
This PhD Thesis focuses on the relationship between war and gender, contextually set in Sri
Lanka. It describes theoretical categories and specific gender issues typical to war, such as
universal gendering of war and impact on the whole gender structure of war affected
societies.
The work then focuses on Tamil society in Sri Lanka: it shows the roots of
contemporary Tamil female gender stereotype – old Dravidian belief in the female power of
anangu and the ancient Hindu Law of Manu. These have resulted into twentieth century Sri
Lankan Tamil female gender stereotyping, centred on the concept of kapu (chastity), i.e.
self-controlled behaviour in every aspect of female existence stressing virginity in unmarried
women, their limited interaction with the opposite sex and highlighting the most auspicious
state of a woman – in marriage.
Structuring women as chaste implied before the war their role was mainly in the
domestic sphere, with very limited interaction with the world outside their homes and
neighbourhoods. However, the Sri Lankan ethnic conflict (as described in this work), which
started in the 1980s and continues until now, has had a serious impact on the lives of the
majority of Sri Lankan Tamil civilians and their societal norms and constructions.
Death of many men, displacement and destruction has caused the emergence of
several new phenomena within Sri Lankan Tamil society. These are: the armed female
fighters of the LTTE, female peace activism, and the rapid increase in the number of working
Tamil females. These phenomena have led to a major shift in cultural construction of women
as chaste. Today chaste Tamil women are expected to function not only in the domestic but
also in the public sphere. This leads to changes in some types of traditional behaviours, yet
certain other traditions are strengthened by the war. The civil war in Sri Lanka thus leads
(despite all the horrors of life in a warzone) to empowerment of women within Tamil society
and disempowerment of men. Basic gendering of the society remains, yet there is an
apparent shift in definitions of gender categories.


