appointed Women; Public Distrust. Patronizing 

Behavior from Male Politicians include four subcategories; Evidence of Disrespect, Exclusion 

and Insult; Demonstration of intimidation; Sexual Favors as Bribes; Violence.  

  

Patronizing Behavior form Male Politicians – Evidence of Disrespect, Exclusion and Insult 

Overall, the perception amongst these women were that they found it very difficult to actually 

influence the politics being pursued in their local councils. The most frequently reoccurring 

thought that the women expressed was the will, desire and difficulty to be heard. They expressed 

that they have not felt respected enough, or welcomed into the political scene, and that no one 

listens to the female politicians.   

  

 “No, (I have) not (felt respected) enough. We don’t have a lot of power because it’s 

much harder for women. The male politicians do not want us there. They want to do 

it by themselves, they feel it’s no place for women. They don’t care about what the 

women want.”  

(Prabha, Kandy, 2019)  

  

Amaya told that she was not surprised by how she had been treated in the council meetings, as 

this was just a reflection of how women get treated in Sri Lanka overall.    

  

 “(W)hether it is at home or at the council level, men don’t allow us to speak.” 

(Amaya, Kandy, 2019)  

  

Saduni explained how her male colleagues would constantly diminish her and her female 

colleagues’ ideas, to later “steal” the concept of the ideas, go through with them and take credit 

for them as if it was their own. She said it was good in a way, since men easier got funds and 
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could therefore go through with the changes. In a sense, she felt that she had a slight impact in 

that way. Although, she also believed it to be very unfair that she never received any credit for 

the implemented projects.   

  

Anjalin said she has found it very difficult to get things done, mainly because of her 

unwelcoming colleagues.   

  

“The men will try to slander you when you’re new, on the way up in the political 

world. You have to earn respect and trust before you can make change.”  

(Anjalin, Kandy, 2019)  

  

Similarly, Chamundi spoke of how she had been endlessly discouraged by her male colleagues.   

  

 “They (would) tell me that I don’t know how to talk in front of a crowd, I don’t know 

how to serve the people, I don’t know how to lead projects and so on. They (would) 

say this behind my back and to my face.”  

(Chamundi, Haputale, 2019)  

  

What kept resurfacing was this notion that men and women did not collaborate, even when they 

belonged to the same party and were members of the same council. Instead, the men came 

together to work against the increase of women in politics. It seemed to be very much of a “men 

versus women” atmosphere in the LGCs.  Mandula explained how the men in her council would 

go out of their way to exclude women from politics. They would for example schedule meetings 

to late hours of the day, knowing that would make it increasingly harder for women to 

participate. In other instances, they would schedule meetings in places that served alcohol, 

where it is culturally frowned upon for a woman to attend.   

  

“The men, they treat us women very badly, from the start – and they still do. We’re 

very sad about this. They keep to each other and talk about problems together, help  

each other, both politics and personal. They don’t listen to us.  

(Mandula, Haputale, 2019)  
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Meanwhile, in a positive light, women from different parties seemed to come together and 

support each other, despite dissimilar political views. The three women I spoke with from a 

council in Haputale all belonged to different parties, yet they all mentioned helping each other 

out.    

  

Patronizing Behavior form Male Politicians – Demonstration of intimidation  

Different types of very unsubtle forms of resistance came up quite frequently in the interviews. 

These very visual demonstrations of dislike usually coincided with the women trying to take 

the word in a political meeting, expressing her opinion or presenting an idea. Jayani told me 

about how she would raise her hand to say something, whereas a male colleague would grab a 

hold of the chair she was sitting in, shaking it violently until she put her hand down or stopped 

talking. Saduni explained a similar situation where she was trying to take the word, the man 

sitting next to her, a politician from her own party, would kick her chins under the table until 

she went quiet.   

  

 Sometimes (male politicians) take a ball out of unnecessary paper and throw at us!  

‘Stop’ they say, ‘not necessary for women to speak up. Sit down’. 

(Amaya, Kandy, 2019)  

  

What I gathered from the interviews were that above all, the women felt a great deal of 

disappointment in regard to their first year in politics. They were disappointed and frustrated 

by how badly they had been treated, especially from men of their own political parties and 

figures of authority, like chairmen. They were happy to have been let into politics, but 

disappointed as to the small amount of change they had been able to make. Still, none of them 

seemed especially surprised by the way they had been treated. Rather, many of them seemed to 

have expected it, as it is a reflection of the overall culture in society. All the women I talked to 

struck me as very driven and passionate about their causes, and perhaps that is why they were 

so let down by the little impact they felt they had made. Yet none of them seemed to have given 

up. Every single one was determined to continue participating in politics in the next election 

and wanted to continue trying to make a change in their councils. Several of them mentioned 

other neighboring countries where they believed women had more power than in Sri Lanka, and 

none of them saw any sensible reason as to why Sri Lankan women should have such low 

presence in politics.   
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Patronizing Behavior form Male Politicians - Sexual Favors as Bribes  

Some of the interviewees mentioned being approached by male politicians with propositions of 

political seats or funding for specific projects in exchange for sexual favors.   

  

 “(S)ome ministerial organizers came to us and (…) asked us to (…) go to guest 

houses and sleep with them, then they will definitely give us that position” 

(Nipuni, Kandy, 2019)  

   

Unfortunately, this is not something that is deemed particularly uncommon. Maithreyi 

Rajasingam said in an interview with Roar that “there have been some allegations that party 

members demanded bribes or sexual favors from potential candidates and, when they had 

refused, they were denied the nomination” (Sittampalam 2019). Kodikara & Alwis also 

mentions the emergence of demanding sexual favors as the price for supporting nominations to 

the women’s list (Franceschet, Krook, Tan 2018).   

  

As many of the quota women are seen by the established male legislators as unqualified without 

a real political purpose, they dismiss them as not being serious and try take advantage of the 

situation. Anjalin offers her explanation:  

  

“(T)he men want to be impressed. I don’t want to comply to that. I want to work for 

the people, not impress the men in power. The (male) politicians are being men first, 

politicians second. Impress him as a man and you will get your political will 

through.”  

(Anjalin, Kandy, 2019) 

  

Alike the abovementioned reactions to the patronizing behavior the women had been exposed 

to, they seemed to be equally as unsurprised by the occurrence of sexual favors as bribes. A 

common belief with the women I interviewed was that Sri Lankan politics are highly infected 

with corruptive behavior. While the women interviewed did not seem shocked by offerings of 

this kind, they expressed deep disgust for this type of behavior, whilst claiming this was a 

reflection of the overall poor treatment of women in Sri Lanka.   
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Patronizing Behavior from Male Politicians - Violence  

One of the women I spoke with told me about her experience of a violent attack.   

 

“After I was appointed, a man (politician) tried to attack me because he thought he 

should have been elected instead of me. But he didn’t succeed as I wasn’t alone, 

and he was drunk.(…)  I don’t have enough money to take him to court.”  

(Anjalin, Kandy, 2019)  

  

None of the other main interviewees had experienced violence. Hostile attacks like the one 

Anjalin experienced are not uncommon in Sri Lanka, however they have been more frequently 

directed towards female politicians on higher political levels (Franceschet, Krook, Tan 2018). 

The provincial politician I interviewed had experienced several violent attacks, or attempts. 

Even professor Kamala Liyanage told me she had been exposed to many violent attempts for 

advocating loudly for women’s rights. Anjalin went on to say that she was not very surprised 

that she was exposed to this attack. If you are a female politician on a higher level than LGC in 

Sri Lanka, you get a guard. However, LG politicians as Anjalin, have to seek support from 

fellow women in politics instead. She explained that is she had enough money, she would have 

definitely taken him to court, but unfortunately that was now not an option she could afford.   

  

For the other ten women interviewed, they were all aware of the risks of violence, as they had 

read about women on higher governmental levels who had suffered hostile attacks. Some of 

them expressed more fear than other, however they were all conscious about the potential 

problems and cautious in their behavior. They kept close together with other women in the 

councils, tried to stay away from too many late-night political missions and refrained from 

walking alone at night. An issue that a few of the women pointed out was that political 

gatherings organized by men in the council would not seldom be organized unofficially in 

settings where alcohol was served. These gatherings were of special concern, and most often 

the women would not attend unless their husband could accompany them. Having to stay home 

due to fear of violence or hostility would in turn make them feel even more excluded.  

  

The Dispute Between Elected and Appointed Women  

Another issue I came upon in a few interviews was that there seemed to be a conflict between 

elected and appointed female politicians. As mentioned, elected means you were voted for 
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individually and elected through the FPTP-system. Appointed means your name was put on a 

list for a certain party and then someone with a higher rank from your party appointed you to a 

seat through the quota law according to the PR-system.   

 

“It’s not only the men, also women are against us, the elected women. Petty minded 

things can happen between elected and appointed (women).”  

(Amaya, Kandy, 2019) 

  

From the appointed politicians’ point of view, they meant that they were looked down on by 

the elected ones as if they did not deserve to be there. Many claimed to get no help whatsoever 

from the elected politicians, who generally know more about the political arena. This seemed 

to be a further source of disappointment for the newly appointed women in politics, as many of 

them attested to having seen many young male politicians get helped by elders before them. 

The appointed women I interviewed said they felt they were wrongly judged for being 

appointed rather than elected. To be elected you have to campaign, and that is very expensive. 

The appointed women believed they were unfairly seen as less than the elected politicians, just 

because they could not afford to campaign to get elected. From what I could tell, the ill treatment 

from other women politicians seemed to spark a unique kind of anger within the women who 

had experienced it. Resistance from men was expected, but from women they had rather 

expected help and guidance, which I believe might have been the source behind the deeper 

feeling of betrayal.  

  

From the elected point of view, Gayani claimed it was unfair as she had worked a lot harder 

than the women who were appointed. She also claimed that the appointed ones were not really 

interested in politics, but rather after the status and glory of being a politician. Gayani said that 

she would even get made fun of by the appointed women for “trying too hard”. Further, Gayani 

claimed the appointed politicians would be open to more informal ways of getting their will 

through, and that they therefore had a higher chance than her of influencing the politics in the 

council. What these informal ways were more precisely, she did not want to go into. The gender 

quota law was intended to ensure half of the politicians on the FPTP-list was women. In that 

sense, it was supposed to also ensure more women were elected to LGCs. Even so, Gayani 

seemed eager to distance herself from the appointed women. She claimed to not be helped by 

the quota whatsoever. Correspondingly, the appointed women who spoke of this dispute did not 
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seem to view the elected women as on the same level as themselves, and when they spoke of 

“quota women” my understanding was that elected women were not included. The women who 

could afford to campaign to get elected were viewed to belong to a higher social class and 

perceived by the appointed women to have more power in the councils.   

 

Public Distrust  

Not only did the interviews shine light on resistance from fellow politicians, but also distrust 

from the public. Several of the interviewees said they felt a strong dislike from the 

neighborhood stemming from the general belief that women should not be in politics. Prabha 

explains:   

  

“The woman’s role here is different than in other countries. It doesn’t fit the 

political field. (The general public) still think (the political) world is not for women. 

It is becoming better, but it is not equal yet. It’s very unequal still.”  

(Prabha, Kandy, 2019)  

  

Mandula said there is a lot of pressure from people in the neighborhood on the new female 

politicians, that they have to constantly prove themselves. For instance, she points out that she 

now feels she has to dress very properly every time she goes out, otherwise people will start 

gossiping. Chamundi points out that in the political sector, sometimes you have to do work in 

the evenings, which is not seen as appropriate for women.   

  

“Women should not be out at night, people think. The neighbors, they gossip about 

us in a bad way, talk about how we should not be out, we should be at home with our 

kids and so on. They don’t talk that way about men.”  

(Chamundi, Haputale, 2019)  

  

Chamundi adds that when she is out with other female politicians on political missions, she has 

experienced several times people trying to stop them. She says she has encountered people 

yelling at her, trying to block the road for her and her female colleagues; once they even 

experienced people throwing rocks at them, shouting that they should go home. Moreover, 

Nihara says she and her female colleagues regularly get blamed for stealing money out of 

political projects, as some believe women should not be trusted with public spending.  
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(It) infuriates me because it couldn’t be further from the truth! Sometimes we even 

pay (for) the project partly from our own pocket because we don’t get funds like (the 

men) do.” 

(Nihara, Haputale, 2019) 

 

Alike the resistance from male politicians, the resistance from the public seemed to have been 

expected by the politicians. Whilst the women did care about their communities and were quite 

annoyed with resistance they had met from the public, many of them meant the most important 

thing was that they had support from their family. Though, for some women the fear of 

resistance from the public had changed their everyday behavior to a certain degree. The women 

admitted to a somewhat pressure to act “appropriately” to avoid undesirable gossip and rumors 

surrounding them. One woman explained she felt like she was constantly being watched by her 

neighborhood, as if they were waiting for her to do something that they could pick on. Notably, 

many of the women also expressed great support from the neighborhood – support that in many 

ways outweighed the resistance.   

  

Concluding remarks  

The time in politics seemed to have taken a toll on many of the women I interviewed. Still, 

despite the resistance, the women seemed determined to continue their political careers. 

Ultimately, I found that the women I interviewed appreciated their chances to be heard because 

of the quota, even though they saw many faults with the implementation of the law. All the 

women expressed strong need for more women in Sri Lankan politics, and they were all 

determined to keep their political careers going. In spite of this, Nihara explained that whilst 

she wants more women to get involved in politics, because of the resistance she has 

experienced, she cannot wholeheartedly encourage other women to get engaged as she is not 

sure the positives outweigh the negatives.   

  

“I would like to encourage more women to become politicians, but I cannot because I 

don’t want other women to be treated like this. It’s not easy.”  

(Nihara, Haputale, 2019)  
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5.3 Opposing findings   

Out of the eleven women I interviewed, few had positive experiences to share. However, one 

of the women talked very fondly about her chairman. She explained that she met many types of 

resistance in her political work, but unlike many of the other women, she was never prevented 

from expressing her opinions in political meetings.   

  

 “(The men) don’t stop us (women) from speaking during meetings because we 

have a specific time to speak, given kindly by our chairman – very good man, the 

chairman.”  

(Chamundi, Haputale, 2019)  

  

Another woman contests her relatively positive experiences to a female member of the 

provincial council I her area.   

  

 “People have tried to stop me from being a politician, but in my council, we have a 

strong leadership in form of (name of female politician) and she will not allow it. Of  

course, some things still happen to us, but she minimizes it a lot. It is good to have  

someone on your side.”  

(Prabha, Kandy, 2019)  

  

Only one of the women I interviewed said she did not experience any resistance. She claimed 

she was never treated differently because of her gender. However, as mentioned above she did 

mention seeing other quota women experiencing resistance. Gayani’s experiences greatly 

differed from the other women I interviewed. There were a few circumstances surrounding 

Gayani that differed from the other women I interviewed, that could have affected her 

experience. Firstly, she explained that she was a fairly known social worker in her town before 

she became a politician. Because of that, people in her council already knew who she was and 

respected her for the social work she had done. In addition, she explained she was an elderly 

woman, which gained her further respect. Also, importantly to note, Gayani was the one out of 

the eleven politicians that were elected through the quota, rather than appointed, which I believe 

contributed to her unique experience. Gayani never explicitly admitted to experiencing 

resistance from male colleagues, although she hinted at potentially being exposed to some 

resistance however not listening to it as she said:  
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“I don’t really hear negative comments, if someone says something negative, I don’t 

listen to it, I just ignore (them).”  

(Gayani, Kandy, 2019)  

  

Another thing worth noting with this interview with Gayani that differed considerably from the 

other ones, is that her husband was present for the whole interview. Gayani was the only 

respondent that brought anyone else along. During the interview Gayani would now and then 

as she responded to the questions, look over at her husband and smile, whereas he would smile 

back nodding, and she would continue her response. Unfortunately, I cannot with certainty 

account for my interpretations of their communication. However, I do find it curious that the 

only respondent who did not experience any difficulties was the one who brought her husband 

along. It could be that she just did not want to express such problems in front of her husband, 

or that she genuinely did not experience the same level of resistance as the other politicians due 

to her being a respected elderly, a known social worker, and elected. Even though Gayani did 

not contest to experiencing resistance herself first-hand, she did in fact state she had seen male 

politicians exercising patronizing behavior toward women appointed through the quota, such 

as not listening to them or dismissing their ideas. My interpretation of Gayani was that she was 

proud of her achievement of being elected, and rather than discussing resistance, she wanted to 

be seen for the change she could make. She was determined to make her neighborhood better. 

As it came across, Gayani wanted to be viewed as one of the politicians, rather than a female 

politician.   

  

5.4 Mandate effect & Label effect   

Label effect   

The label effect constitutes the belief that politicians appointed through a quota are undeserving 

or underqualified (Franceschet & Piscopo 2008). There was some evidence to support this in 

the interviews I conducted. Jayani said that the male members of the LGC she belonged to 

consistently talked badly about “quota women”; especially the men who believe they were 

“pushed out” of the council because of the quota law. Rashimi stated she was very unfairly 

treated from male politicians who thought the quota women had stolen political seats from his 

friends, claiming they were so angry with her they still refused to speak to her. Saduni said a 
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male politician from her own party laughed her straight in the face on her first LG meeting, 

claiming that she did not deserve to be there as ‘quotas are very undemocratic’.   

  

“You know, even the council level chairman, he told me ‘You are not elected! You are 

appointed by this ‘electoral organizer’, so you don’t have any authority to speak up. You 

don’t have any authority to get any funds. Funds are allocated among the elected people 

only.’”  

(Jayani, Kandy, 2019)  

  

Concerning if the label effect contributed to resistance, it was rather difficult considering the 

modest size of the study to interpret whether the resistance the women experienced was due to 

the label effect – due to people treating them worse because they were elected through a quota, 

or if the resistance they met was mostly just because they were women. For future reference it 

would be interesting to compare the resistance towards quota women with resistance towards 

other women, however, since the number of female politicians in Sri Lankan LGCs before the 

quota was so extremely low, this might be difficult to execute.   

The Sri Lankan case can be described as a fast-track country, where a gender quota was adopted 

“overnight” rather than allowing for cultural changes to let equality evolve over time 

(Franceschet & Piscopo 2008). As mentioned, Sri Lanka was in the very bottom of the 2017 

Inter-parliamentary union list and not described as overall gender equal (Rameez 2018). 

Therefore Sri Lanka (like Argentina in 2008) is a case where “descriptive representation 

increased rapidly (…) without an underlying cultural shift that supported women’s 

accumulation of political power” (Franceschet & Piscopo 2008;p404). This generally is base 

for a greater label effect. Many of the women I talked to saw the women’s political struggle as 

a reflection of overall societal norms in Sri Lanka.   

 There is only so much I can do politically when so many problems are cultural and  

traditional.”  

(Jayani, Kandy, 2019)  

However, these beliefs do not at all indicate that the Sri Lankan women thought the quota 

arrived even one second too early. On the contrary, many of the women I interviewed meant 
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that they could no longer wait for cultural change to happen, they had waited long enough. They 

meant that political change was crucial for gender equality to evolve in Sri Lanka.   

“We can’t wait until we change the culture. We have to change the political culture. 

We have been saying (this) for years and years. We have to change attitudes, question 

things, challenge things. Not in a negative way or to rebel against the government, but 

in a positive way to progress.”  

(Kamala Liyanage, Peradenya, 2019) 

  

Mandate effect/Pressure to perform   

The mandate effect indicates the notion that female politicians chosen through a quota have to 

solely act for women; hindering other forms of political influence and putting a lot of pressure 

on them as individuals (Franceschet & Piscopo 2008). When quotas are adopted as a result of 

domestic lobbying, as in the case of Sri Lanka, it tends to generate stronger mandate effects 

(Franceschet & Piscopo 2008). This study did not find overwhelming evidence to support the 

existence of a mandate effect with the women interviewed. Mostly, they were all happy to 

advocate for women’s issues, as that was a major reason  for going into politics in the first 

place; to represent women. Although, Prabha did say that was a difference between expectations 

on men and women:   

  

“Every female politician has to represent all women, it feels like. This (is) not how it  

is with men.”  

(Prabha, Kandy, 2019)  

  

Relatedly, whilst not many politicians agreed to a heavy pressure to act only for women, many 

of them contested to feeling a pressure to perform as women in politics. Many of the women 

responded that they felt a great deal of pressure to prove themselves as worthy politician; prove 

that women could be politically active just as much as men. It varied from pressure from their 

families, pressure from the male politicians of their own parties, and from women all around 

their neighborhoods. Many of them said they felt that they had to work a lot harder than the 

men in similar positions. Nipuni expressed that she felt an immense amount of pressure to work 

hard and speak up in political meetings – to make her mark. Saduni felt that the male politicians 

would judge her as a woman, and that if she did not do good for herself, they would think all 

women would be like that, and make life even harder for the future women in politics. Rashimi 
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had similar views and was scared of how the law would change if women did not perform well 

in politics.   

  

“If the quota women are not good and women are seen as a failure, they will take 

away the quota”  

(Rashimi, Kandy, 2019)  

  

Others expressed feeling pressure to do good for the coming generation of women in politics.   

  

 “I have to be good, you know. For the juniors to look up to, a strong female leader.  

Then they will work even harder because they (…) know what they can achieve.” 

(Gayani, Kandy, 2019)  

  

Gayani also said that since the women in her village now felt like they had someone who 

represented their voices in the council, they felt encouraged to make changes, for good and for 

bad. Good as it seemed to spark the political interest for women, but heavy for her personally 

as she felt an enormous pressure. Women would come up to her on the street every day and ask 

for help or tell her what she should do. Coincidentally, this happened just as we finished our 

interview and Gayani walked out on the street with me to find me a tuk-tuk. A woman stopped 

her on the street and started discussing a problem she had with a bad road in the village.  

  

     



  35  

6. Summary & Concluding Remarks   

Even though the Sri Lankan gender quota was not implemented without several issues, the 

descriptive representation of women in local government councils has significantly increased. 

However, the Sri Lankan gender quota is still in its initial phase, and it is still significantly 

harder for women in Sri Lanka to get into politics than men, as well as it is more difficult for 

women to influence political outcomes.   

  

This study found several forms of resistance experienced female politicians during their first 

year and a half in politics. The main part consisted of different forms of patronizing behavior 

from male politicians belonging to the same council. This behavior included the male politicians 

speaking badly of their female colleagues and excluding them from influencing politics by not 

letting them speak in meetings, amongst other things. There were also findings of men offering 

women bribes in the form of political posts or project funding in exchange for sexual favors. 

One case of violence was detected amongst the eleven women interviewed. Following 

resistance from male politician, indications were also detected of a dispute between elected and 

appointed female politicians, showcasing that resistance was not found exclusively from men. 

Lastly, examples of resistance from the public were laid out; such as negative gossiping or 

hindering of the women’s abilities to carry out their political missions. All of the above listed 

types of resistance lead to the women feeling a lower capacity to influence politics.  

  

Furthermore, evidence of the label effect was detected as numerous women told stories of men 

pointing out their insignificance as appointed politicians. However, the study remains unsure if 

this label effect contributed to additional resistance, as it was difficult to link the resistance to 

quota women per se. A comparison of resistance towards elected versus appointed women 

would have to be made to answer this question, which could be a subject for further research. 

The mandate effect was not found in the same regard, as the women were happy to represent 

women’s issues; in fact, that was a big part of why they wanted to go into politics in the first 

place. Relatedly though, the women expressed a great peeling of pressure to perform as a 

woman in politics. The female politicians explained the feeling of a heavy weight on their 

shoulders, as they felt their accomplishments would be used to evaluate the need for women in 

politics as a whole.   
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Further studies are encouraged to expand on resistance found within local governance in Sri 

Lanka, as well as how to counter it. Moreover, it would be interesting to measure substantive 

representation as a result of descriptive representation in policy outcomes and projects 

implemented through the local government councils in Sri Lanka.  
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8. Appendices   

8.1 Appendix 1  

 

Interviewees, respondents   

(Eleven female local government politicians appointed/elected through the gender quota)   

1, Rashimi, appointed local government politician, UNP, Sinhala, Buddhist 2019.07.08 Kandy  

2, Jayani, appointed local government politician, UNP, Sinhala, Buddhist 2019.07.16 Kandy  

3, Nipuni, appointed local government politician, UNP, Sinhala, Buddhist 2019.07.17 Kandy   

4, Amaya, appointed local government politician, SLFP, Sinhala, Buddhist 2019.07.19 Kandy  

5, Mandula, appointed local government politician, UNP, Tamil, Hindu 2019.07.25 Haputale  

6, Nihara, appointed local government politician, SLFP, Tamil, Hindu 2019.07.25 Haputale  

7, Chamundi, appointed local government politician, CWC, Tamil, Hindu 2019.07.26 Haputale  

8, Anjalin, appointed local government politician, UNP, Sinhala, Christian 2019.07.29 Kandy  

9, Saduni, appointed local government politician, SLFP, Sinhala, Buddhist 2019.07.30 Kandy  

10, Prabha, appointed local government politician, UNP, Sinhala, Buddhist 2019.07.31 Kandy  

11, Gayani, elected local government politician, UNP, Tamil, Muslim 2019.07.11 Kandy  

  

Interview guide 1. Local Government Politicians  

Tell me a little bit about how you got into politics  

- When did you start working with politics?  

- Why did you get into politics?   

- What did you do before you were a politician?  

Do you have a main goal with participating in politics?   

- Which do you feel are the most important issue in Sri Lankan politics?   

- What do you want to change?   

- Top three things?   

How has this past year of being a trusted politician been?   

- Do you feel like you are comfortable with the role?   

- How has it been to participate in political meetings?   

- Do you feel like you are being listened to?   



  40  

- Are you being treated equally to the other party members?   

- Have you felt welcomed and respected by fellow members of local government?  

Do you feel like you can impact what happens in your local government body?   

- Do you feel like you have equal influence as the men in similar positions? That your 

possibilities to make an impact are equal to your male colleagues?   

(By influence, I mean ability to affect political outcomes, speaking your mind, 

being listened to...)   

- Why/why not?   

- Have you had the same opportunity to fund your projects as fellow male colleagues?  

How have you been treated by you colleagues in the party?   

- Have you ever felt unwelcome in the political scene?   

- Have you noticed any difference between how you and fellow women in your party are 

treated compared to how your male colleagues are treated by other party members?   

- Have you faced any negative attitudes against your political work as a woman?   

- Do you have support from people around you?   

- Has there been a difference in treatment between elected and appointed female 

politicians?5 

Do you feel pressure to preform?  

- Are you trying to push for “female agendas”?   

- Do you feel you have a responsibility to act as a role model for other women?  

- Do you think people have certain expectations of you because of your gender?  

- Are female politicians supporting each other? 

Do you feel like the quota law has worked out as intended?   

- Are you in favor of it?   

- Do you feel like it should be increased, percent wise?  

 
5 This is the added question mentioned in section 4.3, added in the third politician interview after detecting 

aforementioned conflict in informant and politician interviews.   
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- Do you think a similar law should be implemented in the municipal and higher 

government level as well? 

- Does the law need to be changed in any way?   

Representation in politics between men and women are very unequal, do you feel like that is a 

problem?   

- What is the biggest issue standing in the way for equal representation, in your opinion?  

- How do you suggest this to be solved?   

- Will you try to be reelected next year?  

- Will you encourage other women to get into politics?  
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8.3 Appendix 2  

Interviewees, informants   

Kamala Liyanage, Professor Emeritus at Peradeniya University 2019.07.03 Peradeniya  

Shanti Mawatha, Political education camp organizer, 2019.06.27 Colombo  

Wayani, Elected to provincial council in Kandy region, UNP, 2019.07.29 Kandy  

  

Interview guide 2. Associated to Political camps 

- Tell me a bit about your background.   

- Have you felt the need for a political gender quota in Sri Lanka?  

- Do you wish the law was implemented to higher government levels as well?   

- What are the problems standing in the way for this being implemented in higher levels?  

- Has the quota law worked out as you hoped?   

- Do you think the law needs adjusting?  

- Do you think these education camps weigh up for the lack of political experience?   

- Why is there no need for political education camps for men?  

- Tell me about the women participating in these education camps.  

- Is there a rivalry between elected and appointed women?  

- Do people generally question men’s previous experience when they get into local 

government politics, as they do to women?  

- What is the biggest problem standing in the way for equal political representation in Sri 

Lanka?  

- What are the major problems for the appointed politicians?  

- Are the women generally supported from home?  

- How do you feel about the future?  

- Representation in politics between men and women are very unequal, do you feel like 

that is a problem? How do you suggest this to be solved?   

- Will you encourage more women to get into politics?   
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