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The World As so ci a tion of Sexol o gy, an in ter na tion al so ci ety of lead ing schol ars and eighty pro fes sional or ga ni za tions
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in the so cial sci ences . . . as well as a sec ond ary source for cross-cul tural re search.”—Li brary Jour nal, March 15, 2004, 
p. 64
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Demographics and a Brief
Historical Perspective

ROBERT T. FRANCOEUR

A. Demographics
Sri Lanka, for merly known as Cey lon, is a tear drop-

shaped is land about 18 mile s (29 km) south east of In dia in the
In dian Ocean, be tween five and ten de grees north of the equa -
tor. It has a to tal area of 25,332 square mile s (65,610 km2).
Roughly the size of the state of West Vir ginia, Sri Lanka is
268 mile s (432 km) along the north-south axis and 169 mile s
(272 km) at the is land’s wid est point. The cli mate var ies from
a low mean tem per a ture of about 60° F (16° C) in Nuwara
Eliya, lo cated in the cen tral high lands, to a high of about 85° F 
(29° C) in Trincomalee on the east ern sea board. Sea sons are
de ter mined by the mon soon cy cles rather than by tem per a -
ture. The west ern por tion of the is land is wet and hu mid
whereas the north and south east ern por tions of the is land are
arid to semiarid. The north west and south east coasts re ceive
23.5 to 47 inches (60 to 120 cm) of rain fall per year, most of
this com ing dur ing the win ter mon soon be tween Oc to ber and
Jan u ary. The south west re ceives an av er age rain fall of 98.5
inches (250 cm), which is distributed throughout the year.

In July 2002, Sri Lanka had an es ti mated pop u la tion of
19.58 mil lion. (All data are from The World Fact book 2002
(CIA 2002) un less oth er wise stated.)

Age Dis tri bu tion and Sex Ra tios: 0-14 years: 25.6%
with 1.05 male(s) per fe male (sex ra tio); 15-64 years: 67.7%
with 0.95 male(s) per fe male; 65 years and over: 6.7% with
0.91 male(s) per fe male; To tal pop u la tion sex ra tio: 0.97
male(s) to 1 female

Life Ex pec tancy at Birth: To tal Pop u la tion: 72.35
years; male: 69.83 years; fe male: 75 years. Sri Lanka has an

ex ten sive in fra struc ture of free state-run health ser vices that
sup port both tra di tional Aryuvedic and mod ern West ern
med i cal sys tems. There are more than 12,000 Aryuvedic
doc tors em ployed at health clin ics through out the coun try.
In ad di tion, there are ap prox i mately 500 hos pi tals, 4,000
doc tors, and 10,000 nurses trained in West ern med i cine. In
terms of med i cal care, lit er acy, and life ex pec tancy, the qual -
ity of life in Sri Lanka is near that of a First World coun try
even though it is a de vel op ing na tion. The HDI (Hu man De -
vel op ment In dex) ag gre gates mea sures of health, ed u ca tion, 
and stand ard-of-liv ing in di ca tors into a com pos ite in dex.
Com par a tively, the United States has an HDI rank of .929,
In dia a rank of .563, and Sri Lanka an HDI of .737, the high -
est in south Asia.

Ur ban/Ru ral Dis tri bu tion: 22% to 77%
Eth nic Dis tri bu tion: Sin ha lese: 74%; Tamil: 18%;

Moor: 7%; Bur gher, Ma lay, and Vedda: 1%
Re li gious Dis tri bu tion: Bud dhist: 70%; Hindu: 15%;

Chris tian: 8%; Mus lim: 7% (1999 es ti mate)
Birth Rate: 16.36 births per 1,000 pop u la tion
Death Rate: 6.45 per 1,000 pop u la tion
In fant Mor tal ity Rate: 15.65 deaths per 1,000 live births
Net Mi gra tion Rate: –1.39 mi grant(s) per 1,000 pop u -

la tion
To tal Fer til ity Rate: 1.93 chil dren born per woman
Pop u la tion Growth Rate: 0.85%
HIV/AIDS (1999 est.): Adult prev a lence: 0.07%; Per sons 

liv ing with HIV/AIDS: 7,500; Deaths: 490. (For ad di tional de -
tails from www.UNAIDS.org, see end of Sec tion 10B.)

Lit er acy Rate (de fined as those age 15 and over who can 
read and write): 90.2% (male: 93.4%, fe male: 87.2%) (1995
est.). Ed u ca tion is free and com pul sory from age 5 to 12.
How ever, school drop out rates re main a prob lem and the me -
dian ed u ca tion level is es ti mated at five to nine years, with
40% of school-age chil dren drop ping out within nine years.

Per Ca pita Gross Do mes tic Prod uct (pur chas ing
power par ity): $3,250 (2001 est.); In fla tion: 14.2% (2001
est.); Un em ploy ment: 7.7% (2001 est.); Liv ing be low the
pov erty line: 22% (1997 est.)

B. A Brief Historical Perspective
The first lit er ary ref er ence to Sri Lanka is found in the In -

dian epic, the Ramayana writ ten about 500 B.C.E. The epic
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tells the story of the In dian Prince Ram’s 14-year ex ile from
his home land, Ayodhya. Ac com pa nied by his wife, Sita, and
his brother, Lakshman, the trio wan dered through the north
In dian fore st. Ravenna, the demon king of Lanka, saw Sita
and wanted her for his bride. Through mag i cal treach ery he
ab duc ted her and took her to the Is land of Lanka. While she
was there, she re fused all his ad vances and was kept a pris -
oner. With the aid of Ha nu man, the mon key-god, Ram went
to do bat tle with Ravenna and even tu ally slew him. This epic
has pro vided a mythohistorical ba sis for con struct ing a his to -
ri og ra phy of mu tual en mity be tween Sri Lan kan Tam ils (of
Indian origin) and the Sinhalese.

Un like In dia, which has no tra di tion of his tor i cal writ -
ing, the Bud dhist monks of Sri Lanka kept his tor i cal chron i -
cles, the most fa mous of which is the Mahavamsa (the great
dy nasty or ge ne al ogy), writ ten in the 6th cen tury C.E. The
Mahavamsa is a com pi la tion of his tor i cal chap ters, many of 
which cen ter around the ad ven tures of Vijaya, a Ben gali
prince who sailed to Sri Lanka in the 5th cen tury B.C.E. and
mar ried the queen of the Vedas, Kuveni. Vijaya is ac knowl -
edged to be the pri mo gen i ture of the Sinhalese people.

Many of the other chap ters in the Mahavamsa doc u ment 
the many Sin ha lese Bud dhist kings who rose up against
Tamil con quer ors. Aside from Vijaya, the cen tral he roic fig -
ure in the Mahavamsa is King Duttugemunu, who, around
145 B.C.E., waged a 15-year war against the South In dian
Tamil King Elara. Duttugemunu fi nally de feated Elara and
is con se quently con sid ered a hero by the Sin ha lese. The
Culavamsa (or lesser dy nasty) is a con tin u a tion of the
Mahavamsa, and traces the his tory of Sri Lanka through the
18th century.

Both the Mahavamsa and Culavamsa were writ ten by
Bud dhist monks whose main ob jec tive was to re count the
glo ries of Bud dhist kings who fought against Hindu kings.
Con tem po rary pop u lar ac counts of the cur rent civ i l war in
Sri Lanka fre quently cite the bat tle be tween the Tamil in -
vader, Elara, and Duttugemunu, who is de picted as the de -
fender of Bud dhism and the free dom of the Sin ha lese peo -
ple, as the ba sis for the civ i l war that has been on go ing since
1982. But the ac tual his tory of Sri Lanka does not sup port
this con ten tion. In fact, ac cord ing to Tambiah (1986), most
of Sri Lan kan his tory is marked with cor dial and ex ten sive
trad ing re la tions be tween Tam ils and Sin ha lese, with only
rare out bursts of interethnic vi o lence. In fact, the last Sri
Lan kan king ruled from the high land city of Kandy and was
of Tamil de scent. In 1815, he signed a peace treaty with the
British colonial government and abdicated his throne.

Sri Lanka does have a caste sys tem, but un like In dia, it is 
not rooted in re li gious scrip tures. Though caste did, and to
some ex tend still does, serv e as a ba sis of Sri Lan kan lo cal
and na tional-level so cial or ga ni za tion, it has al ways been
iden ti fied with ma te rial so cio eco nomic dif fer ences rather
than the pu rity-pol lu tion ide ol ogy that is the key ideo log i -
cal com po nent of the In dian caste sys tem. Fur ther, there are
only about 20 castes in Sri Lanka and the dom i nant caste is
the Goyigamas, a farmer caste. Goyigamas con sti tute about
50% of the Sin ha lese pop u la tion. Un like In dia, which has a
Brah min caste and un counted other castes and subcastes,
there is no Brah min pop u la tion in Sri Lanka and thus, there
is no Brahmanical hegemony over the 20-some caste sys -
tems in Sri Lanka.

In 1505, the Por tu guese landed on the west coast of Sri
Lanka. The Por tu guese con sid ered Sri Lanka an im por tant
site from which to main tain their dom i nance over In dian
Ocean trade. At the on set of the Por tu guese pe ri od, there
were three in de pend ent king doms in Sri Lanka, a Tamil
king dom in the north ern pen in sula of Jaffna, a Sin ha lese
king dom on the west coast in Kotte (near Co lombo), and an -

other Sin ha lese king dom in Kandy in the cen tral high lands.
The Kandy and Kotte king doms had been at war, and the
Por tu guese al lied them selves with the weak king of Kotte,
build ing a fort in Co lombo and eventually annexing the
Kotte kingdom.

The Dutch be came in ter ested in wrest ing con trol of the
west ern sea board from the Por tu guese, and al lied them -
selves with the Kandyan king. Af ter a long cam paign, the
com bined Kandyan and Dutch forces fi nally de feated the
Por tu guese in 1656. The Dutch in flated the cost of their war
ef forts and pre sented the Kandyan king a bill that he could
not re pay. Through this strat egy, they gained con trol over
the Kotte and, even tu ally, Jaffna. The main mark that the
Dutch left on Sri Lan kan so ci ety is the cod i fi ca tion of a
 legal sys tem that in cluded both indigenous and Dutch laws.

The Kandyan kings searched for al lies to oust the Dutch
from Sri Lanka and ap proached the Brit ish in the late 1700s.
How ever, the Brit ish and Kandyans ar gued over the terms of
their al li ance, and the Brit ish man aged to ex pel the Dutch rel -
a tively quickly with lit tle as sis tance from the Kandyans. In
1815, with the aid of Sin ha lese re bels, the Brit ish con quered
Kandy and gained sov er eignty over the entire island.

Sri Lanka was seen as a mi nor out post in the Brit ish Em -
pire un til the Brit ish be gan to plant cof fee and other plan ta -
tion crops in the mid 1830s. As these crops be came ex -
tremely prof it able, In dian Tam ils were re cruited as cheap
la bor to work the cof fee, and later, tea, co co nut, and rub ber
plan ta tions. Af ter a leaf blight that dec i mated the cof fee
plant, tea be came the dom i nant ex port crop. Tea plan ta tions
dom i nated the hill sides of Sri Lanka and re quired a per ma -
nent la bor force, mostly of In dian Tam ils. By 1911, there
were 500,000 In dian Tam ils (12% of the population) work -
ing in Sri Lanka.

On Feb ru ary 4, 1948, Sri Lanka be came an in de pend ent
na tion, ap prox i mately six months af ter In dia, and largely as a 
re sid ual re sult of In dia’s fight for in de pend ence. The Sri Lan -
kan gov ern ment was or ga nized as a West min ster-style par -
lia men tary de moc racy. In 1956, par tially be cause of a rise in
jin go ism and in creas ing eth nic strife, pol i ti cians from all par -
ties be gan to “play the eth nic card.” Sinhala was made the of -
fi cial and na tional lan guage; Tamil was made an of fi cial but
not the na tional lan guage. The Sin ha lese-con trolled gov ern -
ment be gan to al lo cate more and more de vel op ment funds to
Sin ha lese ar eas and less to the Tamil north and east. The gov -
ern ment sup ported col o ni za tion schemes of un der de vel oped
ar eas, pri mar ily lo cated in Tamil and Mus lim states in the
north east. Thou sands of poor Sin ha lese fam i lies were re -
cruited to ap ply for per mits to set tle in these newly col o nized
ar eas. Tam ils and Mus lims saw this as a gov ern ment-spon -
sored “religious-ethnic invasion” designed to make them
 minorities in their own states.

Ac cep tance to a uni ver sity was based on a merit sys tem
that was even tu ally re placed by a quota sys tem. The merit
sys tem had bene fited the Tam ils, who made up a dis pro por -
tion ate num ber of the pro fes sional class. The quota sys tem
bene fited the Sin ha lese ma jor ity, who felt that the Tam ils
had been given an un due ed u ca tional ad van tage by the
 divide-and-rule policies of the British.

The pe ri od of the 1950s to the 1980s was marked by a
feel ing of in creas ing dis en fran chise ment by the large Tamil
mi nor ity and in creas ing ac ri mony be tween the two groups.
In the 1970s, Tam ils be gan to form into po lit i cal fac tions that
called for an in de pend ent Tamil state (called Eelam) in the
north and east of the is land. Ini tially, there were nu mer ous
sub groups, but by the early 1990s, only one vi a ble group was
left, the LTTE (the Lib er a tion Ti gers of Tamil Eelam), re -
ferred to in the me dia as the “Ti gers.” The LTTE was founded 
in 1972 by its cur rent leader, Velupillai Prabhakaran.
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In 1983, ri ots broke out through out the coun try, but the
most se vere were in Co lombo, where the Pettah dis trict (the
mar ket cen ter), con trolled mostly by Tam ils and Mus lims,
was looted and many build ings razed. Af ter the out break of
hos til i ties, sev eral hun dred thou sand Tamil ci vil ians fled
the is land. As of mid-1999, ap prox i mately 66,000 were
housed in 133 ref u gee camps in south In dia, an other 40,000
lived out side the In dian camps, and more than 200,000
Tam ils had sought ref uge in the West. Many fled to Ger -
many and Can ada, where they were granted po lit i cal ref u -
gee sta tus. These ref u gees are now the pri mary source of fi -
nan cial sup port for the LTTE. Be sides the hun dreds of dead
from the ri ot ing and the de struc tion of prop erty, per haps the
big gest blow to the col lec tive psy che of Tam ils was the
bomb ing and de struc tion of the Jaffna li brary, which housed 
ex ten sive col lec tions on Tamil cul ture. Tam ils con sid ered
this in ten tional “culturocide” con ducted by the Sin ha lese
gov ern ment to be a deliberate attempt to expel Tamil cul -
ture and history from Sri Lanka.

As of 2001, the on go ing civ i l war had left an es ti mated
80,000 dead. Both side s have com mit ted ter ri ble atroc i ties
against ci vil ian pop u la tions. The LTTE has re cruited young
boys and girls, and Tamil “Ti gers” wear a neck lace with a
cy a nide pill, at tached to it like an am u let, to swal low if they
are ever cap tured by the en emy. The war con tin ues de spite
the fact that the ma jor ity of the pop u la tion on both side s
seems to want peace. The LTTE de mands an in de pend ent
state in the north east ern por tion of the coun try and the gov -
ern ment, while will ing to dis cuss fed er a tion or re gional au -
ton omy, ut terly re jects the idea of di vid ing the is land into
two in de pend ent states. Most Tam ils, par tic u larly those liv -
ing in the north and north east, doubt that they can ever be in -
cor po rated into the nation-state of Sri Lanka as anything
more than second-class citizens.Sri Lanka: Basic Sexological Premises

1. Basic Sexological Premises
A. Character of Gender Roles

All re search ers agree that Sri Lanka is a pa tri ar chal
coun try, how ever, the de gree of pa tri ar chy is in dis pute.
Many sug gest that Sri Lanka is not nearly as pa tri ar chal as
other coun tries in South Asia; Anju Malhotra and Amy
Ong Tsui write that, “in con trast to much of the rest of
South Asia, Sri Lanka has a cul tural her i tage of rel a tive
gen der equal ity in terms of later mar riages, bi lat eral de -
scent, daugh ter’s value in the pa ren tal home, con tin ued kin
sup port fol low ing mar riage and wide spread ac cess to ed u -
ca tion for women” (1999, 221). Since 1900 and prob a bly
ear lier, Sri Lan kans have prac ticed “late mar riages” rel a -
tive to In dia (de Silva, Stiles, & Gib bons 1993). In 1999,
the mean mar riage age for a Sri Lan kan woman was 24.5
years of age and for a man it was 27.9 years of age.

Both Sri Lan kans and re search ers at trib ute the rel a tive
late age of mar riage to dif fi cul ties in ob tain ing an ad e quate
dowry for the bride. Broth ers are ex pected to help con trib ute
to the dowry fund and de fer their mar riages un til all their sis -
ters are mar ried. Sis ters are also ex pected to marry in or der of
their age. Once the fam ily has ac crued suf fi cient dowry funds 
for the first daugh ter, they must con tinue work ing to ac crue a
sim i lar dowry for the next daugh ter. Dowry funds ide ally
con sist of a house, rice paddy land, cash, jew elry, fur ni ture,
and other move able goods. How ever, while the ac cu mu la tion 
of a dowry fund is a fam ily ef fort and may be a ma jor fac tor in 
the late age of mar riage, it does not ex plain why Sri Lan kans
should marry later than mem bers of other South Asian na -
tions where a dowry is also a prerequisite for most marriages.

What is unique to Sin ha lese dowry prac tices is that they
serv e as a form of “pre-death” in her i tance in which the

dowry is le gally trans ferred to the bride rather than to the
groom’s fam ily (Tambiah 1973). McGilvray (1988) and de
Munck (1996) also note that the dowry is le gally trans ferred 
to the bride in Sri Lan kan Tamil and Mus lim com mu ni ties,
whereas in most of South Asia the dowry is trans ferred to
the groom’s fam ily. In Sri Lanka, the bride re tains le gal con -
trol over the dowry but, on mar riage, the groom ac quires
“pro pri etary” rights to the dowry funds. Malhotra and Tsui
(1999) are cor rect in not ing that rel a tive to the rest of South
Asia, there is greater gen der equal ity in Sri Lanka, but part
of that has to do with the wife’s con trol over the dowry fund
rather than the late marriages.

Nev er the less, nearly all re search ers on gen der roles in Sri
Lanka have noted that pa tri ar chal val ues per vade gen der
roles and re la tions in Sri Lanka. In a sur vey of 101 Sri Lan -
kan Mus lims and Sin ha lese, all ex cept one re spon dent said
that it was “better to be born a man than a woman” (de
Munck, n.d.). The main rea son cited for this was that women
are largely con fined to the do mes tic com pound while men
con trol pub li c spaces and places. Women of ten say that they
are con fined to the home like “frogs in a well.” This phrase is
com mon through out South Asia as is ev i dent by Pa tri cia
Jeffrey’s (1979) book on gen der in In dia, Frogs in a Well.

The ideal woman for Bud dhists, Hin dus, and Mus lims is
one who is obe di ent, mod est, and hard work ing. She is seen
pre dom i nantly in her role as mother rather than wife. In Sri
Lanka, fe males, much more so than males, are eval u ated ac -
cord ing to a good-bad moral di chot omy. Any in sin u a tion
that a fe male has con ducted her self im mor ally is enough to
po ten tially os tra cize her from the com mu nity and even her
fam ily (de Munck 1992; Hewammane & Brow 1999; Lynch 
1999). Im moral be hav ior con sists of sus pi cions of sex ual
im mo ral ity, flirt ing, curs ing, dis obe di ent be hav ior, drink -
ing or smok ing, and walk ing or be ing in places or ar eas
where women should not be. Sri Lan kans broadly con ceive
of na tional mo ral ity in terms of a ru ral-ur ban di chot omy,
with tra di tional val ues (con sid ered “good”) up held in the
vil lages, and mod ern val ues, such as lack of sexual modesty 
by women (considered “bad”), associated with urban life.

The ideal man is seen in his roles as the bread win ner for
his fam ily and as in volved in civic ac tiv i ties. Tra di tion ally, a
man was ex pected to make his liv ing through farm ing and
in dus try. Af ter in de pend ence, work in the Sri Lan kan civ i l
serv ice was (and re mains) highly val ued. In con tem po rary
ur ban Sri Lanka, the ideal man should be ed u cated and make
his live li hood in a well-paid white-col lar pro fes sion. An
adult male should also strive to build a rep u ta tion as a civic
leader through char i ta ble pub li c-serv ice work. A man’s rep -
u ta tion is gained through pub li c works and, most im por -
tantly, through the col lec tive rep u ta tion of his core fe male
rel a tives (i.e., mother, wife, sis ter, and daugh ter). In this con -
text, part of a man’s moral duty (dhamma) is to serv e as the
moral guard ian of his fe male rel a tives and to pun ish them for 
real or al leged vi o la tions. Eco nom i cally, the ideal man
should pro vide for his nu clear fam ily and, if need be, his par -
ents, broth ers, and sis ters. The ideal man pro vi sions his fam -
ily and also controls their behavior, particularly that of the
family women.

B. Sociolegal Status of Males and Females
The law treats males and fe males equally ex cept that

women are usu ally granted cus tody of the chil dren in the
case of di vorce. Di vorce is very un com mon in Sri Lanka,
with an an nual av er age rate of 0.25% (Seager & Olson
1986). Vir gin ity at the time of mar riage is ex tremely im por -
tant for a woman, but not for a man. Tra di tion ally, the wed -
ding sheet was dis played to the pub li c the morn ing af ter, but 
this prac tice has been dis con tin ued ex cept in very tra di -

974 Con tin uum Com plete In ter na tion al En cy clo pe dia of Sexuality



tional homes or ru ral ar eas. None the less, the bride is ex -
pected to be a vir gin and if it is known that she is not, it is
next to im pos si ble for her to marry into a family of the same
status as her own.

Sri Lanka has made great strides in eras ing the ed u ca -
tional gap be tween men and women. Among the elite, the
ed u ca tion of women has been seen as a means to ob tain a
groom from a good fam ily, and af ter mar riage, these highly
ed u cated women of ten do not pur sue a career.

This is chang ing, how ever, and al though the youn ger
and el der gen er a tions re tain the same moral worldview, the
ma jor dif fer ence be tween moth ers and daugh ters, as noted
by Malhotra and Tsui, is that moth ers see a ca reer for a fe -
male as some thing that is de ter mined by the eco nomic
needs of the fam ily, whereas daugh ters view a ca reer as a
per sonal choice. In their sam ple, 83% of all daugh ters
thought that a woman should con tinue to work af ter mar -
riage and 52% thought that they should con tinue even af ter
hav ing chil dren (1999, 237). The in crease in fe males go ing
on to the uni ver sity has been dra matic, ris ing from 42% of
the stu dent pop u la tion in 1989 to 52% in 1999. It should be
noted, how ever, that only an es ti mated 1% of Sri Lan kans
have ac cess to the uni ver sity and that most women work in
low-sta tus, low-pay ing jobs as house maids and day la bor -
ers, and in the plantation and agricultural sectors.

A grow ing num ber of women find em ploy ment in the
gar ment fac to ries in the Free Trade Zones. Many ob tain em -
ploy ment as ser vants and maids in the Mid dle East, send ing
money back to their na tal homes. These jobs are gen er ally
re served for young un mar ried women, whose sex ual-moral
rep u ta tions are tar nished be cause they are not un der the sur -
veil lance and con trol of male rel a tives. Thus, when they re -
turn af ter one to five years of work, they are of ten un able to
find a suit able mar riage pros pect (de Soysa 2001). It has
been sug gested that mech a ni za tion of ag ri cul tural work has
forced un mar ried women in par tic u lar to look for new forms 
of work. The fe male rate of unemploy ment is 22%, twice
that of males.

[Com ment 2002: An other im por tant area where women’s 
rights are only re cently be ing ad dressed is the plan ta tion sec -
tor. The plan ta tion women col lec tively num ber about a mil -
lion res i dents who live and work on es tates. Most of these are
descendents of In dian la bor ers brought in by the British.

[Writ ing on the is sue of re pro duc tive and sex ual health
in the plan ta tion sec tor of Sri Lanka, Mor rell (2002) com -
ments on the high in ci dence of in cest, teen age preg nancy,
and pro mis cu ity in the es tate sec tor. Fur ther, a re cent news -
pa per ar ti cle re ports that 230,000 es tate-sec tor chil dren are
em ployed as domestic aides (Farook 2002).

[Mor rell (2002) has sug gested that a con certed ef fort
is needed to un der stand why moral stan dards have dis in -
te grated, and to then set in mo tion a sys tem of changes
that would ar rest this pre dic a ment of de cay. He con tin ues
that, for tu nately for the plan ta tion fam i lies, Dr. Indira
Hettiarachchi, Di rec tor of Health and Women’s Pro grams
of the Plan ta tion Hous ing and So cial Wel fare Trust, has
been do ing just that and much more. This pro cess is sup -
ported by the es tate work ers un ion, the Ceylon Workers
Congress (CWC).

[This moral di lemma in volves im prov ing ma ter nal and
child health ser vices within the en vi ron ment of plan ta tion
pri vat iza tion, which be gan in 1976. Mor rell (2002), quot -
ing Dr. N. Vidiyasa gara’s ar ti cle in The Jour nal of the Col -
lege of Com mu nity Phy si cians of Sri Lanka (Mil len nium
Sup ple ment 2001), notes that from 1972 to 1975, in fant
mor tal ity in the es tate sec tor was 100 per 1,000 births. By
the year 2000, this had been suc cess fully re duced to 15 per
1,000 births. Mor rell at trib utes much of this to the ac tiv i -

ties of UNICEF, and grants-in-aid pro grams from coun tries 
such as the Neth er lands and Nor way. (End of com ment by
P. Weera koon)]

C. General Concepts of Sexuality and Love
Sex u al ity is con sid ered a nat u ral part of life. In a sur vey

of 101 Sri Lan kan males and fe males, 93% thought that
women have a stron ger li bido or sex ual drive than do men (de 
Munck, n.d.). Women’s sex u al ity is con sid ered dan ger ous
and, for this rea son, young women are not usu ally per mit ted
to go out in pub li c alone. They are typ i cally ac com pa nied by
their mother or some el der, re spon si ble fe male chaperone.
Any oc ca sion where a fe male is ac tu ally or sus pected to be
alone with a male is generally interpreted to be about sex.

Sri Lan kan sex ual fore play is not very elab o rate and does
not in volve kiss ing, which is con sid ered un hy gienic and dis -
gust ing. The mis sion ary po si tion is the most com mon for
sex ual in ter course, though it is also com mon for males to
mount the fe male from the rear. The fe male-su pe rior po si tion 
is un usual ex cept in the most West ern ized fam i lies. Sim i -
larly, anal and oral sex are atyp i cal and prac ticed mostly by
very West ern ized Sri Lan kans. Dur ing sex ual in ter course, a
woman is ex pected to be the pas sive re cip i ent and the man
ac tive. The du ra tion of sex is not usu ally pro longed. Sri Lan -
kans in gen eral have a very Vic to rian at ti tude to ward sex.
Hus bands and wives are not ex pected to en gage in sexual in -
ter course when they are past 40 or 50 years old.

Tra di tion ally, mar riages were ar ranged and the pre -
ferred mar riage part ner was a cross-cousin (ei ther the off -
spring of the mother’s brother or the fa ther’s sis ter). Dis tant
rel a tives of a mar riage able age are also glossed as cross-
cous ins. Horo scopes of the pro spec tive bride and bride -
groom are com pared to de ter mine if they are psy cho log i -
cally com pat i ble. The most im por tant is sue in ar ranged
mar riages is the ne go ti a tion over the dowry. The two fam i -
lies meet three or more times, of ten with vil lage or re li gious
lead ers as me di a tors, to con sid er the dowry. The three key
top ics of these ne go ti a tions are, first, the de ter mi na tion of
the re spec tive sta tus of each fam ily; sec ond, as ser tions
about the vir tues of the pro spec tive groom and bride by
their fam i lies; and third, the rel a tive mar ket value of the
groom. The mar ket value is de ter mined by what the dowry
rate is for pro spec tive grooms from fam i lies of that par tic u lar 
so cio eco nomic sta tus. If the groom has ex cep tional prom ise 
or char ac ter, the dowry is ne go ti ated to ward the up per limit
of other mem bers of that sta tus niche. If the pro spec tive
bride has a good ed u ca tion and/or is known to be vir tu ous,
mod est, and obe di ent, then her fam ily will ne go ti ate a
dowry for their ben e fit to ward the lower limit. Both side s
must first agree on the re spec tive sta tuses of their fam i lies
and these sta tuses must be per ceived as be ing more or less
equal. The pro spec tive bride and groom both have “veto
power” over their par ents’ se lec tion of a mate. How ever,
they must be cir cum spect in ex er cis ing this power and
typically do so only if they find their parents’ choice of a mate 
very disagreeable.

Elope ment is also a com mon way for young adults to cir -
cum vent their par ents’ choice of mates, and elope ment is a
com mon and of ten-ac cepted prac tice in ru ral ar eas. Sorensen 
(1993) has es ti mated that ap prox i mately 50% of the mar -
riages in the two com mu ni ties she stud ied were a con se -
quence of elope ment. The girl’s par ents will of ten help with
the elope ment. The cou ple will go to an other com mu nity to
marry, usu ally re turn ing to their orig i nal com mu nity af ter a
“cool ing off” pe ri od of a month or two and then set ting up
res i dence with or near to the sup port ive par ents. The pro -
spec tive groom’s fam ily typ i cally is in censed over elope -
ment mar riages, as they have lost all le ver age to ob tain an eq -
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ui ta ble dowry. The bride’s fam ily will usu ally pro vide a
small dowry so as not to tar nish their rep u ta tion. Very poor
fam i lies, on oc ca sion, en cour age their at trac tive daugh ters to 
sur rep ti tiously flirt with a boy from a well-to-do fam ily. If a
boy falls in love with a girl, he may in sist that his par ents ar -
range a mar riage be tween them or threaten to elope or even
com mit sui cide (de Munck 1996). All of these pos si ble non-
nor ma tive strategies eventuate in the absence of a dowry or a
drastic reduction in its value.

[Com ment 2002: News pa per ad ver tise ments have long
been a source of spouse se lec tion in Sri Lanka. Tra di tion -
ally, mar riages were viewed as a con tract be tween two fam -
i lies, rather than two in di vid u als, and usu ally in volved a
third party called the “match maker” or “mar riage bro ker.”
The role of this per son was to find a suit able son-in-law or
daugh ter-in-law for the par ents. The se lec tion was based on
ex ist ing cul tural norms, such as caste, re li gion, fam ily
back ground, wealth, beauty, char ac ter, and, specifically,
the horoscope.

[Dissanayake (1982) writes of the role of the news pa per
“mar riage col umns” as strength en ing and le git i miz ing the
tra di tional value sys tems in spouse se lec tion. This is ap par -
ent when the ad ver tise ments are com pared over the past de -
cade since 1990. It can be seen that the main dif fer ences lie
in the in creased ed u ca tional qual i fi ca tion of the fe males and 
the fact that many of the ad ver tise ments are for per sons al -
ready re sid ing out side of Sri Lanka or hop ing to do so in the
fu ture. Be low are some ex am ples of ad ver tise ments from
1993 and 2002. Some of these would be ex tremely puz zling
to a West erner un aware of the cru cial role of fam ily, caste,
and so cial struc ture, but the ad ver tise ments do re flect the
blend of mod ern iza tion and the im por tance of fam ily struc -
ture. It also appears that the “marriage broker” is being
replaced by “email.”

• [From the Sunday Ob server, May 1993:

Look ing for a bride groom: “Co lombo-based Govi [caste]
Bud dhist par ents of good so cial stand ing seek ed u cated
pro fes sional ex ec u tive or busi ness man pref er a bly non
smoker, tee to taler [does not take al co hol] be tween 26-29
years, 5’ 10” or taller; for their only daugh ter, 24 years,
5’ 3” very at trac tive, well man nered. Dowry avail able.
Send all details with horoscope.”

Look ing for a bride: “Cath o lic Karawa par ents seek ed u -
cated, sim ple, pretty girl be low 28 years for son, se nior
mer can tile ex ec u tive, earn ing over Rs 30,000 monthly.
Kuja in 7 [horo scope]. Write all de tails with horoscope.”

• [From the Sunday Ob server, Au gust 2002:

Look ing for a bride groom: “In flu en tial Sri Lan kan par -
ents Ca na dian Per ma nent Res i dents, mother Govi Bud -
dhist, fa ther Hindu Vellala [caste], seek for their 27 yr
old eld est daugh ter 5’ 3”, mild man nered, gen tle, well
brought up with Sri Lan kan cul tural val ues, stud ied up to
O/L in a lead ing Co lombo Con vent, pres ently read ing
for an Ad min is tra tion De gree in a Ca na dian Uni ver sity
and em ployed in Can ada, a suit able qual i fied part ner
with the same qual i fi ca tions re sid ing es pe cially in
U.S.A. or Can ada grad u ated in Med i cine, Law, Re search 
Sci ences or Al lied Fields. Ap ply with full par tic u lars and 
horo scope con tact Email [omit ted].”

Look ing for a bride: “Well con nected Aus tra lia based
Sinhala / Bud dhist fam ily of very sub stan tial means seek 
for their pro fes sion ally qual i fied son, tall, hand some, 29
years, a suit able bride from sim i lar back ground. Ap ply
with all de tails and horo scope. Email [omit ted].” (End of 
com ment by P. Weerakoon)]Sri Lanka: Religious, Ethnic, and Gender FactorsAffecting Sexuality

2. Religious, Ethnic, and Gender
Factors Affecting Sexuality

A. Source and Character of Religious Values
As a re li giously plu ral is tic coun try, Sri Lan kans do not

have a sin gle col lec tive re li gious source or char ac ter. Bud -
dhist and Hindu re li gious val ues cen ter on the con cepts of
dhamma and karma. Dhamma re fers to ad her ing to the
teach ings of the Bud dha as they guide you to be have com -
pas sion ately and prop erly in your ev ery day life; karma is a
the ory of cau sa tion that re fers to how the trans mi gra tion of
one’s soul through a cy cle of birth, death, and re birth af fects
one’s pres ent-day sit u a tion. Life is thought to con sist of suf -
fer ing, which is based both on bad ac tions (pau) and false at -
tach ments (maya) to peo ple, sta tus, and the things that com -
prise this world. Through fol low ing the teach ings of the
Bud dha, one can ac quire good karma (punya karma) that not 
only min i mizes suf fer ing, but can even make life plea sur -
able. The fol low ing say ing from the Dhamma pada, the say -
ings and ser mons of the Bud dha, shows how good ac tions
can lead to a good life: “If a man does what is good, let him
do it again and again. Let him find plea sure therein. Blissful
is the accumulation of good.” (Cited in Holt 1998, 190).

“Do ing good” for Sri Lan kan Bud dhists is guided by five
pre cepts: 1. ab stain ing from de stroy ing life; 2. ab sti nence
from tak ing what is not yours—which in cludes not ne glect -
ing one’s so cial re spon si bil i ties, as well as theft; 3. ab sti -
nence from for ni ca tion—which is taken to ref er to any sex -
ual mis con duct; 4. ab sti nence from speak ing falsely—which 
in cludes gos sip and “ill-man nered ut ter ances”; and 5. ab sti -
nence from in tox i cat ing li quors, which are “the cause of
sloth” (Obeyese kere 1968, 27).

Hin dus and Bud dhists share the same over all world view.
But there are some dif fer ences, par tic u larly in the prac tice of
their re spec tive re li gious spe cial ists. In Hin du ism, cel i bacy
for swa mis or yo gis is not ab so lute as it is for Bud dhist
bhikkus monks. In Hin du ism, erot i cism and sex ual con trol
are in ex tri ca bly linked, so that con trol height ens erot i cism,
as is ev i dent in the Kama Su tra and also in the im ages and
sto ries of Krishna and Siva. (O’Flaherty 1973). Bud dhist
my thol ogy, on the other hand, is de void of sex ual im ag ery.
The Bud dhist monk, as his Cath o lic coun ter part, is cel i bate
and sex less. The sym bolic neu ter ing of the Bud dhist monk is
sig ni fied by hav ing his hair shorn at the time of his initiation
and keeping it shorn thereafter (Obeyesekere 1981).

The Mus lim worldview is very dif fer ent. The Ko ran of -
fers a view of heaven as a sen sual and he do nis tic par a dise.
This is ev i dent in the fol low ing pas sage taken from the Ko -
ran: “He will re gard them with robes of silk and the de lights
of par a dise. Re clin ing upon soft couches where trees will
spread their share around them, and fruits will hang in clus -
ters over them. They shall be served with sil ver dishes, and
beak ers as large as gob lets. . . . They shall dwell with bash -
ful vir gins whom nei ther men nor jinn [ge nie] will have
touched be fore . . . vir gins as fair as coral and ru bies” (Ko ran 
1956, 18-20, Sura 37, 40-45).

Sri Lan kan Mus lims typ i cally con ceive of heaven as a li -
bid i nous world de void of cul tural con trols: sex, food, drink,
and com forts are there for the ask ing. The Koranic heaven is 
one cre ated for men. It is un clear as to the po si tion of
women in heaven, as only Hourlis, the “bash ful vir gins,”
are mentioned.

B. Source and Character of Ethnic Values
Sri Lanka is an eth ni cally het er o ge neous coun try. The

dom i nant eth nic group is the Sin ha lese, who com prise 74%
of the pop u la tion. The sec ond larg est eth nic group is the
Tam ils, who com prise 18% of the pop u la tion. There are two
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im por tant sub di vi sions among the Tam ils. The ma jor ity of
Tam ils, known as Cey lon Tam ils, are con cen trated in Jaffna,
the north ern most prov ince, along the east ern sea board, and
in the cap i tal of Co lombo. Cey lon Tam ils have been in Sri
Lanka pos si bly as long as, or lon ger than, the Sin ha lese, hav -
ing mi grated across the Palik Straits, an 18.6-mile (30-km)
stretch of ocean that sep a rates Sri Lanka from the tip of In dia. 
The sec ond group of Tam ils, known as In dian Tam ils, were
brought to Sri Lanka in the late 19th and early 20th cen tury as 
plan ta tion la bor ers and to mostly work on the tea planta tions
in the central highlands.

Sri Lan kan Mus lims or Moors, con sti tute the third ma jor 
eth nic group and com prise 7% of the pop u la tion. The
Moors trace their de scent back to Arab trad ers who came
and stayed in Sri Lanka and mar ried lo cal Tamil or Sin ha -
lese women. While both Tam ils and Sin ha lese his to ri ans
and pol i ti cians have claimed that Moors are re ally a sub-
branch of their re spec tive eth nic groups, Moors re ject all
such claims, as sert ing that they are the de scen dants of
Arabic mer chants who set tled in Sri Lanka and even tu ally
mar ried Tamil or Sinhala women who had con verted to Is -
lam. Sri Lan kan Moors view them selves as a sep a rate eth nic 
group with dis tinc tive so cial, re li gious, and cul tural cus -
toms. In deed, there are Moor fam i lies that claim de scent to
the Prophet Mo ham med. An other 1% of Sri Lan kans are
Bur ghers (fam i lies of mixed Sri Lan kan-Eu ro pean her i -
tage), Malay (traders from Malaysia), and Vedas (tribal
people).

These eth nic groups are mostly di vided along re li gious
and lin guis tic lines; the vast ma jor ity of Sin ha lese are Bud -
dhists and speak Sinhala, an Indo-Aryan lan guage. The vast 
ma jor ity of Tam ils are Hin dus and speak Tamil, a Dravidian 
lan guage. A small but sig nif i cant num ber of Tam ils and Sin -
ha lese, about 7% of the pop u la tion, con verted to Chris tian
de nom i na tions (pri mar ily Ro man Ca thol i cism). All Moors
and Ma lays are Mus lims, and Bur ghers are Chris tians. The
Vedas, pre sumed to be the orig i nal in hab it ants of Sri Lanka,
live in dwin dling num bers in the south-cen tral and east ern
for ests. The Vedas ad here to a lo cal mix ture of Bud dhist and 
folk be liefs and cus toms; they are reputed to possess power -
ful forms of magic.

The prin ci ple of pur dah is gen eral to the South Asian sub -
con ti nent and was brought by Mus lims from Cen tral Asia
who en tered and even tu ally con quered most of the In dian
sub con ti nent by the 17th cen tury. Pur dah is an Is lamic cus -
tom that re fers to the con ceal ment of women and sex ual seg -
re ga tion. All re li gious and eth nic com mu ni ties in Sri Lanka
prac tice it to vary ing de grees. Eth nic groups can be ranked in
terms of the de gree of ad her ence to the prin ci ple of pur dah as
fol lows, from strict to le nient: Mus lims, Tamil (Hin dus), Sin -
ha lese (Buddhists), and Burghers (Christians).

Intercaste and interethnic mar riages are le gally sanc -
tioned, but sociomorally sanc tioned against. Intercaste or
interethnic mar riages are most likely to oc cur among the
West ern ized elite, where oc cu pa tional sta tus and Wes tern -
ization have di min ished the cul tural force of eth nic and re li -
gious iden ti ties. Both intercaste and interethnic mar riages
are ex ceed ingly rare and con sti tute less than 1% of all mar -
riages. When they do oc cur, both side s of the fam ily may
ostracize the couple.

All eth nic groups in Sri Lanka are strongly against pre -
mar i tal and ex tra mar i tal sex and view both acts as im moral.
Not only the in di vid ual, but the en tire fam ily—and some -
times the com mu nity or eth nic group—is also held cul pa ble
for im moral sex ual be hav ior. For this rea son, pre- or ex tra -
mar i tal sex ual ac tiv ity should al ways re main se cret or pri -
vate, for once it be comes pub li c knowl edge, foes can use this
in for ma tion to sully so cial as well as individual reputations.Sri Lanka: Knowledge and Education about Sexuality

3. Knowledge and Education
about Sexuality

A. Government Policies and Programs
There is no sys tem atic sex ed u ca tion in Sri Lanka al -

though ef forts have been made to de velop sex ed u ca tion
classes since the late 1980s. Ad vanced bi ol ogy or gen eral
sci ence courses in high school do pro vide in for ma tion on
how sex ual in ter course is per formed, but any ad di tional in -
for ma tion is at the dis cre tion of the teacher. Most Sri Lan -
kans ac quire their knowl edge about sex from their peers
and, oc ca sion ally, through mov ies and mag a zines. Par ents
are em bar rassed to broach the topic of sex with their chil -
dren, and chil dren typ i cally re spond with a shud der of dis -
gust when asked to con sid er their par ent’s sex u al ity. It is for
these rea sons that the gov ern ment has been con sid er ing im -
ple ment ing sex education courses in public schools in
recent years.

B. Informal Sources of Sexual Knowledge
The pri mary in for mal sources of sex ual knowl edge are

gos sip, jokes, and sto ries told by peers. Most sex ual knowl -
edge is ob tained through what James Scott (1991) re ferred
to as “hid den tran scripts,” that is, sto ries or in for ma tion
dis sem i nated in se cret be tween friends. Be cause of the
cramped sleep ing quar ters among the poor and in most ru -
ral homes, chil dren have oc ca sion to ob serve mar ried
adults in fla grante de licto. In this way, chil dren ob tain
first- and sec ond-hand in for ma tion on sex ual di mor phism
and gendered sexual practices.Sri Lanka: Autoerotic Behaviors and Patterns

4. Autoerotic Behaviors and Patterns
Mas tur ba tion is con sid ered un ac cept able for girls, but is

an ac cept able prac tice for males. Most males learn about
mas tur ba tion in their early teens, and it is not un com mon for 
boys to en gage in male mu tual mas tur ba tion, oral, and anal
sex. It is also not con sid ered ab nor mal for teen age males to
prac tice interfemoral sex (one boy in serts his pe nis be tween 
the thighs of an other boy), pop u larly called “cubbing.”
Among them selves, teen age boys will re mark teas ingly on
the thighs of an other boy, sug gest ing that these boys are po -
ten tial part ners for cubbing. While mu tual mas tur ba tion
and interfem oral sex are con doned as a “hid den tran script”
of teen age male sex ual life, such prac tices are ex pected to
stop at the time of mar riage. If they con tinue af ter mar riage,
peers will ex press strong dis ap proval, and may conjecture,
pejoratively, that he is a homosexual.Sri Lanka: Interpersonal Heterosexual Behaviors

5. Interpersonal Heterosexual Behaviors
A. Children and Adolescents

Ex cept in the Tamil ar eas, Sri Lan kans typ i cally do not
con struct walled do mes tic com pounds. Ru ral Sin ha lese
homes are usu ally made with sun-baked brick, with tile or
el e phant grass for the roof ing. The house com pound is an
open area that ex tends into a gar den plot where mani oc, ba -
nana, co co nut, and veg e ta bles are grown. When ever pos si -
ble, rice fields are ad ja cent to the homes, while the chena
(or swid den) fields (where mainly maize, mil let, ses ame,
and long beans are grown) are usu ally lo cated in more re -
mote ar eas of sec ond ary scrub. In ru ral ar eas, the mud
streets, foot paths, cul ti va tion fields, scrublands, rivers, res -
er voirs, ir ri ga tion chan nels, forestlands, and gar den com -
pounds are places where chil dren meet, work, and play. Par -
ents are usu ally not overly con cerned about the safety of
their preadolescent chil dren. Ur ban ar eas are, of course,
much dif fer ent. Homes in mid dle- to up per-class neigh bor -
hoods are usu ally pro tected by a fence or wall, and children
are usually watched by parents or servants.
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Ru ral chil dren and ad o les cents have plenty of op por tu -
ni ties to meet and play away from the watch ful, pry ing eyes
of par ents or other adults. Be cause most vil lages, ex cept for
those cre ated through de vel op ment pro jects, are com prised
of dense and over lap ping net works of kin, chil dren tend to
have great li cense to roam, and they are mon i tored very
 casually by the com mu nity as a whole. In the ru ral con text,
it is much eas ier for chil dren and ad o les cents to ex per i ment
with sex. The fre quency of sex ual play by preadolescent
chil dren is hard to di rectly ver ify. Adults ac know ledge that
their ad o les cent chil dren are “nat u rally” in ter ested in sex
and there fore they must be guarded, but there are no such
concerns for preadolescent children.

Ad o les cent chil dren are watched over by par ents or
guard ians, but they are fre quently given work, such as tak -
ing the goats or cat tle to graz ing lands, guard ing the chena
and paddy fields from birds and other pred a tors, or fetch ing
wa ter or goods from a store. It is ac knowl edged by adults
that when ad o les cents are en gaged in such chores, they will
flirt, dis play their gen i tals, and engage in sex play.

Af ter men ar che, par ents se verely limit the move ment of
their daugh ters and be gin to con sid er pro spec tive bride -
grooms. A girl should be chap er oned by an adult if she is to
go out in pub li c, and she is to avoid all in ter ac tions with
boys. The one ex cep tion to this rule is that girls are per mit -
ted to talk, and even flirt, with their male cross-cous ins. For
ex am ple, most ru ral Sri Lan kans bathe at pub li c wells or lo -
ca tions along a river or stream bank. Boys and girls will
seek out pub li c spots to bathe where a cross-cousin of the
op po site sex is bath ing, pro vided that there are other peo ple
pres ent. The stric tures of pur dah are re laxed for ad o les cent
cross-cousin in ter ac tions be cause of the pref er ence for such 
mar riages and the hope that one’s child will not only agree
to an ar ranged mar riage with a cross-cousin, but will ea -
gerly con sent to the mar riage. So cial struc ture, cul tural
norms, and in di vid ual af fec tions are in tended to dove tail by
re lax ing the rules of pur dah for cross-cousin interactions.

In ur ban ar eas, mid dle- and up per-class girls are ex -
pected to con tinue with their ed u ca tion. For such fam i lies,
the goal of mar ry ing their daugh ter to a cross-cousin has
been re placed with the goal of mar ry ing her to a doc tor, law -
yer, or en gi neer. Girls from mid dle- to up per-class fam i lies
are en cour aged to be come pro fi cient at Eng lish and Eng lish
lit er a ture. The dowry trans ac tions of the ur ban pro fes sional
and elite dif fer sub stan tially from that of the poor and ru ral
peas ants. In the for mer, the pro spec tive groom is ex pected
to bring so cio eco nomic pres tige to the mar riage, while the
pro spec tive bride brings nurturance, pro pri ety, and high
cul ture to the mar riage. Of course, money, hous ing, and
land are im por tant com po nents of the dowry trans ac tion,
but it is the pres tige brought to the mar riage by the pro spec -
tive groom or bride that must first be set tled and ac cepted by 
both families before the dowry negotiations over valued
resources begins.

In ur ban ar eas, love af fairs are not un com mon in high
school. These are usu ally in tensely ro man tic re la tion ships
and in volve pass ing notes to one an other, clan des tine meet -
ings of ten ar ranged with the help of friends, and hand -
holding or kiss ing. They sel dom lead to re cep tive-pen e tra -
tive sex and sel dom en dure. Such ro mances are ac cepted and 
en cour aged, and are even sources of pres tige among high
school or col lege peers, but they re main un ac cept able to the
par ents of the lov ers. The cou ple and their friends gen er ally
think of such ro mances as “young love” and do not ex pect
them to lead to sex ual in ter course. For ur ban fe males from
West ern ized fam i lies, kiss ing and handholding are dar ing
but ac cept able forms of pre mar i tal sex, but any form of re -
cep tive-pen e tra tive sex, heavy pet ting, or oral sex is con sid -

ered mor ally and so cially wrong. How ever, the in ten sity of
an ide al ized “young love” re la tion ship can lead to trag edy if
the re la tion ship does not even tu ate in mar riage. The breakup 
of such adolescent love relationships has long been a leading 
cause of suicide in Sri Lanka.

B. Adults
For a woman, all re cep tive-pen e tra tive forms of sex

should oc cur within the realm of mar riage. While mo nog -
amy is both the law and the norm in Sri Lanka, Mus lims are
per mit ted to marry up to four wives, though they rarely do.
Yalman (1967, 108-114) noted that poly an dry and polyg -
yny, though rare, were his tor i cally prac ticed among the Sin -
ha lese, and he re ported four cases of poly an dry and two of
polygyny at one of his field work sites in 1956. At my ru ral
field work site, there was one poly an drous house hold. In
both Yalman’s and my own field work case, the poly an drous 
mar riages were not reg is tered and were among poor ru ral
farm ers. Mod ern-day po lyg amy in Sri Lanka is a re sult of
dire eco nomic cir cum stances rather than a product of social
norms.

Ex tra mar i tal sex is ex tremely rare for wives in in tact
mar riages, yet, it is not un com mon for hus bands to visit
broth els or seek out im pov er ished wid owed or di vorced
women (usu ally those with chil dren to sup port). In the area
where I worked, such women were called “keeps” (us ing
the Eng lish term) rather than “pros ti tutes” (“ganika” or
“vesi”). In ad di tion to money, a man would bring clothes,
cook ing uten sils, and other gifts to his “keep” in return for
sexual favors.Sri Lanka: Homoerotic, Homosexual, and BisexualBehaviors

6. Homoerotic, Homosexual, and
Bisexual Behaviors

Hetero sex u al sex is the only so cially ac cept able form of
sex when some one is mar ried. Homo sex u al sex is con sid ered 
dirty and sin ful; how ever, it is a com mon prac tice for un mar -
ried males to en gage in homo erotic and homo sex u al be hav -
iors. These are not con sid ered by the par tic i pants as homo -
sex u al acts, but as nat u ral sex ual out lets. Homo sex u al acts
oc cur ring be tween monks was doc u mented in early Bud -
dhist chron i cles, where it was re ferred to as pansalkeliya
(“tem ple game”). How ever, homo sex u ali ty is explicitly for -
bidden for monks.

In mod ern Sri Lanka, homo sex u al acts be tween men are
il le gal and are pun ish able by 12 years in jail, ac cord ing to the
1883 pe nal code, sec tions 365 and 365a, which is still in ef -
fect. Les bian sex is not ac knowl edged in the law. Un til re -
cently, the above dis crim i na tory law had not been en forced,
but the rise in “sex tour ism,” par tic u larly of Eu ro pean homo -
sex u als and pedophiliacs, has led the crim i nal sys tem to ap -
ply this pe nal code more fre quently, and con se quently, there
has been a dra matic rise in convictions (Fernando 2002).

Sherman de Rose, a gay ac tiv ist in Sri Lanka, founded
the first gay rights group called Com pan ions on a Jour ney.
With sup port from the Dutch gov ern ment, the group bought
a house in a wealthy sec tion of Co lombo and opened a meet -
ing cen ter for Sri Lan kan gays, called the Drop-in Cen tre.
The two pri mary mis sions of the cen ter are to de crim i nal ize
homo sex u al acts and to in crease AIDS aware ness. In 2001,
a sec ond gay rights group was formed, pri mar ily of young
adults, and there has been an an nual gay rights con ven tion
in Sri Lanka since 1998 as a re sult of grow ing gay rights ac -
tiv ism. In a 1999 in ter view, de Rose noted that the law
against homo sex u ali ty was be ing used to jus tify beat ings
and ex tor tion of gays and les bi ans by the po lice. He also
noted that there is sub stan tial ev i dence that men have been
thrown out of their houses and fired from their jobs solely as 
a consequence of their sexual orientation.
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Un til re cently, there has been no ac knowl edge ment of
les bi an ism or gen der-con flicted fe males in Sri Lanka. This 
is grad u ally chang ing and there are now two “les bian
aware ness” groups in the Co lombo area. The first Sri Lan -
kan na tional les bian con ven tion was held in Jan u ary 2000
with an es ti mated at ten dance of 150 peo ple. Ac cord ing to
one of the or ga niz ers, les bi ans “are gen er ally ac cepted if
they are fi nan cially in de pend ent and come from up per-
mid dle-class back grounds.” How ever, les bi an ism is not
ac cepted for women from lower socioeconomic back -
grounds.

Ru ral women of ten come to the Co lombo area in search
of work at one of the many fac to ries in Sri Lanka’s Free
Trade Zones. Af ter they are hired, they live in nearby dor -
mi to ries for a cou ple of years and then re turn home. The
dor mi to ries are pop u larly thought to be dens of les bi an ism,
pros ti tu tion, and ca sual sex, and on their re turn home, the
women are of ten stig ma tized and un able to marry, de spite
hav ing saved money expressly for this purpose.Sri Lanka: Gender Diversity and Transgender Issues

7. Gender Diversity and
Transgender Issues

Ponnaya is de rog a tory slang for trans ves tites and very
ef fem i nate males. In male-to-male pen e tra tive-re cep tive
sex, such as interfemoral sex, ponnayas tend to take the pas -
sive role. There are an es ti mated 300 trans ves tite sex work -
ers in Sri Lanka (Ratnapala 1999, 14). Trans ves tites are also 
said to find work as “makeup ex perts” or to work in bridal or 
fash ion stores. Sri Lan kan so ci ety does not con done pub li c
dis plays of gen der switch ing or cross-dress ing un less it is
part of a vil lage or re li gious rit ual. West ern ized moth ers
will fre quently dress their young pre school-age boys in
dresses, but this prac tice is dis con tin ued when the boy en -
ters school. In ru ral ar eas, boys and girls un der the age of 5
or 6 usu ally just wear a t-shirt and no clothes from the waist
down, ex cept for a string that is in tended to ward off the
“evil eye” (as wah).Sri Lanka: Significant Unconventional SexualBehaviors

8. Significant Unconventional
Sexual Behaviors

A. Coercive Sex
Rape

Rape is de fined by the pe nal code as sex ual in ter course
with out the con sent of the woman. If she is un der 12 years of 
age, con sent does not serv e as a mit i gat ing fac tor. Pun ish -
ment for rape is up to 20 years in prison. The in ci dence of
rape has in creased every year from 1986, when it was 291,
to 1996 (the last year for which data are avail able), when it
was 716 (Fernando 2002). How ever, rape is no to ri ously
underreported, as few women are will ing to take the risks of
hu mil i a tion and a pro longed dif fi cult court case. If it be -
comes pub li c knowl edge that a woman was raped, there is a
high prob abil ity that her fam ily will be dis graced and will,
in turn, cast her from the house hold. Chronic com mu nal vi -
o lence and interethnic hos til i ties have also led to higher in -
ci dences of rape across eth nic bound aries. In Jan u ary 2002,
for the first time, Sin ha lese sol diers were brought to court
for charges of raping a Tamil woman and were convicted.

[Com ment 2002: Fe male vic tims of sex ual as sault are
most of ten ad mit ted to a gyne co logi cal ward and first seen
by a gy ne col o gist. The women are most of ten de prived of a
prompt and ap pro pri ate fo ren sic ex am i na tion be cause of
the lack of fa cil i ties in most ru ral hos pi tals and the lack of
knowl edge of many of the at tend ing doc tors. In ad di tion,
the cli ni cian may be re luc tant to be in volved in a crim i nal
in ves ti ga tion. Most of the rape vic tims are also de prived of
psy chi at ric help. (End of com ment by P. Weerakoon)]

Sexual Harassment
Un til 1995, sex ual ha rass ment was not con sid ered a

crime ex cept if it in cluded phys i cal vi o lence. Pub li c sex ual
ha rass ment, such as a male press ing up against a woman
and sim u lat ing in ter course on a bus, pinch ing, or mak ing
las civ i ous re marks, are all re ferred to as “Eve teas ing.”
These be hav iors had be come so prev a lent that in 1995, the
gov ern ment added sec tion 345 to the pe nal code, stip u lat ing 
that all of fenses that vi o lated the mod esty of a woman were
now pun ish able by a jail sen tence. Such be hav iors in cluded
any form of sex ual ha rass ment at workplaces, dur ing public
transport, or at any other public place.

Child Sexual Exploitation
Sex ual ex ploi ta tion in Sri Lanka has been closely linked

with the sex-tour ist in dus try. In 2001, an or ga ni za tion called
Pro tect ing En vi ron ment and Chil dren Ev ery where (PEACE) 
was es tab lished with the goal of pro tect ing Sri Lan kan chil -
dren from sex ual ex ploi ta tion. PEACE is af fil i ated with the
End Child Pros ti tu tion in Asian Tour ism cam paign and sup -
ported through the United Na tions. In 1980, it was es ti mated
that there were 2,000 boys be tween the ages of 6 and 14 in -
volved in pros ti tu tion (Seneviratne 1995, 10). Some of the
boys are self-em ployed, but most are ei ther sold into pros ti -
tu tion by their par ents or lured by older boys, taxi driv ers, ho -
te liers, or em ploy ees of ho tels and guest houses. Cur rent es ti -
mates of the num ber of child sex work ers are in con sis tent,
rang ing from an es ti mated (and likely false) high of 30,000 to 
a low of 1,500 (Ratnapala 1999, 15). The lat ter fig ure seems
to be the most accurate, as it is a result of extensive and care -
ful study.

Young girls are also lured into pros ti tu tion. Abeyesekera 
(1991) of fers a case study of a 15-year-old girl who had be -
come sep a rated from her fam ily in Kandy and was ab duc ted 
by a man who brought her to Co lombo. There, she be came a
pros ti tute, and as her ap pear ance de clined, so did the con di -
tions un der which she worked. She was sold re peat edly,
mov ing from one brothel or pimp to an other un til she was
60. Blind from a ve ne real dis ease, her left leg am pu tated,
and part of a sta ble of beg gars, she had, in ef fect, been a
slave from child hood through the rest of her life.

[Com ment 2002: Apart from the fa mil ial abuse com mon 
in every so ci ety, Sri Lanka ap pears to be par tic u larly vul -
ner a ble to sex ual ex ploi ta tion. Sri Lanka is well known for
its boy child pedophile ac tiv ity, es pe cially of 10- to 15-
year-olds (Senevirat ne 1996). One hun dred fifty thou sand
moth ers work in the Mid dle East as house maids, leav ing
chil dren more vul ner a ble to abuse from rel a tives and neigh -
bors (Weeramunda 1996). One hun dred thou sand child do -
mes tics are at high risk of phys i cal/sex ual abuse from their
em ploy ers, though fur ther re search is needed to con firm
this. Boys at board ing school and other chil dren in res i den -
tial care, es pe cially chil dren with dis abil i ties, are more
likely to be vul ner a ble to sex ual abuse from house par ents
(Weeramunda 1996). Street chil dren need ing food and shel -
ter are prob a bly at greater risk, though further research is
needed to confirm this.

[Seneviratne (1996), in her book, An Evil Un der the Sun, 
em pha sized that, his tor i cally, chil dren in Sri Lan kan so ci -
ety have been much loved. She says that al though pros ti tu -
tion has been in ex ist ence for hun dreds of years, the sex ual
use of young chil dren has only de vel oped re cently. “Boy
pros ti tu tion has been avail able in cit ies by or ga nized groups 
for lo cals, but or ga nized pros ti tu tion of boys for for eign
clients is a recent phenomena.”

[Weeramunda (1996) con ducted a sur vey with school -
chil dren in three schools in Kalutara Dis trict sit u ated near
tour ist ho tels. Of those in ter viewed, 87 of the chil dren (3%)
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said they had had sex ual re la tion ships with tour ists. Nearly
two thirds of chil dren be ing sex u ally ex ploited were male,
12% had their first sex ual en coun ter at 10 years, and the ma -
jor ity were be tween 12 and 14 years old. None of the chil -
dren saw the sex ual en coun ters as a “rakkshawa” or job, and 
sur pris ing to Weermunda, 80% at tended school reg u larly
and did not “play truant” or drop out of school.

[Mile s (2000) as sessed at ti tudes us ing a self-ad min is -
tered ques tion naire with school chil dren aged 13 to 17 years
in four schools in a high-risk beach area of Sri Lanka
(Moratuwa). He re ports that 10% of chil dren said they had
done sex ual things, 8% with other chil dren their age, 5%
with adults, and 6% with adults for money. He fur ther re -
ported that most chil dren felt it was not ac cept able for chil -
dren to do sex ual things with adults and ap peared to be
strongly against the dam age they felt it could do to chil dren
and their com mu ni ties. (End of com ment by P. Weerakoon)]

B. Adult Prostitution/Sex Workers
There is a long his tory of pros ti tu tion in Sri Lanka. A

num ber of Bud dhist Jataka tales, whose oral sources go
back to 500 B.C.E., con cern sex work ers. A 13th-cen tury
text on so cial con di tions speaks of “vesya” (pros ti tutes).
Ex traor di narily beau ti ful women could be come so cial ized
as cour te sans (ganika) to serv e the king. They would be
trained in the “sixty-four wom anly arts” and so cial ized to
be cul tured and pro vide sex ual sat is fac tion to men of high
rank.

Pres ent-day Sri Lanka has a pop u la tion of ap prox i mately
15,000 adult male and fe male sex work ers (Ratnapala 1999,
71); the vast ma jor ity are in the Co lombo area. Most of their
cli ents are Sri Lan kans, but tour ists are the tar get cli en teles
that have spurred the rapid and ex traor di nary growth of the
sex in dus try. For ex am ple, dur ing my first visit to Sri Lanka
in 1979, I saw no sex work ers in Co lombo. By 1982, they
were not only pres ent, but I was fre quently hailed by pimps
and male and fe male sex work ers alike when walk ing along
main streets in downtown Colombo.

There are an es ti mated 1,050 ru ral adult sex work ers
(Ratnapala 1999, 15). These sex work ers mostly live in ru -
ral mar ket towns, ei ther in a ho tel or rented house where
they re ceive their cli ents. The cli ents are gen er ally other vil -
lag ers, town mer chants, trad ers who are com ing for the
weekly mar ket, and soldiers.

Ratnapala (1999, 84) es ti mated that the av er age sex
worker has six cli ents per day, but barely makes suf fi cient
money to meet their sub sis tence costs. Sex work ers typ i cally
hail from very poor fam i lies. Only about 15% are ed u cated
up to the fifth year and mostly are mar ried women, women
who have a child out of wed lock, or who have been de serted
by their hus bands and are “sin gle” but not able to marry. In a
ran dom sam ple of 100 fe male sex work ers liv ing at broth els,
Ratnapala (1999, 10) found that 46 were mar ried, 16 were
de serted by their hus bands, and the re main der (38) were sin -
gle. Twenty-eight were be tween 18 and 25 years of age, 42
were be tween 26 and 30 years of age, and 30 were be tween
30 and 35 years of age. The ma jor ity of these sex work ers did
not vol un tarily choose their pro fes sion, but were forced into
it by dis mal eco nomic cir cum stances or were coerced into it,
sometimes by their husbands.Sri Lanka: Contraception, Abortion, and PopulationPlanning

9. Contraception, Abortion, and
Population Planning

A. Contraception
In a study of 500 Sin ha lese Bud dhist women in a south -

ern town, Padma Karunaratne (1995) found that 17.4% of
her sam ple used mod ern meth ods of con tra cep tion (i.e., the
Pill, IUD, and con doms). Twelve-and-a-half per cent of fe -

males opted for ster il iza tion com pared to only 0.8% of
males; 21.8% used rhythm, 3.8% used with drawal, and 2.6% 
used some other method of con tra cep tion. Thus, 58.8% of
the adult fe male pop u la tion used some form of con tra cep -
tion. How ever, the choice of when to use con tra cep tives dif -
fered sub stan tially from that of West ern ers. Women sel dom
chose to use any form of con tra cep tion prior to the birth of
their first child. Only af ter the first child was born or the de -
sired fam ily size was reached did most women de cide to
adopt some form of birth control.

Hus band and wife are typ i cally too “lajay” (“shy”) to
dis cuss birth con trol meth ods. Aside from the Vic to rian cul -
tural norms that in hibit cou ples from dis cuss ing con tra cep -
tion with each other, the three fac tors that most im pede the
use of birth con trol meth ods among mar ried couples are:

1. nei ther men nor women are in structed in the way mod -
ern con tra cep tives work, so that they then use them im -
prop erly;

2. ru mors about the harm ful ef fects of a par tic u lar con tra -
cep tive may spread with out im ped i ment, as no one
will know enough to re fute them; and

3. most doc tors at fam ily plan ning clin ics are males, and
women are of ten too em bar rassed to ask them about
con tra cep tive options.

Better ed u ca tion about con tra cep tive use, and di rect ing
male or fe male pa tients to doc tors of their own sex to dis -
cuss sen si tive mat ters, would help in crease the use of con -
tra cep tives.

B. Abortion
Abor tion is il le gal in Sri Lanka un less the preg nancy

threat ens the life of the mother. Since 1970, mem bers of
Par lia ment have sought to pass amend ments to lib er al ize
the law on abor tion, thus far to no avail.

It is im pos si ble to ob tain ac cu rate fig ures on abor tion
rates in Sri Lanka, but in a 1997 news pa per ar ti cle, Dr. Nafis 
Sadik es ti mated that 500 abor tions were per formed daily
(Cath o lic World News 1997). Dr. Sriani Bansayake, Med i -
cal Di rec tor of Sri Lanka’s Fam ily Plan ning As so ci a tion,
es ti mated that, in 2001, be tween 765 and 1,000 abor tions
were per formed daily. Since al most all of these abor tions
are car ried out il le gally, they are per formed in un hy gienic
con di tions with im proper equip ment and by un trained med -
i cal doc tors. The women un dergo ag o niz ingly pain ful abor -
tions that of ten lead to “death or se ri ous in jury” (Basnayake
2001). A study on re pro duc tive health es ti mated that 12%
of all ma ter nal mor tal i ties are a con se quence of un safe
abor tions (cited in Sat ur day Magazine 2002, 4).

In an ar ti cle in a Sri Lan kan news pa per mag a zine,
Namini Wijedasa (2002) of fered a de scrip tion of an abor -
tion clinic in a res i den tial area of Co lombo. The clinic was
ad ver tised as a ma ter nity clinic run by a West ern-trained
med i cal doc tor and his staff. The nurse is said to ob tain only
the first name of the pa tient, who gives her a “con sul tancy
fee” of 200 ru pees. The preg nant woman is told to come
back the fol low ing day for a “womb wash.” The fee for an
abor tion ranges be tween 5,000 to 15,000 ru pees—a fee that
is be yond the reach of the av er age Sri Lan kan. As ma ter -
nity/abor tion clin ics run by med i cal doc tors are usu ally ig -
nored by the po lice, well-to-do Sri Lan kans do have abor -
tion op tions de nied poorer Sri Lan kans, a point brought out
by many Sri Lan kan pro-choice ac tiv ists. Pro fes sor Indralal 
de Silva, for in stance, wrote: “When the rich need an abor -
tion—whether it is il le gal or not—they will have ac cess to
safe abor tion[s]. . . . How ever, for the poor, the chance of
hav ing a safe abor tion is still relatively less satisfactory”
(Wijedasa 2002, 6).

980 Con tin uum Com plete In ter na tion al En cy clo pe dia of Sexuality



C. Family Planning
Mod ern-day Sri Lan kans gen er ally fa vor small fam i lies. 

This is re flected in the dra matic de cline of the fer til ity rate
from 5.3 chil dren in 1980 to an es ti mated 1.9 in 2001. Much
of this de cline is be cause of the con ver gence of two mod -
ern iz ing pro cesses: More mar ried women are work ing and
more women are re ceiv ing high school and col lege de grees. 
The so ci etal im age of women is grad u ally be ing re shaped
from a tra di tional one, where to be a suc cess ful adult
woman meant only to be a mother, to one where women
choose to find their sense of iden tity in their oc cu pa tion, as
well as through their family.

Padma Karunaratne (1995) found that the in creased
“em pow er ment of women” in Sri Lanka has led to in creased 
con trol over re pro duc tive choices. Em pow er ment is re -
flected by the com par a tively high lev els of ed u ca tion Sri
Lan kan women en joy, the de ferred age of mar riage, “egal i -
tar ian wel fare mea sures adopted by suc ces sive gov ern -
ments” (Karunaratne 1995), and the new eco nomic op por -
tu ni ties af forded by mul ti na tional com pa nies lo cat ing fac -
to ries in Sri Lan kan Free Trade Zones and do mes tic work
op por tu ni ties abroad (Gamburd 2001). In a study of 500
women in a south ern ru ral town, Karunaratne noted that
90% had some for mal school ing and lived within 5 mile s
(8 km) of a gov ern ment-sub si dized fam ily health clinic.
Even in this ru ral town, the vast ma jor ity of women had
access to both public education and public health facilities.

A de mo graphic and health sur vey con ducted by UNESCO 
in 1993 showed that about 96% of ad o les cents be tween the
ages of 15 and 19 had some knowl edge of con tra cep tion.
Fam ily plan ning is an ac cepted and well-re ceived prac tice in
Sri Lanka, and re cent stud ies in di cate that ad o les cent pop u la -
tions have greater knowl edge of mod ern con tra cep tive meth -
ods than do their el ders (UNESCO Case Study–Sri Lanka
2002, 1, 6).Sri Lanka: Sexually Transmitted Diseases and HIV/AIDS

10. Sexually Transmitted Diseases
and HIV/AIDS

A. Sexually Transmitted Diseases
Syph i lis, gon or rhea, and nongonococcal in fec tions are

the most com mon sex u ally trans mit ted in fec tions. Stud ies
in di cate that 88% to 97% of Sri Lan kan ad o les cents (de -
pend ing on whether it is an ur ban or ru ral sam ple) are aware
that in fec tions could be sex u ally trans mit ted, but only be -
tween 47% and 52% knew that con dom use could pre vent
the trans mis sion of HIV (UNAIDS 2002).

B. HIV/AIDS
No cases of HIV in fec tion were found in test ing for HIV/

AIDS at an an te na tal clinic in Co lombo for 1990, 1993,
1995, and 1996 (UNAIDS 2002, 3). The Sri Lan kan gov ern -
ment es ti mated that by Jan u ary 2001, there had been 89
deaths at trib uted to AIDS. Def i nite HIV-pos i tive cases to -
taled 358, and 119 peo ple had been di ag nosed with AIDS.
Be cause it is dif fi cult to col lect ac cu rate sta tis tics on a highly
stig ma tized dis ease, gov ern ment of fi cials be lieve that as
many as 8,500 peo ple may be in fected with HIV (Samath
2001). United Na tions pro jec tions es ti mate that by 2005, as
many as 80,000 may be in fected with HIV/AIDS, mostly be -
cause of the growth of the sex-tour ist in dus try. It should also
be noted that, at pres ent, the Cen ters for Dis ease Con trol
(1997, 1) does not con sid er HIV/AIDS to be of ep i demic pro -
por tions in Sri Lanka: “The AIDS ep i demic has yet to pres ent 
over whelm ing prob lems in Sri Lanka; AIDS cases are far
less common there than they are in other Asian countries.”

Al most all Sri Lan kans are aware that con doms can pre -
vent HIV/AIDS and other sex u ally trans mit ted dis eases,

but few use them be cause of the cul tural em pha sis on mo -
nog amy and the be lief that con doms re duce sex ual plea -
sure. In a 1997 study of con dom use, 44.4% of males in
Co lombo and 26.3% of males in Matale, a ru ral area on the
south ern tip of Sri Lanka, re ported us ing con doms in their
“most re cent in ter course of risk” (UNAIDS 2002, 9). Zero
per cent of the women re ported us ing con doms. Sri Lan kan
fe males are un likely to en gage in what they per ceive to be
“risky sex”; thus, their sex ual be hav iors are con fined to mo -
nog a mous re la tions. The rea son why more men in Co lombo 
than Matale used a con dom is a re sult of the gen eral be lief
that HIV/AIDS was brought to Sri Lanka by tour ists and is
mostly con fined to the sex-tour ism in dus try. Sri Lan kan
males con sid er them selves more at risk with Co lombo sex
work ers than with Matale sex work ers, be cause the former
are more likely to have had sex with a tourist.

[Up date 2002: UNAIDS Ep i de mi o log i cal As sess ment:
The avail able HIV/AIDS data for Sri Lanka in di cate that
ex ten sive spread of HIV had not oc curred as of the year
2001. HIV test ing among an te na tal clinic at ten dees was
con ducted in the cap i tal, Co lombo, in 1990, 1993, 1995,
and 1996. No ev i dence of HIV in fec tion was de tected. Out -
side Co lombo, HIV test ing of an te na tal clinic women took
place in var i ous sites, in clud ing Anuradhapura, Badulla,
Galle, Kandy, Kurune gala, and Ratnapura, at var i ous times
be tween 1990 and 1996. As in Co lombo, no ev i dence of
HIV in fec tion was found among the an te na tal clinic women
tested at that time. Among sex work ers tested in Co lombo
from 1990 through 1998, ev i dence of HIV in fec tion was
found in only one site, in 1993, where 0.2% of the sex work -
ers tested were HIV-pos i tive. Out side Co lombo, sex work -
ers were tested for HIV in fec tion in Kandy, Anuradhapura,
Galle, Kurunegala, Ratnapura, and Badulla be tween 1993
and 1998. Ev i dence of HIV in fec tion was found in only one
site, Kurunegaia, and only in 1995, where 0.5% of sex
workers tested were HIV-positive.

[The best es ti mate of HIV prev a lence in Sri Lanka, as of
the end of 2001, is about 4,800. There are in suf fi cient stud -
ies and data on the pat terns and prev a lence of HIV-risk be -
hav iors in Sri Lanka to sug gest that the po ten tial for ep i -
demic or more-ex ten sive spread of HIV is very low. More
sys tem atic sen ti nel HIV sur veil lance needs to be de vel -
oped, with pri mary em pha sis on high-risk groups. In ad di -
tion, base line be hav ioral sur veil lance stud ies/sur veys need
to be im ple mented as soon as pos si ble. Sup port for HIV/
AIDS/STD pro grams needs to be expanded and focused on
high-risk groups.

[The es ti mated num ber of adults and chil dren liv ing
with HIV/AIDS on Jan u ary 1, 2002, were:

Adults ages 15-49: 4,800 (rate: < 0.1%)
Women ages 15-49: 1,400
Chil dren ages 0-15: 550

[An es ti mated 250 adults and chil dren died of AIDS dur -
ing 2001.

[At the end of 2001, an es ti mated 2,000 Sri Lan kan chil -
dren un der age 15 were liv ing with out one or both par ents
who had died of AIDS. (End of up date by the Ed i tors)]Sri Lanka: Sexual Dysfunctions, Counseling, andTherapies

11. Sexual Dysfunctions, Counseling,
and Therapies

Since the 1980s, a num ber of non govern men tal or ga ni -
za tions (NGOs) have been es tab lished to coun sel women
and chil dren who are the vic tims of rape, sex ual ex ploi ta -
tion, vi o lence, or ha rass ment. In 1986, the Women’s De vel -
op ment Cen tre was es tab lished to ad dress is sues such as
rape and do mes tic vi o lence. The Bar As so ci a tion of Sri
Lanka, the Sri Lan kan Women Law yers’ As so ci a tion, and
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var i ous other or ga ni za tions of fer free le gal aid to women
and chil dren. In ad di tion to free le gal aid, two as so ci a -
tions—the Women’s De vel op ment Cen tre and Women in
Need—also provide free counseling services.

In Sri Lanka, as in most coun tries, HIV/AIDS evokes an -
ger and con tempt among the pop u lace rather than com pas -
sion or un der stand ing. Dr. Kamilaka Abyeratne, a 66-year-
old fe male doc tor who con tracted AIDS through a blood
trans fu sion, was the first Sri Lan kan to go pub li c with the dis -
ease. She has been in stru men tal in re duc ing the stigma as so -
ci ated with AIDS and also has worked to cre ate AIDS-
aware ness pro grams. AIDSline is a tele phone coun sel ing
serv ice started in Jan u ary 2000 by the Co ali tion for Care, Ed -
u ca tion, and Sup port Ser vices (AC CESS).  ACCESS is op er -
ated by trained vol un teers and is open four hours a day from 4 
p.m. to 8 p.m. AIDSline also pro vides free ad vice and guid -
ance to call ers seek ing in for ma tion on HIV/AIDS and other
sex ual mat ters. The serv ice is avail able to both heterosexuals 
and homosexuals.

[Com ment 2002: Re li able fig ures for the in ci dence and
prev a lence of sex ual dys func tions are not avail able for Sri
Lanka. Sex ther apy is usu ally of fered by psy chi a trists and
psy chol o gists at tached to psy chi at ric units in larger hos pi -
tals. De Silva and Rodrigo (1995), work ing in a sex ual dys -
func tion clinic run as a part of the psy chi at ric clinic in
Kandy (hill coun try Sri Lanka), re ported that the cli ents
were al most ex clu sively male, largely com plain ing of erec -
tile dys func tion and pre ma ture ejacu la tion. In their clinic,
fe male prob lems were rare and usu ally re ferred by gy ne col -
o gists. These were few and re lated to un con sum mated mar -
riages and dys pareun ia. Other pro fes sion als work ing in the
area, how ever, re port a high pro por tion of cou ples pre sent -
ing with un con sum mated mar riages (Weerakoon 1987),
many of these be ing be cause of vagi nis mus. All of these
women were vir gins and most be lieved that first sex ual in -
ter course was a very trau matic ex pe ri ence, al ways ac com -
pa nied by bleed ing, and of ten associated with significant
genital trauma. This myth is common among young people
in Sri Lanka.

[It is com mon in Sri Lanka for prac ti tio ners of Ayurvedic
med i cine and folk rem e dies to ad ver tise their ser vices and
prod ucts (De Silva & Dissanayake 1989), with prom i nent
ad ver tise ments in na tional lan guage pa pers (Sin ha lese and
Tamil news pa pers). These ad ver tise ments ad ver tise treat -
ment as well as im ply cau sa tion for the con di tions. Some of
the lead lines in these advertisements translate as:

• Do you suf fer from Im po tence? Try our rem edy to day.
• Do you suf fer from noc tur nal emis sion?
• Are you los ing pre cious se men with your urine?
• In stant (pre ma ture) ejacu la tion? Do not suf fer any more.
• Sex ual de bil ity—there is a cure.

[The Ayurvedic rem e dies of fered in this way are usu ally
herbal prep a ra tions, both for oral in ges tion and ex ter nal ap -
pli ca tion. The folk prac ti tio ners of fer var i ous “mys ti cal”
rem e dies. Many of the prac ti tio ners em pha size the sup posed
role of se men loss in the gen e sis of sex ual “de bil ity” and dys -
func tion, both in their ad ver tise ments and in their con sul ta -
tion. The “ex ces sive” loss of se men, through mas tur ba tion,
wet dreams (noc tur nal emis sions), spermatorrhoea (in ter -
preted as cloud i ness of the urine), and fre quent co itus in
youth and early adult life are claimed to cause many dis eases
and dis abil i ties. These would in clude, in ad di tion to erec tile
dys func tion and pre ma ture ejacu la tion, a whole range of
other phys i cal and men tal symp toms. These be liefs, which
are wide spread, de rive from the Ayurvedic the o ries of the
com po si tion and value of se men. The re sult is that many men 
pres ent with se ri ous con cerns, of ten tinged with guilt about

their sex ual de sire and be hav ior. This syn drome has been re -
ported in several Asian countries, e.g., the Dhat syndrome in
India (Bhatia & Malik 1991).

[In Sri Lanka, the con di tion has been called the “Loss of
Se men Syn drome.” De Silva and Dissanayake (1989) as -
sessed 28 con sec u tive males at tend ing a sex ual dys func tion
clinic in Sri Lanka with such fears and symp toms. They re -
ported that the four main groups of symp toms were:

• Phys i cal symp toms, such as aches and pains, and/or
men tal symp toms, such as poor mem ory and con cen tra -
tion,

• Spe cific sex ual dys func tions,
• Anx i ety about pres ent or fu ture sex ual func tion ing (of -

ten as so ci ated with im pend ing mar riage and first sex ual
in ter course), and

• Di rect com plaints about the ex ces sive loss of se men.

[They pointed out that many of the pa tients do not com -
plain di rectly of a sex ual prob lem; in stead, they pres ent with
anx i ety and de pres sion or vague symp toms such as “gen eral
weak ness,” “sleep prob lems,” and aches and pains—dis clos -
ing the sex ual dys func tion in the course of a gen eral his tory.
(End of com ment by P. Weerakoon)]Sri Lanka: Sex Research and Advanced ProfessionalEducation

12. Sex Research and Advanced
Professional Education

Re cently, there has been an in crease in re search on
sexol o gy in Sri Lanka. Most of this re search is con cerned
with med i cal, ep i de mi o log i cal, or sex ex ploi ta tion and
crim i nal is sues. A num ber of stud ies were es tab lished and
planned through the In ter na tion al Cen ter for Re search on
Women. There have also been a num ber of stud ies that were
a re sult of a col lab o ra tive ef fort be tween the Uni ver sity of
Con nect i cut Health Cen ter, the In sti tute for Com mu nity
Re search, in the United States, and the Cen ter for Inter -
sectoral Com mu nity Health Stud ies and the Uni ver sity of
Peradeniya in Kandy, Sri Lanka. The Fam ily Plan ning As -
so ci a tion of Sri Lanka is also ac tive in study ing and dis sem -
i nat ing in for ma tion on sex ed u ca tion, ef fec tive con tra cep -
tion meth ods, safe-sex prac tices, preg nancy, de liv ery, and
abor tion. The Sri Lan kan Min is try of Health, in col lab o ra -
tion with UNICEF, has ini ti ated a mul ti me dia cam paign on
HIV/AIDS. PEACE (Pro tect ing En vi ron ment and Chil dren 
Ev ery where) is the main or ga ni za tion that does research
and publicizes information on the sexual exploitation of
children in Sri Lanka.Sri Lanka: References and Suggested Readings
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