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Abstract

This study examines why women remain excluded from parliamentary representation in
Somaliland despite the country’s expanding democratic institutions and constitutional guarantees
of equality. Methodologically, the study employs a qualitative single-case design utilising semi-
structured interviews with women candidates, clan leaders, and constitutional experts to capture
in-depth insights into how formal and informal institutional structures shape women’s political
representation. Drawing on feminist institutionalism, the study found that women's exclusion is
not merely a consequence of isolated cultural barriers but results from a deliberate interaction

within a hybrid institutional order.

Somaliland's formal institutions theoretically ensure equal political rights on paper, but the
findings reveal that these promises are frequently undermined in practice. Although political
parties are governed by written rules, they play a significant gatekeeping role by relying on
informal practices, including clan approval letter and discretionary selection procedures, which
systematically disadvantages women candidates. Additionally, clan structures and religious
norms shape political legitimacy, access to candidacy, and perception of appropriate political
leadership, collectively positioning politics as a male domain. Furthermore, this study's findings
point out that the resistance to women's parliamentary participation is driven by concerns that
women parliamentarians might introduce reforms that challenge existing gendered power

relations.

The study contributes to the literature by demonstrating that formal and informal institutions do
not operate separately in fields but as interconnected and mutually reinforcing mechanisms that
reproduce gendered political exclusion in Somaliland. While the study does not aim at statistical
generalizability, and these findings are specific to Somaliland's hybrid political context, the study

provides a broader insight into how formal and informal institutions interact.

Key words: Somaliland, candidate selection, women’s political participation, gender exclusion, feminist

institutionalism, formal institutions, informal institutions, clan authority
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Glossary of Somali Terms

Xeer
Traditional Somali customary law, which Somalis use to govern conflict resolution and affairs
between clans.

Shir
A meeting of male elders convened to deliberate and resolve disputes.

Caagqil
A traditional clan elder or chief is responsible for representing the clan and coordinating clan
affairs and political decisions.

Guurti
The House of Elders in Somaliland’s bicameral parliament is composed of traditional clan
representative members responsible for mediation, conflict resolution, and reviewing legislation.

SNM (Somali National Movement)

A liberation movement formed in the 1980s in Northern Somalia (modern-day Somaliland) that
played a central role in overthrowing the Barre regime and declaring Somaliland’s independence
in 1991.

Burao Conference
The 1991 national conference, where clan leaders/elders and SNM leaders declared the

independence of the Republic of Somaliland.

Borama Conference
The 1993 nation-building conference established Somaliland’s political system and institutional
framework.
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1. Introduction

The world has seen an upward trend in women's parliamentary participation. Between 1995 and
2025, the global women’s representation increased from 11.3% to 27.2% (Inter-Parliamentary
Union, 2025). However, the gender disparity persists, as of 2025, women occupied only over one-
fourth of all parliamentary seats globally (Inter-Parliamentary Union, 2025). In the context of
Africa, increasing the number of women in parliament, or even a mere suggestion of doing so, has
provoked substantial opposition in several countries, often directed against women politicians and

women candidates (Bauer, 2012).

However, a growing body of evidence demonstrates globally that when women become
parliamentarians, their societal impact is substantial (Childs & Krook, 2009; Wéngnerud, 2009;
Clayton & Zetterberg, 2018). This pattern is also reflected in the African context, where elected
women parliamentarians have been shown to have a significant positive impact on policy outcomes
and broader societal development (Bauer, 2012). In particular, Bauer and Britton (2006) argue that
African women Parliamentarians often prioritize social welfare, gender equality, and inclusive
governance, contributing meaningfully to society (pp.1— 30). Despite evidence of women's

effectiveness in office, significant barriers to representation persist.

What explains these persistent barriers? Scholars have identified two main categories of factors.
First, formal institutional arrangements such as electoral systems and gender quotas play an
important role. According to previous scholars, proportional representation systems, particularly
closed-list systems, tend to facilitate women's access to the parliament, while open-list systems
often disadvantage female candidates (Bauer & Britton, 2006, p.30; Yoon, 2004). Similarly,
scholars further argue that gender quotas have the potential to significantly increase women's
parliamentary representation, although their transformative potential depends heavily on the
political and institutional environment in which they operate (Yoon, 2001; O'Brien & Rickne,
2014). The second category for these persistent barriers includes cultural structures, religious
norms, and clan authority that can either co-exist with formal institutions or override them (Yoon,
2001; Inglehart & Norris, 2003, as cited in Stockemer, 2011). Previous scholars argue that a key

institutional solution for increasing women's political representation is the implementation of
g p p p



gender quotas and employing a closed list system (Dahlerup, 2006; Yoon, 2001). While existing
studies extensively examined quotas’ effectiveness, less is known about how formal and informal
institutions interact in environments where quotas have consistently declined, and where informal

power structures remain exceptionally strong.

This study addresses this gap by examining Somaliland's context, which is considered an extreme
case. Since the approval of its constitution in a public referendum in 2001, Somaliland has
conducted multiple parliamentary and presidential elections, but very few women have been
elected to parliament. The only woman currently serving in the parliament came as a vacancy

placement (Abdi, 2021).

Formally, the constitution guarantees equal political rights to all citizens, yet the country declined
to implement gender quotas on the grounds that all citizens possess equal rights (Somaliland Sun,
2020). However, in practice, formal institutions operate alongside strong informal structures rather
than independently from them. Informally, political participation is deeply embedded in clan-based
political structures, gender norms, and religious expectations that influence perceptions of

legitimate political leadership (Bade, 2024; Alexander & Welzel, 2011).

The 2021 parliamentary elections illustrate the stark outcome of this institutional interaction, a
total of 28 women ran as candidates, yet no woman was elected to the House of Representatives,
while only three secured positions in local councils (Hassan & Abdi, 2022). Currently, only one
woman serves in Somaliland's parliament, and she entered through a vacancy replacement rather
than through an election (Somaliland Parliament, 2026). This contradiction between women's
proven effectiveness in legislative roles in other parts of the world and the extreme ongoing
political marginalization in Somaliland raises important questions: How do formal and informal
institutions interact and shape women’s access to candidacy in parliamentary elections in
Somaliland? Following with two sub-questions that guide the analysis. (1) What role do formal
political institutions play in women’s access to parliamentary candidacy? (2) How do informal

institutions and gendered norms shape women’s political legitimacy and access to candidacy?

This thesis, therefore, aims to investigate how formal and informal institutions interact to shape
women's access to parliamentary candidacy in Somaliland. Focusing specifically on the processes
that enable or block women from getting selected as candidates. Drawing on Feminist

Institutionalism as a theoretical framework, as it allows a dual focus on both formal and informal



institutions (Mackay, Kenny, & Chappell, 2010). This approach examines how gendered power

relations are embedded in both the rules and practices, shaping who gets access to political office.

To answer the research questions, the thesis employs a qualitative single case design based on
semi-structured interviews with seven participants, including three women candidates, two male
clan leaders, and two male constitutional experts, to capture diverse perspectives on women’s

political exclusion.

The study is organized as follows: Chapter two provides background on Somaliland's hybrid
political system and the historical roots of the clan authority. Chapter three presents the existing
literature on women's parliamentary representation globally and in Africa, identifying key research
gaps that this study aims to address. Chapter four outlines the concept of institutions, drawing on
Feminist institutionalism (FI) theory. Chapter five specifies the aim of the research questions.
Chapter six outlines the research design and methodology. Chapter seven presents the findings and
analysis. Chapter eight discusses the results in relation to existing literature and theoretical

concepts. Chapter nine presents the conclusion of the study.



2. Background

In this chapter, the study provides a detailed overview of Somaliland’s historical and institutional
context to understand women’s political underrepresentation. This section will explain the
historical roots of the clan authority and the institutions of the traditional and customary rules
within Somaliland’s democratic political system. Additionally, this chapter presents how
Somaliland’s hybrid political system, which consists of traditional Somali customary rules and
modern democratic institutions, emerged, and a historical overview of women’s political
participation and their role in liberation movements and civil society organizations. In order to
examine why women in Somaliland face barriers in accessing parliamentary representation, it is

crucial to look back at Somaliland’s history.

2.1 Somaliland

Somaliland is a partially recognized state and functions as a de facto state in Northern Somalia.
Somaliland emerged after the collapse of the Barre regime in January 1991. Northern clan elders
and the Somali National Movement (SNM) held the Burao Conference, declaring the
independence of the Republic of Somaliland on 18 May 1991 based on the former colonial borders
(Baadiyo, 2018). Somaliland achieved a bottom-up reconciliation process, which resulted in a
hybrid political system that fused traditional Somali kinship structures with modern democratic
institutions (Walls & Kibble, 2010). Somaliland’s parliament is bicameral, consisting of an elected
House of Representatives and the House of Elders, called Guurti, which is the upper chamber and
represents traditional clan elders. Its main responsibilities include reviewing legislation passed by
the lower house (Walls & Kibble, 2010). Since the formation of this de facto state, Somaliland has
succeeded in establishing a multi-party democracy, conducting several peaceful presidential,
parliamentary, and local elections. Despite meeting the criteria for statehood under international
law, such as a permanent population, defined territory, and functioning government, Somaliland

remains internationally unrecognized (Walls & Kibble, 2010).



2.2 Clan authority and the hybrid political system

Before European colonial rule, Somali society was largely organised around the clan structure and
customary law known as Xeer. Social and political systems were often based on segmentary
patrilineal structures, which functioned as a security alliance for their members (Samatar, 1988).
According to Lewis (1961), Somalis lacked a central authority, instead of a centralised authority,
adult males participated in elders’ council meetings known as a shir to settle disputes through
consensus. These governance structures institutionalised male authority within Somali society. As
a result, decision-making power was concentrated among male elders, while women were largely

excluded from decision-making (Lewis, 1961).

The first modern political institution in Somaliland was a Legislative Council established by the
British colonial administration in 1957 (Mahmoud, 2023). Although colonial rule introduced
modern administrative institutions, traditional clan structures remained influential in political life.
Clan leaders had heavy influence on political decision-making, and instead of replacing the
traditional system of authority, the modern political institutions developed alongside traditional
systems. This laid the foundation for the hybrid political system, a system combining formal

institutions with informal clan-based authority structures (Walls & Kibble, 2010).

The House of Elders of Somaliland, which is known as the Guurti, a prime example of
Somaliland’s hybrid political system. The House of Elders plays an important role when it comes
to conflict mediation and peace-making, since clan identity remains the primary basis for political
representation instead of ideology (Jama et al., 2023). However, its influence on political decision-
making has been described as problematic. Scholars argue that clan authority can overrule formal
democratic institutions, leaving very little room for the influence of government institutions (Jama
et al, 2023). Scholarship also highlights that these traditional authority structures are
overwhelmingly male-dominated, and their institutionalisation within the modern state has been
described as reproducing gendered patterns of political authority (Lewis, 1961). Scholarship

further shows that women in Somaliland have historically been excluded from decision-making



bodies, reflecting how the legacy of male-dominated structures continues to shape contemporary

political practices (Lewis, 1961).

2.3 Women'’s Political Participation in Somaliland

The engagement of women’s political participation in Somaliland dates to the 1940s during the
British colonial era, where women were active members of the Somali Youth League (SYL).
Somali women contributed in different forms, such as voluntarily raising funds, recruiting
members, and organizing rallies. Apart from that, women used their voices through literature and

poetry to raise awareness and were anti-colonial (Aidid, 2011).

In 1960, during the independence and the subsequent merger with Italian Somaliland, the civilian
government (1960-1969) guaranteed women the right to vote and run for office in its constitution
(Abdi, 2021). However, this remained a “written statement” only, as women did not run for office
and primarily served as a voting bloc for male candidates (Abdi, 2021).

The military regime under Siad Barre (1969—1991) introduced significant changes, such as the
1975 Family Law, which equated inheritance rights and restricted polygamy. While women gained
access to education and served as the backbone of the 1977 Ethio-Somali war, their political power
did not change significantly, as reforms were often viewed as politically driven to eliminate
internal rivals (Ingiriis & Hoehne, 2013). The Somali state collapsed in 1991, and the subsequent
civil war fundamentally shifted gender roles as women became the primary breadwinners and
gained the confidence to challenge male dominance. In that same year, the Republic of Somaliland
declared its independence from Somalia, and women acted as ambassadors for peace and
mediators between clans and organised demonstrations for reconciliation. Women became the
voice of peace and used poems and songs to describe the suffering caused by war and advocate for

peace and coexistence (Inclusive Peace & Transition Initiative, 2017).

For instance, in the 1992 peace conference in Sheikh, seventeen women representing the
Somaliland Women’s Development Association and the Somaliland Women’s Organization were
invited to monitor the negotiations (Inclusive Peace & Transition Initiative, 2017). The Borama

Conference (1993), which was a nation-building meeting that laid the foundations and shaped the



political system that still exists in Somaliland today (Walls & Kibble, 2010), included women’s
organisations as observers. Women’s organizations applied external advocacy and actively called
for peace, inclusive talks, and democratic reforms. These peace efforts and campaigning led to
their formal admission as observers at the Borama Conference in 1993. Despite their contributions,
women were only observers during formal peace conferences and lacked influence over final
decisions (Abdi, 2021). In 2001, the people of Somaliland approved its constitution, and the state
transitioned to a multi-party democracy system (Hansen & Bradbury, 2007).

However, women'’s representation has struggled to gain traction. In 2002, Somaliland held its first
Local Council Elections, and out of 2,760 candidates, only six were women, while only two
women were elected (Abdi, 2021). This was followed by the Parliamentary Elections in 2002,
where only seven women appeared on the final list of 246 candidates, with only two securing seats

(Abdi, 2021).

More than ten years later, in 2012, the country held its second Local Elections, and this time female
candidates were 172, resulting in ten women being elected (Abdi, 2021). There has been a long
campaign and several attempts by the women of Somaliland and women’s rights organisations to
introduce quotas for women in parliament and local government, but progress has been very slow.
In 2017, the sitting president promised a quota for women, and the government proposed
increasing the proportion of seats held by women in the national parliament to 20 per cent. In 2019,
a 20% gender quota was approved by the lower house, but it was subsequently rejected by the

upper house of Elders (Walls et al., 2017, p. 45).

In 2021, Somaliland held parliamentary elections and local council elections. In total, 798
candidates ran for both the Local Councils and the House of Representatives. Out of 220 elected
Local Councillors, only three were women. For the House of Representatives, 246 candidates ran
for 82 seats, including 28 female candidates. No female candidate was elected (Somaliland
Election Monitoring Office, 2021). However, after the death of a male MP, Nuur Osman Guled,
in 2023, Amina Cilmi Farid was elevated to the Somaliland House of Representatives to fill his
vacant seat, in line with the constitutional rule that such vacancies are filled by the party’s top
candidates on its waiting list (Somaliland Election Monitoring Office, 2021). Currently, Amina

Cilmi Farid is the only woman in the parliament of Somaliland (Somaliland Parliament, 2026).



This contrast between women’s contributions to state-building and their limited political
representation highlights the central puzzle of this study. Somaliland has developed relatively
stable democratic institutions and conducted multiple elections, yet women remain almost entirely
absent from parliamentary politics. Understanding how formal institutions such as electoral
systems interact with informal institutions such as clan authority and gender norms is therefore

essential for explaining women’s political underrepresentation in Somaliland.



3. Literature review

While the previous chapter outlined the specific political context of Somaliland, this chapter
situates the case within broader scholarly debates on women’s political representation. The chapter
begins with a broad overview of global literature on the consequences of female parliamentary
representation, followed by a scholarly examination of the achievements and contributions of
elected African women parliamentarians, highlighting their impact on policy outcomes,
governance, and broader societal development. It then narrows the focus to studies that analyse
the structural, institutional, and socio-cultural barriers that continue to limit women's access to
political power in Africa, with particular attention to Somaliland. The chapter concludes by

identifying the key gaps within the existing literature that this study seeks to address.

3.1. Women's parliamentary contribution globally and in Africa

Global scholarship on women's political representation has extensively examined the
consequences of female parliamentary presence. A large body of research finds that higher
numbers of women in the parliament are associated with increased attention to social welfare,
health, education, and gender equality policies (Childs & Krook, 2009; Wéngnerud, 2009; Clayton
& Zetterberg, 2018).

This trend is mirrored in the African context, where existing studies have examined women's
participation in national parliaments, their impact on policy outcomes, and their contribution to
social welfare, gender equality, and inclusive governance. For instance, Bauer and Britton (2006)
document that African women parliamentarians have made visible changes in their respective
countries. Women members of Parliament (MPs) have advocated for reforms in the organization
of the parliamentary working hours, these efforts include demands for on-site childcare facilities
for MPs and staff, and adjustments to parliamentary calendars to align with school holidays (p.
18). These institutional reforms are themselves a form of gender equality policy: as they directly
address the dual professional and domestic responsibilities disproportionately borne by women
(Bauer & Britton, 2006, p. 18). By removing practical barriers that would otherwise limit women's
ability to serve effectively, such changes reinforce the global finding that women's parliamentary
presence leads to gender sensitive outcomes, whether in public policy or the internal functioning

of political institutions.



Beyond institutional culture, the research also points to substantive policy influence. Bauer and
Britton (2006) demonstrate that African women MPs have “made remarkable progress in shaping
the legislative agendas of their nations” (p. 20). According to Bauer and Britton (2006), African
women MPs have challenged their male counterparts to integrate gender into land rights
discussions and customary law, ensuring women's property rights are considered. Similarly, they
also advanced programs that empower women economically, and in response to the HIV/AIDS
pandemic, they promoted policies that enable women to maintain their sexual and reproductive
health (p. 20). This evidence confirms that women's presence can lead to concrete, gender-sensitive
policy outcomes. Yet with this proven effectiveness, women across Africa remain
underrepresented in national legislatures. This contradiction between what women achieve in the

office when elected and their difficulty accessing it is a puzzle this review now explores.

3.2.1 Formal institutional Barriers: Gender quotas and electoral
systems

The question remains: if women are such effective legislators, why are so few elected? In response
to this question, scholars have examined a range of barriers, which can be understood as operating
on two levels: Formal institutional barriers such as certain electoral systems, and the informal
institutional barriers, are deeply embedded in social norms, cultural practices, and power structures
that shape political behavior outside the formal laws (Yoon, 2001; O’Brien &Rickne, 2014; Yoon,
2004; Inglehart & Norris, 2003, as cited in Stockemer, 2011, pp. 140-141).

According to previous scholars, a key institutional solution for increasing women's political
representation is the implementation of gender quotas. For instance, Dahlerup (2006) distinguishes
between two main approaches in increasing women's political representation: “incremental track,”
a slow, gradual increase in women's representation through long-term cultural and societal change,
and the fast-track approach. Gender quotas represent the latter model, as they function as equal
opportunities that force political parties to recruit, nominate, and select women for political
positions. Fast-track discourse rejects the assumption that resources (such as education or
experiences) will automatically lead to equal representation. Instead, it identifies exclusion and
discrimination by political institutions and parties as the core issue. The solution, therefore, often

involves affirmative action such as quotas (pp. 6 — 8). This demonstrates that women's
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underrepresentation in politics is not simply caused by a lack of qualifications, education, or
experience among women. Instead, it is largely produced by structural and institutional barriers
within political institutions and party structures that make it more difficult for women to access

political power.

Further empirical studies support Dahlegrup's (2006) argument, demonstrating quotas' measurable
impact on women's political careers. For example, an empirical study done by O’Brien and Rickne
(2014) found that gender quotas have increased the number of women rising in political positions
without shortening their tenure. These analyses indicate that the quotas expand the pool of
qualified female candidates, particularly those with higher qualifications. These findings support
an “acceleration effect”, whereby quotas enable women to attain leadership roles faster, and reject
the notion of the “trade-off effect”, which refers to the concern that quotas negatively affect women
after they get elected (Bauer & Burnet, 2013). This highlights that electoral gender quotas can be

an effective strategy for improving women's political representation.

In line with the above, research conducted by Yoon (2004) on sub-Saharan Africa demonstrates
that gender quotas are effective because they directly intervene in candidate recruitment and
nomination processes that often disadvantage women. Rather than relying on gradual societal
change. Yoon (2004) further divides the gender quotas into three categories: “Substantial quotas”,
“minor quotas”, and “no quotas”. He refers to substantial quotas in systems reserving at least 15%
of parliamentary seats for women or dominant political parties implementing at least a 30% quota
for female candidates. Minor quotas refer to less extensive quota arrangements or quotas
implemented by weaker parties with limited parliamentary influence. The study found that even
minor quotas increased women's parliamentary representation by approximately 12.76%, while
substantial quotas produced even stronger outcomes. Yoon (2004) argues that women can begin
to influence legislative decision-making once they reach around 15% of parliamentary seats. This
suggests that quotas are most effective when they are sufficiently extensive and supported by

politically influential parties.

11



Moreover, Yoon (2001) examined the effect of democratization on women's parliamentary
representation in sub-Saharan Africa. The study found that the shift to multiparty elections in the
1990s overall decreased women' s representation in parliament, as it fell from 9.18% to 7.75%.
Yoon (2001) highlights the decline resulting from countries abandoning existing gender quotas
and moving away from Marxist-Leninist ideologies that advocated for equal representation
between the genders. However, within the overall decline, the countries that either retained or
adopted gender quotas performed better. Three of four quota countries had a significantly higher
female representation than non-quota countries (pp. 176 — 184). This suggests that democratization
and the introduction of multiparty elections do not automatically improve women's political
representation. Instead, the outcome depends on whether supportive mechanisms, such as gender

quotas, are maintained and introduced.

While gender quotas have received considerable scholarly attention, Yoon (2004) demonstrates
that electoral system design can also play a significant role, by either facilitating or constraining
women's access to parliament. For example, proportional representation (PR) systems are
associated with an increase of approximately 4.3% in women's parliamentary representation
compared to majority-plurality systems. This is because PR systems allow political parties to
nominate several candidates rather than a single candidate, making it easier for parties to include
women on their lists. In contrast, single-member district systems create highly competitive
“winner-takes-all” contests, where parties often prioritise established male candidates who are

perceived as electorally safer (Matland, 1998).

However, Bauer and Britton (2006) argue that not all (PR) systems perform equally, drawing on
Matland's (2002) analysis; they highlight that closed-list PR systems tend to outperform open-list
systems (p. 30). This is because in a closed-list system, the party leaders control the ranking of the
candidates, and they can place women in electable positions in the party list. On the other hand,
open-list systems shift the competition toward individual candidates, where personal popularity,
financial resources, and political networks become more important, factors that often disadvantage
women. This demonstrates that gender quotas can create pathways for women's parliament entry,
while electoral system design determines how accessible those pathways are. Consequently, PR

systems, particularly closed-list systems, tend to facilitate women's access to parliament more
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effectively than open-list systems. However, despite the strong evidence supporting gender quotas,
the research highlights an important limitation. For instance, Yoon (2001)’s study revealed an
important limitation: the failure of quotas in some countries demonstrated that implementation of
quotas alone is insufficient, suggesting that informal cultural barriers can be more powerful than
political rules. Yoon (2001) means that while quotas are a powerful tool for increasing women’s
numerical representation in the parliament, their transformative potential is based on the specific

culture and political environment in which women are in.
3.2.2 Informal Institutional Barriers: Culture, Religion, and Clan

While the efficiency of gender quotas and certain electoral systems has been established, the
persistence of women's underrepresentation even in countries with these mechanisms in place
suggests that other factors beyond formal institutions are also at play. Yoon (2001) highlights that
social norms and traditional gender roles sometimes prevent women from fully benefiting from
institutional mechanisms. According to Inglehart and Norris (2003, as cited in Stockemer, 2011,
pp. 140-141), cultural values continue to influence the proportion of women who emerge in
parliament. Traditional values of gender inequality remain a major factor in the election of women,
as both public and elite opinion leaders tend to maintain a male-oriented status quo (Paxton &
Kunovich, 2003, as cited in Stockemer, 2011). This indicates that informal, cultural barriers can
override even well-established formal institutions. Beyond these cultural norms, scholars debated
the role of religion, particularly Islam, in shaping women's political exclusion. For instance, several
Large-N studies identify a “correlation between share of Muslims in a country’s population and
low women’s political representation” (Inglehart & Norris, 2003; Lussier & Fish, 2016;

Stockemer, 2015, as cited in White et al., 2023).

Similarly, Gouda and Potratke (2016) found that discrimination against women is usually more
pronounced in countries where Islam is the source of legislation. This view has been challenged
by scholars such as Seguino (2011), who suggested that it is the intensity of the religiosity, not the
religion itself, that shapes inequitable attitudes towards women across countries. Alexander and
Welzel (2011) complicate the picture further, suggesting that both religion and patriarchy play a
role in women's political exclusion. This suggests that while Islam or religion alone does not

operate in isolation, it plays a significant role in shaping attitudes toward gender equality, they can
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interact with other structures, such as lack of quotas, certain electoral systems, and clan-based

gatekeeping, and form an even more powerful barrier.

In the context of Somaliland, Bade (2024) argues that traditional elders can act as political
gatekeepers, often limiting women's access to the electoral process by questioning their legitimacy
and suitability for parliamentary roles. Women candidates are frequently excluded from
representing their communities, not due to a lack of ambition or competence, but because of deeply
rooted gender norms embedded within clan-based decision structures (Bade, 2024). This suggests
that women's exclusion from politics in Somaliland is structurally produced through clan-based
systems and gender norms that give traditional elders power to decide who is considered a

legitimate political candidate.

Overall, the literature suggests that entrenched formal structures, including electoral systems and
the absence of gender quotas, and informal structures such as cultural, clan-based gatekeeping and
religious beliefs form a powerful web of exclusion. This brings us to the central concern of this
study: How do formal institutions in Somaliland interact with informal institutions and shape

women's access to parliament?
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3.3 Research gap

Existing studies have primarily examined either formal institutional factors, such as gender quotas
or electoral systems, or informal institutional factors, including clan structures and religious norms,
separately, rather than investigating how they interact and shape women's political access. For
example, Bade (2024) identifies traditional clan elders as political gatekeepers who restrict
women's access to parliament. While this provides a clear example of informal institutions, it offers
limited insight into how formal institutions operate alongside the informal institutions in shaping
women's parliamentary access. This study addresses this gap by examining how formal and

informal institutions interact and shape women's political access to parliament.

The second gap in the previous literature relates to the narrow focus on individuals who have
already secured parliamentary seats (MPs). This study takes a different approach, adopting a multi-
actor perspective that includes women candidates, clan leaders, and constitutional experts.
Examining these different actors from different categories provides a fully rounded systemic
picture of how women's political exclusion is produced in Somaliland. This allows to
simultaneously analyse the perspectives of the individual navigating the barriers (the women
candidates), the traditional elders enforcing the informal rules (the clan leaders), and the legal
arbiters defining the formal institutions ( the constitutional experts). Although the study can not
directly access the wider pool of women who might possess political ambition but choose not to
come forward as candidates because of perceived informal barriers, the inclusion of these diverse
stakeholders still provides important analytical insight into how these barriers are produced and

maintained across different levels of the political process.
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4. Theoretical Framework

This chapter establishes the theoretical foundation of the study through Feminist Institutionalism
(FI). It evaluates Feminist Institutionalism (FI) as the primary theoretical lens by applying it to
explain the systemic nature of gender exclusion and how formal and informal institutions in
Somaliland interact and shape women’s political exclusion. This provides a framework for
understanding how institutional structures and societal norms exclude women from political arenas

and produce gendered political outcomes.
4.1 Formal and Informal Institutions

Before turning to FI, it is important to outline the concept of institutions and how they structure
political behaviour. Institutions are commonly understood as the rules and procedures that shape
how actors interact within a political system and influence political outcomes. North (1991)
described institutions as “the rules of the game” in a society, consisting of both formal and informal
constraints that guide social interaction. Scholars usually distinguish between formal and informal
institutions. Formal institutions include constitutions, electoral systems, and legal frameworks,
while informal institutions include norms, customs, and social practices that shape behaviour
outside officially sanctioned channels (Helmke and Levitsky, 2004). This distinction is central for
feminist institutionalist scholars, who emphasize that both types of institutions can reproduce

gendered power relations within political systems (Kenny, 2014).

FI is an extension of new institutionalism that centres gender as a primary analytical category
(Kenny, 2014). It argues that political institutions are not neutral but are gendered entities that
reflect and reproduce masculinized power structures (Mackay, Kenny, and Chappell, 2010). In
Somaliland, the rules of the game include electoral formulas and party regulations as well as clan-
based expectations, recruitment practices, and religious interpretations that shape access to
parliamentary candidacy. A core strength of FI is its focus on the interplay between formal and
informal dimensions (Chappell, 2010). Feminist institutionalist scholarship highlights that
research has examined the gendered effects of formal institutions such as electoral systems and
political parties, while also showing the importance of informal norms and conventions (Mackay,

Kenny, and Chappell, 2010). Recent work calls for systematic attention to informal rules as

16



institutions and to how they interact with formal structures to produce continuity or change in

gendered outcomes (Mackay, Kenny, and Chappell, 2010).

According to FI, institutions tend toward stability but are capable of change, often driven by
internal dynamics rather than external shocks. Scholarship on gender and institutions documents
mechanisms of institutional resistance that limit reform and maintain gender hierarchies (Mackay,
Kenny, and Chappell, 2010). This perspective is crucial for a case like Somaliland, where external
models such as gender quotas adopted by neighbouring countries have been declined by the House
of Elders. This aligns with Yoon’s (2001) argument that traditional practices and social norms are
embedded within formal institutions and shape their outcomes. Therefore, existing formal and

informal institutions have strong self-reinforcing dynamics that resist gender equality reform.
4.2 Gendered Power Relations

When it comes to gender and power dynamics, FI emphasizes that institutions are sites where
gendered power relations are produced and reproduced. These gendered power relations are often
produced through barely visible mechanisms of inclusion and exclusion (Mackay, Kenny, and
Chappell, 2010). Institutions may be formally open to women while simultaneously
accommodating change in ways that continue to disadvantage newcomers (Mackay, Kenny, and
Chappell, 2010). Studies show that male-dominated elites can shift the locus of power from formal
to informal mechanisms to counteract women’s access to decision-making (Mackay, Kenny, and
Chappell, 2010). This concept is highly applicable to Somaliland. Formal institutions, such as the
constitution and party regulations, allow women to stand for election, while informal clan-based
selection procedures and religiously legitimized gender norms regulate who is nominated, funded,
and supported, often excluding women long before the formal electoral contest. This directly
affects women’s political participation. According to Paxton and Kunovich (2003, as cited in
Stockemer, 2011), traditional values of gender inequality remain a major factor in the election of

women, as both public and elite opinion leaders tend to maintain a male-oriented status quo.
4.3 The Logic of Appropriateness

According to sociological institutionalism, institutions operate through a logic of appropriateness,

where rules and norms define which behaviors and identities are seen as suitable in each setting
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(Mackay, Kenny, and Chappell, 2010; Mackay & Krook, 2011, p. 24). FI challenges this view and
applies a gender lens to the logic of appropriateness, arguing that ideas about masculinity,
femininity, and legitimate authority are embedded in institutional practices (Mackay, Kenny, and
Chappell, 2010). Discursive approaches show how neutral criteria, such as “localness,” can be

mobilized to marginalize women candidates by positioning them as perpetual outsiders (Kenny,

2014).

Beyond these institutional norms, scholars have debated the role of religion in shaping women’s
political exclusion. Large-N studies identify a correlation between higher proportions of Muslims
in a population and lower levels of women’s political representation (Inglehart and Norris, 2003;
Lussier and Fish, 2016; Stockemer, 2015, as cited in White et al., 2023). Gouda and Potrafke
(2016) find that discrimination against women is more pronounced in countries where Islam forms
the basis of legislation. However, Seguino (2011) challenges this interpretation, arguing that it is
the intensity of religiosity, rather than Islam itself, that shapes inequitable gender attitudes.
Additionally, Alexander and Welzel (2011) argue that religion in general and patriarchy jointly

contribute to women’s exclusion.

In Somaliland, religiously inflected discourses about appropriate gender roles, honour, and public
authority function as part of this logic of appropriateness. Therefore, women politicians can be
framed as violating religiously grounded ideals of modesty and domesticity, while male leadership
is naturalized as the legitimate and pious form of authority, thereby justifying women’s exclusion
from parliamentary office. Bade (2024) shows that these institutionalized gender norms are
reinforced through cultural practices and clan-based social expectations that prioritize male
leadership, thereby reproducing gender disparities in political representation. This study chose FI
as its theoretical framework because it is particularly useful for analyzing hybrid political systems
in which traditional and modern institutions coexist. FI provides a framework for examining how
state institutions, political parties, and electoral rules are embedded within older authority
structures and social hierarchies. Scholarship on gender and the hidden life of institutions
emphasizes that informal rules operating alongside formal institutions are crucial to understanding
political outcomes and that gender norms constitute a central yet often neglected element of this

interaction (Chappell and Waylen, 2013). In Somaliland, clan elders, customary law, and religious
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authorities function as influential informal institutions that shape access to state offices (Walls,
2010). This framework, therefore, helps explain how formal electoral structures interact with clan-

based and patriarchal norms to produce gendered patterns of political exclusion.

This study uses FI to analyze how formal institutions, such as electoral rules and party structures,
interact with informal institutions, including clan gatekeeping, religiously framed gender norms,
and male-dominated political networks, to restrict women’s access to parliamentary candidacy.
Additionally, FI is used to conceptualise the relationship between formal and informal institutions
as one of interaction rather than one institution overriding the other. This framework connects the
empirical data by identifying the specific formal and informal rules, norms, and practices that
structure access to parliamentary candidacy. It is also used to examine how these institutions
interact to maintain male dominance and exclude women from decision-making. Finally, FI is used
to explain why, in the absence of formal equality mechanisms such as quotas, deeply embedded

patriarchal institutions generate a systematic pattern of women’s exclusion from political arenas.

4.5 Analytical Framework

This study applies as an analytical framework to examine how formal institutions, such as electoral
rules and party structures, interact with informal institutions, including clan gatekeeping,
religiously framed gender norms, and male-dominated political networks, to shape women’s
access to Somaliland’s parliament. This framework connects the empirical data by identifying the
specific rules, norms, and practices, formal and informal, that structure access to parliamentary
candidacy. It is also used to examine how these institutions interact to maintain male dominance
and exclude women from decision-making. Moreover, FI is used to explain why, in the absence
of formal equality mechanisms such as quotas, deeply embedded patriarchal institutions generate
a systematic pattern of women’s exclusion from political arenas. In the case of Somaliland, these
institutional dynamics influence who is considered a legitimate political candidate and who gains

access to political power.
Therefore, this study focuses on two main institutional dimensions that derive from FI, which are

the following: formal institutions and informal institutions. In the context of Somaliland, formal

institutions are referred to as official political rules, such as electoral systems, the House of Elders,
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the Upper House of Somaliland’s parliament, and party structures. On the other hand, informal
institutions include social norms and religious expectations that influence political behavior.
Within the category of informal institutions, particular attention is given to gendered power
relations and the logic of appropriateness, which shape perceptions of political leadership and

legitimacy.

To operationalize these concepts for the empirical analysis, this analytical framework identifies
the key concepts, their definitions, and empirical indicators used throughout the study. The study
will review these concepts to guide the empirical analysis of the study by ensuring that both the
interview questions and the thematic analysis of the collected data are structured around these

concepts.

20



Key concept Definition Empirical indicator

Formal Institutions Official rules such as constitutions, electoral  [Constitutional laws on political participation

systems, and party regulations. -Electoral rules regulating candidacy and

elections
-Party nomination procedures

- Parliamentary rules

Informal Institutions Norms, religion interpretations, - Clan approval practices for candidates
unwritten rules, customs that shape political -Role of clan elders in political decision-
behaviour outside formal legal frameworks. making

- Religious interpretations concerning
women’s leadership
- Patronage and political networks

- Informal negotiations influencing party

nominations

Gendered Power  Pnequal power relations between men and women -Male dominated networks

Relations through rules, traditions, and norms. _Unequal access to campaign resources

-Exclusion from political networks
-Gendered barriers to political participation

Logic of Shared beliefs and norms that define who is -Discourses portraying politics as a male

Appropriateness considered legitimate or suitable for political domain
leadership.

-Expectations regarding women’s domestic

roles

-Attitudes toward women in parliament

Perceptions of legitimacy and authority.
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5. Specified Aim and Research Questions

This study aims to investigate how formal and informal institutions interact and shape women's
parliamentary access in Somaliland. Drawing on feminist institutionalism, the study emphasizes
Somaliland specifically due to its status as an extreme case that combines several unique political
features, such as clan-based authority structures, particular electoral systems such as the open list
system, and the absence of gender quotas. By analysing Somaliland as a single, in-depth case, this
study seeks to explain the persistent women's political underrepresentation in a context where

formal democratic institutions coexist with informal structures.

Main question:

How do formal and informal institutions interact and shape women’s access to candidacy in
parliamentary elections in Somaliland?

Sub-questions:

What role do formal political institutions play in women’s access to parliamentary candidacy?
How do informal institutions and gendered norms shape women’s political legitimacy and access

to candidacy?
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6. Research design and methodology

This chapter outlines the research design and methodological approach adopted in this study. The
research is based on a qualitative approach and employs a single case design focusing on an in-
depth analysis of Somaliland. The data collection relies on semi-structured interviews with seven
participants, including three female parliamentarian candidates, two clan leaders, and two male
constitutional experts. Through semi-structured interviews, this study explored each of the
research questions mentioned in the aim in-depth, capturing detailed insights into how these

structures affect women's parliamentary representation in Somaliland.
6.1 Method alternatives

Several methodological approaches were initially explored, including quantitative methods and
mixed methods. Quantitative methods were deemed less suitable due to their limited capacity to
capture complex dynamics, which tend to reduce lived experiences into numerical variables (Choy,
2014, p. 102). Similarly, mixed methods are often valued for strength in combining both qualitative
and quantitative techniques (Halperin & Heath, 2020, pp. 19-20). However, Bryman (2012)
challenges this assumption, arguing that combining both does not always strengthen the research.
Instead, methodological choice should be guided by the research question rather than assumptions
about methodological superiority, as combining both does not automatically strengthen a study
(Bryman, 2012, p. 649). Consequently, a qualitative approach was selected in this research, as it
enables an in-depth exploration of participants' lived experiences and perceptions (Bryman, 2016,

p. 188).

6.2 Single case design

Having established the appropriateness of a qualitative approach, a specific qualitative design was
selected. Within qualitative research, several designs exist, including comparative designs and
multiple case designs (Clark et al., 2021, p. 247-250). The research question determines the
appropriate design, particularly when the aim is to understand specific social and political

processes in depth.
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This study adopts a single-case design focusing on Somaliland. A single-case design refers to the
selection of one empirical case for intensive analysis, allowing researchers to examine complex
political and social processes within their real-life context. This approach is particularly suitable
for research questions concerned with specific communities, political systems, or institutional

environments (Halperin & Heath, 2020, p. 234).

While comparative and multiple case designs can be useful for identifying cross-case differences,
they were not suitable for this study. Such designs would limit the depth of analysis required to
understand the mechanisms of women's political exclusion within Somaliland's specific
institutional setting. Instead, a single case design enables an in-depth examination of how electoral
rules, religious norms, and clan-based structures interact to shape women's political participation.
A common critique of single-case design is the limited ability to generalise findings to other
contexts (Bryman, 2016, p. 399). However, the purpose of this study is not statistical

generalization, but analytical insight into a specific political context.
6.3 Case selection

Somaliland was selected as the empirical case for this study as it provides a relevant setting for
examining women's political exclusion that occurs in Somaliland. The case is particularly relevant,
as it combines formal democratic institutions with strong informal structures such as clan-based

governance and influential religious norms.

Despite the presence of a stable electoral institution that has conducted multiple parliamentary and
presidential elections since the approval of the constitution in a public referendum in 2001,
women's political representation remains extremely low. In the 2021 parliamentary and local
elections, 28 women ran as parliamentary candidates, yet no woman was elected to the House of

Representatives, and only three secured positions in local councils (Hassan & Abdi, 2022).

Furthermore, Hassan and Abdi (2022) note that several structural barriers were partially addressed
during the 2021 elections. Political parties took the initiative and introduced voluntary quotas, the
government waived candidate registration fees for women, and traditional elders nominated

women as clan representatives. Nevertheless, none of these efforts was translated into
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parliamentary representation for women. This raises an important question of whether these
measures represented meaningful reforms or merely symbolic gestures? Heine (2022) suggested
the latter. Arguing when election came, two of the biggest parties failed to uphold their limited
commitment to supporting female candidates. Additionally, female candidates were disadvantaged
during the candidate nomination process with the open- list system as it is known to disadvantage
women (Bauer & Britton, 2006, p. 30; Heine, 2022). Taken together, these dynamics make
Somaliland a particularly suitable case for analyzing how formal democratic institutions interact

with informal structures and contribute to persistent gendered political exclusion.

6.4 Semi-structured interviews

Semi-structured interviews were selected as the primary method for data collection due to their
ability to provide a balance between flexibility and consistency. This approach allows both
interviewers and the respondents to engage in conversation while ensuring that the key topics and

themes are covered across the participants (Bryman, 2016, pp. 467—468).

The researchers of this study identified participants who are directly involved in or familiar with
Somaliland's Political processes, ensuring that the data collected provides meaningful insights into
women's political exclusion. A purposive sampling strategy was used to recruit individuals with
relevant knowledge or experience related to these research questions (Bryman, 2016, p. 188).
Approximately twenty participants were contacted to expand the sample, but only seven agreed to
participate. Before the interviews began, an interview guide was developed based on the principles
of the semi-structured interviews, which require researchers to prepare questions in advance while
considering key practical and methodological issues (Bryman, 2016, p. 468). The guide consisted
of a structured list of questions designed to address the main themes of the study. Participants were
also given a brief explanation of the research prior to the interviews, including the purpose of the

study, the topics covered, and information regarding informed consent.

Moreover, the interviews lasted approximately 45-60 minutes each and were conducted using
open-ended questions and prompts. This provided a structural framework for exploration while
allowing the respondents to express their unique experiences and perspectives in their own words
(Bryman, 2016, p. 468). During the interviews, the researchers guided the conversation to remain
focused and within the planned time frame, paying attention to the participant’s body language

and non-verbal cues (Bryman, 2016, 475).
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The goal was to gather rich and in-depth data capturing the complexities of political exclusion in
Somaliland. The study included seven participants from different categories: three women
parliamentarian candidates, two clan leaders, and two constitutional experts. These participants
are directly involved in or familiar with Somaliland's Political processes, thereby ensuring that the
data collected provides meaningful insights into women's political exclusion. By incorporating
insights from actors involved in the political process, the study applies a form of data triangulation

to strengthen the depth of the findings (Halperin & Heath, 2020, p. 175).

The interviews with these seven participants were conducted digitally and audio-recorded with
participants’ consent to ensure accuracy and completeness of the data (Bryman, 2016, p. 311). The
interviews were carried out in Somali to allow participants to express themselves more freely and
in greater depth, reducing language barriers and enabling more contextually rich responses.
Following the interviews, the recordings were transcribed verbatim and subsequently translated

into English for analytical purposes. Below, the study presents the coding table.
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The table below provides the coding scheme used to identify individual participants in the findings

chapter.
Code Role Gender | Focus area
Candidate 1 Parliament candidate | Female | Candidate selection processes
Candidate 2 and constitutional | Parliament Female | constitutional law, institutional barriers and
expert candidate candidate selection
And  constitutional
expert
Parliament candidate | Female | Candidate selection processes
Candidate 3
Clan leader 1 Clan leader Male Clan committee processes, candidate selection
criteria
Clan leader 2 Clan leader Male Clan committee processes, candidate selection
criteria
Constitutional expert 1 Constitutional expert | Male constitutional law, and institutional framework
Constitutional expert 2 Constitutional expert | Male constitutional laws and institutional frameworks
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6.5 Methods for analyzing data

This study used collected semi-structured interviews with parliamentary candidates, constitutional
experts, and clan leaders as its primary data. The study was motivated by a puzzle that
demonstrates that women parliamentarians, once elected, often make significant contributions to
governance, including advancing gender-sensitive legislation. However, despite this evidence of
their potential contributions, women in Somaliland remain almost entirely excluded from
parliamentary representation. Feminist Institutionalism (FI) was adopted during the
methodological phase following the literature review. Its key concepts of formal institutions,
informal institutions, gendered power relations, and the logic of appropriateness shaped both the
interview questions and the thematic analysis. The study, therefore, adopted a primarily deductive
approach, in which theoretical concepts informed the analysis of empirical data (Clark et al, 2021,

p. 257).

To make sure that the analyses of the study were systematic and transparent, and that the
conclusions were credible and defensible, the study follows the following steps. In accordance
with Clark et al. (2021) process. First, data reduction; second, coding, and lastly drawing

conclusions (Clark et al, 2021, p. 198).

6.5.1. Data Reduction and Familiarization

The first stage involves data reduction. Through this process, the researchers selected, focused,
and simplified the massive amount of data from the interview transcripts into a manageable form
(Clark et al, 2021, p. 256). Additionally, during this process, a profile of each interviewee,
including a summary of the interviewee’s background and opinions, was developed (Halperin and
Heath, 2020, p. 329). By beginning with a process of familiarization, interview transcripts were
first translated from Somali to English. Where a careful review is conducted to capture general
impressions and identify recurring issues raised by participants. The study followed an iterative
process when analyzing the data, meaning that the interviews weren’t waited until all interviews
were finished to begin analysis, but rather moved back and forth between data collection and data

analysis (Clark et al., 2021, p. 591).
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6.5.2. Coding and Category Formation

The second stage, after familiarization, was coding the transcripts; this process involved breaking
the material down and assigning data to different categories according to the variables or thematic
ideas they relate to. (Halperin and Heath, 2020, p. 330). Therefore, the study assigned a code to
each coherent interview segment. For instance, a short tag or label that indicated what the
participant was discussing, this could be for example “Clan approval" or "Electoral system" that

were developed (Clark et al., 2021, p. 338).

In line with the deduction approach often associated with qualitative research, the researchers
allowed many themes to emerge from the data through repeated examination and comparison
rather than forcing responses into preconceived frameworks (Clark et al., 2021, p. 543). The coding
involved searching for similarities and differences across the cases of the participants, identifying
thematic connections (Clark et al., 2021, p. 198). These codes are grouped into broader themes to
explain the underrepresentation of women, with specific attention to formal institutions, for
example, the constitution, and informal institutions such as cultural expectations and religious

norms.

6.5.3. Interpretation and Drawing Conclusions

The final stage is the interpretation of data according to Clark et al. (2021). This stage is where the
researchers step back to consider what the analysed patterns mean for the study’s central questions
(Clark et al., 2021, p. 198). The main goal was to connect the codes and themes to bring into focus
a "web of meanings" regarding women’s political underrepresentation in Somaliland (Halperin,
331). Through this process, the study linked findings back to the relevant academic literature and
the theoretical framework, in this case, Feminist institutionalism (Halperin and Heath 2020: P. 84).
This ensured the validity and reliability of these conclusions, while also ensuring that the analyses
are credible and verifiable. Valid conclusions in this context are those that are credible, defensible,

and able to withstand alternative explanations (Clark et al., 2021, p.199).
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6.6 Reliability, validity and generalization

The concept of reliability in qualitative research is not as straightforward as in the quantitative
approaches, where reliability in research commonly refers to repeatability or consistency of the
research process, meaning that the same result should be obtained if the study were replicated
(Halperin & Heath, 2020, p. 163). In qualitative research, however, external reliability is difficult
to obtain as Clark et al. (2021) note that “it is impossible to freeze a social setting and the

circumstances of the initial study” (p. 1188).

Nevertheless, qualitative research often relies on internal reliability, which relates to the degree of
agreement among researchers regarding their observations of what they see and hear. This is often
achieved by involving more than one researcher in data collection and analysis, cross-checking

interpretation to ensure consistency (Clark et al., 2021, p. 1189).

The principles of reliability in qualitative research were applied in this study through the following
measures. Firstly, the study employed semi-structured interviews that served as a guiding
framework for exploring how electoral systems, quotas, religious norms, and cultural structures
shape women's political exclusion in Somaliland. Each question was designed to address specific
aspects of the research problem, ensuring all the key themes were systematically covered while
allowing the participants the flexibility to share their experiences using their own words (Bryman,
2016, pp. 467 —468). To enhance reliability, this research engaged in reflexivity, documenting and
reflecting upon the researchers' own biases and assumptions through the research process. A more

detailed discussion of the reflexivity approach is provided in section 6.7.

6.7 Self reflexivity

In qualitative research, reflexivity is the most critical component because researchers must reflect
on how their own assumptions and perspectives shape the research process (Bryman, 2016, p.
388). It’s an explicit attempt to reflect on the process of knowledge-making and to recognize the
impact of the researcher’s position, such as ethnicity and gender, on the data produced. Max Weber
argued that researchers are inevitably influenced by values, from the selection of research topics

to the interpretation of results. Weber argued that there is no "view from nowhere," as researchers
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inevitably bring their own presuppositions and cultural values into the research field (Halperin and
Heath, 2020, p. 68). In this case, the authors were aware of their personal commitment to women’s

political representation and that it could influence how they interpret the participants’ responses.

To avoid this, the authors maintained neutrality throughout the research process. Interview
questions were neutral and open-ended. The questions were carefully planned; this allowed
participants to express their views freely. Open-ended questions are crucial when conducting
exploratory research, as they allow participants to organize their answers within their own

conceptual frameworks (Halperin and Heath, 2020, p. 68).

Additionally, the researchers were aware of their position as Somali researchers and are familiar
with the research context, meaning authors may fall into the insider status. This can be a significant
advantage, as it eliminates language barriers, fosters a shared culture, and increases participants'
trust and openness (Clark et al., 2021, p. 131). However, authors were aware of the risk that
insiders may assume shared understandings without questioning them significantly. The authors
ensured that the participants’ perspectives were central to the analysis through self-reflexivity and
the process of double interpretation,” interpreting the participants' own interpretations we aim to

minimize potential bias (Clark et al., 2021, p. 129).

6.8 Ethical consideration

In all forms of research, adherence to ethical guidelines is essential, particularly when working
with human participants to ensure confidentiality, consent, and avoid any harm (Halperin & Heath,
2020, pp. 177-179). A study that does not follow these guidelines is considered unethical. As
Halperin & Heath highlighted, “It is unethical to collect information without the knowledge,
willingness, and ‘informed consent’ of participants” (Halperin & Heath, 2020, p. 177). Therefore,

stringent ethical considerations were followed throughout this research process.
The interviews were conducted digitally, and interviewees' responses were recorded to ensure

accuracy and completeness. This study strictly upheld the ethical guidelines and prioritized the

protection of the participants' privacy, rights, and confidentiality. This was done by providing all
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the participants with clear information about the purpose of the study and how their data would be
used. They were informed of their rights, including the right to withdraw at any time with no
questions asked, and the right to refuse to answer any questions (Halperin & Heath, 2020, p. 177).
The informed consent was obtained verbally as well by reading the information aloud to the
participants, ensuring they fully understood what they were consenting to. Furthermore, all
participants' names and identifying details were removed from the study to protect their identities.
Pseudonyms were used when referring to individual participants (Bryman, 2016, p. 127). The
recorded interviews and transcripts were used solely for analytic purposes, stored on password-

protected devices, accessible only to the researchers, and deleted once the study was completed.

It is also worth noting that questions related to religion appeared to have caused some discomfort
among the majority of the participants. Although the researchers anticipated a degree of sensitivity
within this topic, the discomfort was noticeable through participants’ more cautious and restrained
responses. However, as the questions were reframed and clarified during the interviews,

participants appeared to become more comfortable and provided more in-depth responses.

6.9 Limitations

This study faces several methodological limitations; this chapter acknowledges those limitations.
First, this study relied on online interviews rather than face-to-face interactions. While digital
interviews provide access to geographically dispersed participants, they are considered a less
personal type of interview (Halperin and Heath, 2020, p. 320). A significant disadvantage is the
absence of visual cues and body language, which in-person interviews provide to build rapport and
capture nuances (Halperin and Heath, 2020, p. 321). This has a potential risk of reducing the
ecological validity of the study, as the unnaturalness of the digital interview (Video Call) may

influence the depth of interaction between the interviewers and the interviewees.

The second limitation was that the study utilized a small sample size of 7 participants. While this
could allow for the thick description valued in qualitative research, it presents a challenge for
external validity, this means the findings cannot be statistically generalized to all women across

Somaliland (Halperin and Heath, 2020, p.168). In small-N studies, there is also an inherent risk of
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selection bias, where the specific cases chosen could heavily influence the conclusions (Halperin
and Heath, 2020, p. 194). Furthermore, the study has another limitation concerning access to key
political actors. It was not possible to interview Somaliland’s only female member of the

parliament.

In addition, the process of transcribing and translating interview recordings was both time-
consuming and challenging. Due to repeated listening and typing, the recordings were made to
ensure that meanings and expressions were translated accurately. Each interview required several
hours to be transcribed. Given the limited timeframe of the study, this created practical challenges

during the data analysis process (Bryman, 2016, p. 421).

Questions related to candidate selection criteria appeared to have caused some discomfort among
clan leaders. Although informed consent and confidentiality were explained in advance, and the
participants were informed that recordings would be used solely for transcription purposes,
differences were observed between responses given prior to recordings and those provided after
the recordings began. In particular, the responses became more formal and neutral once the
recording started. This might indicate a degree of response reactivity, where participants adjusted
their answers in response to recording context, to potentially align with socially acceptable answers

(Halperin and Heath, 2020, p.311).

Finally, discussing clan dynamics and religious norms is a sensitive topic. Participants may be
prone to social desirability bias, the tendency to give socially acceptable answers instead of
expressing their true views (Halperin and Heath, 2020, p.311). This caution may influence the
openness of responses, particularly when participants fear their views might be traced back to them

(Halperin and Heath, 2020, p.177).
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7. Findings and Analysis

In this chapter, the persistent barriers to women's parliamentary representation in Somaliland will
be analyzed through feminist institutionalism’s four categories, which examine the interaction
between the formal rules, informal practices, gendered power dynamics, and the logic of

appropriation.

7.1 Formal institutions

Existing literature indicates that formal institutional arrangements, specifically electoral systems
and gender quotas, dictate the structural pathways to political power, determining how accessible
parliament seats are for women (Dahlerup, 2006; Yoon, 2004; Bauer & Britton, 2006). At least at
the theoretical level, Somaliland's constitution formally promises equal rights to political
participants regardless of gender. Nevertheless, these promises are not upheld in practice.
Constitutional expert 1 highlights:

The “Somaliland Constitution formally guarantees equal rights to political participation

regardless of their gender at least at the theoretical level. Nevertheless, the practical application
of constitutional rights reveals a contradiction”.

This indicates that Somaliland's formal institutional framework establishes equality in legal terms
but does not ensure that this equality is translated into political outcomes. This aligns with feminist
institutionalism, which argues that formal rules often fail to produce equal outcomes in practice

(Mackay, Kenny, & Chappell, 2010).

7.1.1 Electoral system: open-list compared to a closed-list
system

One formal feature that shapes women's access to parliament is the electoral system. As mentioned
in the earlier chapters, Somaliland currently employs an open-list proportional representation
system, in which voters cast ballots for individual candidates rather than for parties alone. Scholars
have argued that the open-list system tends to disadvantage female candidates compared to closed-
list systems, where voters choose a party, and the party determines the selection order of the

candidates (Bauer & Britton, 2006; Heine, 2022).
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However, the majority of the respondents expressed skepticism regarding the effectiveness of the
closed-list system in improving women's representation in the Somaliland context. They argued
that even if such a system were introduced, political parties would still control the candidate
selection and ranking, and therefore, women would continue to be excluded from the winnable

positions within the party list. Constitutional expert 2 took that one step further and argued:

“Somaliland used a closed list in 2003, but even then, the list was always filled by men”.

This demonstrates that even under a closed-list system, party elites are predominantly male and
prioritize male candidates, and women will be placed at the bottom of the list or excluded entirely.
This directly aligns with feminist institutionalism, which argues that institutions are gendered and

reproduce male dominance (Mackay & Krook, 2011, p. 24).

7.1.2 Gender quota implementation

Formally, Somaliland has declined implementation of gender quotas, citing Article 8 of the
constitution, which declares that all citizens have equal rights. Candidate 2 challenges this
argument to decline the quota, which is article 8 paragraph 1 that all citizens have equal rights,

therefore, quotas can not be implemented. She highlighted

“If we follow Article 8, then 50% of Somaliland's institutions should be run by women. That is
not happening. Since equality is not practiced, the Article must be applied, and women must
receive special measures”.

This suggests that formal equality does not necessarily produce equal outcomes. What Candidate
2 means is that even though women possess the same constitutional rights as men, they do not
enjoy the same level of political representation. Her argument reflects a distinction between
equality in law and equality in practice. This aligns with feminist institutionalism, which argues
that formal rules may appear equal while continuing to reproduce unequal outcomes in practice

(Mackay, Kenny & Chappell, 2010).

Moreover, findings regarding the implementation of gender quotas reveal that five out of seven
respondents expressed strong support for gender quotas and argued that it is the solution for
women's recurrence of political barriers, while two expressed skepticism. Candidate 1 emphasized

that:
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“Introducing a quota would help address all the challenges women face during candidacy
selection”.

This perspective was reinforced by constitutional expert 1, who argued that “quotas are among the
most important tools for safeguarding women's political participation, and such measures are
widely used in democratic countries”. These responses align with existing scholarship
demonstrating that quotas can significantly increase women's parliamentary representation,

particularly when effectively implemented (Yoon, 2001; O'Brien & Rickne, 2014).

7.2 Informal institutions

Unlike formal institutions, which operate through established laws and procedures at least on
paper, informal institutions operate through unwritten rules, norms, and social expectations. In
Somaliland, these informal institutions operate in parallel with formal ones. As constitutional
expert 2 highlights:
“Somaliland is shaped by clan, democracy, and religion. These three move together and often
contradict each other. We cannot do without one of them. We want a modern state, the clan is

people’s identity (even though it is misused), and religion, over 99% of our population are
Muslims”.

This suggests that political legitimacy in Somaliland is not derived solely from formal democratic
institutions but is instead constructed through the interaction of clan authority, religious norms,
and formal state structures. These overlapping sources of legitimacy shape how political actors are

recognized as appropriate and therefore directly influence access to candidacy.

7.2.1 Clan-Based Gatekeeping

Building on previous sections regarding formal institutions, it is important to examine how
informal clan authorities operate in practice and shape women's parliamentary access. The
empirical data collected in this study reveals a systemic, clan-run pre-selection process that takes
place long before political parties ever become involved. According to all respondents, there was
an absolute agreement that this informal process is entirely male-centred and structurally excludes

women entirely. Clan leader 1 described the mechanics of this institutional arrangement in detail:

36



“The clan leader (caaqil) forms a committee composed in proportion to the various sub-clans
that constitute the larger clan. Each sub-clan appoints its own representative, and the number of
representatives allocated depends on the demographic size of each clan.”

This suggests that the foundation of candidate selection is explicitly designed around male-
centered representation, and women have no role in this, as they do not participate in the decision-
making. Because these clan structures follow specific criteria when selecting their MP, one of the

requirements is to be a male. Clan leader 1 further argued:

“Why would we select women to represent us? Even though not all men get selected in this
process, the most important criteria are clan affiliation and financial capacity, besides being a
male”.

These findings indicate that this gatekeeping is institutionalized, as every clan follows the same
all-male committee process, and every party accepts the clan's choice, which means women are
structurally positioned outside the process entirely. As Bade (2024) observed, traditional
elders/clan elders act as political gatekeepers, who question women's legitimacy for parliamentary
roles. The interviewees' responses confirmed and extended Bade (2024)’s findings by revealing a
specific mechanism of an all-male committee using criteria of clan loyalty, financial capacity, and

manhood.

7.2.2 Religion utilized as a tool

As mentioned in the literature, religion is one of the informal features that shape women's access
to parliament in Somaliland. Although participants identified religion as an influential factor in
shaping women's political participation, the respondents made an important distinction between
Islam as a religion and the ways it is interpreted and practiced in the political context. Across
interviews, there was a broad agreement that the barriers do not stem from Islam or the religion

itself, but rather from stricter religious ideology. Candidate 1 pointed out that:

“Somaliland is influenced by a group known as Ictisaam, and their influence is even stricter than
in parts of Somalia. Somaliland, in particular, adheres very strongly to religious norms.”
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This demonstrates that, though Islam contains diverse interpretations, the political landscape is
dominated by conservative religious factions that prioritize patriarchal norms. Consequently,
religious teachings are interpreted and mobilized in political and social settings to ensure women
continue to be excluded from public leadership. The findings align with Seguino’s (2011)

argument, which suggested it is not the religion itself but the intensity of the religion.

Similarly, religious discourse is being used politically as a mechanism to resist women's political
inclusion rather than simply functioning as a matter of faith. This demonstrates that religious
authority is not merely normative but functions as an active political force that constrains women's
selection. Candidate 1 explained that:
“A religious leader, in particular, tends to perceive women’s entry into parliament as an
automatic threat. He does not want women to gain political space, and therefore, he engages in

various forms of resistance, whether through media commentary, mosque sermons, or indirect
efforts to influence clan elders”.

This indicates religious leaders perceive women's parliamentary entry as a threat, often labeling
women’s political ambitions as sinful. Crucially, these interpretations reflect broader patriarchal
or cultural assumptions rather than strict religious doctrine. These findings align with Alexander
and Welzel (2011), who argue that both religion and patriarchy interact to shape gendered political
exclusion. This indicates in contexts such as Somaliland, where religious authority is embedded
within broader patriarchal structures. Religious discourse can become a tool that reinforces

existing power hierarchies rather than operating in isolation.

7.2.3 Political parties as informal gatekeepers

Political parties are formal organizations with written statutes, yet the mechanisms through which
they exclude women from parliamentary candidacy are distinctly informal. No party rule explicitly
states that women cannot be candidates. Instead, parties deploy unwritten practices, discretionary
justifications, and informal requirements that systemically disadvantage women. This subsection
analyses those informal mechanisms. Although Somaliland's legal framework does not require
clan approval for parliamentary candidacy, all the respondents highlighted that political parties in
practice demand informal letters from the clan chief. This contradiction mirrors how candidates

are selected. Candidate 1 emphasizes that:

38



“The requirement of the letter is illegal and operates as an unofficial but necessary condition for
candidacy, specifically on female candidates, despite having no basis in formal constitutional
law”.

This suggests that parties have created an extra condition for female candidates that has no legal
foundation. In her view, this unofficial rule has become mandatory practice, and it affects female
candidates more severely. This reveals that the formal constitution is systemically bypassed by
informal practice with no legal legitimacy; this is a classic example of informal institutions

overriding formal ones (Helmke & Levitsky, 2004).

Furthermore, respondents highlight that political parties often defend their preference for male
candidates by claiming there is a “lack of qualified women”. However, candidate 1 and
constitutional expert 2 challenged this justification, arguing that female candidates often possess

higher qualifications than their male counterparts.

This suggests that formal rules function as a gendered barrier, disproportionately constraining
women's access to candidacy while allowing male candidates greater flexibility in navigating the
same process. This aligns with the feminist institutionalist perspective, which demonstrates how
male-dominated elites shift the place of power from formal to informal mechanisms precisely to

counteract women's access (Mackay, Kenny & Chappell, 2010).

7.2.4 Party Selection Procedures and Gendered Exclusion

Building on the findings discussed above, parties actively participate in the exclusion of women
by voluntarily ceding the responsibilities to the clan. Candidate 1 referred to this as a “risk
transfer". This demonstrates that formal institutions, which should protect equal access, are instead
being used in ways that accommodate and reinforce informal barriers. Candidate 1 further

highlights:

“Even when women obtain the requirement letter from the clan to meet the party’s expectations,
the party can still exclude them at the nomination stage”.

This suggests that fulfilling informal requirements does not necessarily guarantee inclusion in the
party's candidate list. Beyond this, all three female candidates highlighted uncertainty as the

selection process approaches. Out of the three female candidates, only candidate 2 is enlisted in a
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party. Due to her early involvement in the party before it became officially registered, she
expressed uncertainty about whether she would remain on the candidacy list as the election

approaches. Candidate 2 emphasized:

“Regardless of how strongly a party supports you, the internal structures of the party are
dominated by men, not women. Because of this male-dominated environment, there is always
the possibility that, at the final stage of the selection process, they may sideline you or replace
you with someone else”.

This demonstrates that women candidates can not fully rely on party support even after being
formally enlisted, since male-dominated structures retain the power to replace or sideline them at

later stages of the selection process.

Even though Somaliland has conducted multiple electoral elections since 2001, including the 2021
elections, none of these have translated into women's electoral success. According to the three
female candidates, this outcome is primarily explained by processes occurring during the final

stages of the electoral process. Candidate 2 highlighted:

“In the 2021 elections, many women who were initially endorsed by their parties, and whose
clans had even reserved the quota seat exclusively for them, were ultimately betrayed at the last
moment. When the final lists were submitted to the commission, their votes were manipulated
or redirected, resulting in their exclusion”.

From the candidate's perspective, the exclusion was not a procedural gap but pointed to systemic

manipulation of the electoral process.

Moreover, as noted in section 7.1.1, respondents expressed skepticism that a closed-list system
would improve women's parliamentary representation as the “list would be filled by men”
(constitutional expert 2). This confirms that the problem is not the electoral system per se, but the
informal control that male-dominated party elites exercise over candidate selection and ranking.
Regardless of formal rules, parties use informal mechanisms, backroom negotiations, and
discretionary justifications to ensure women are placed in unelectable positions or excluded

entirely.
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Together, these findings demonstrate that parties function as informal gatekeeping institutions.
Even though their formal rules promise equal access, their informal practices, such as the clan
letter requirement, the “lack of qualified women” justification, and final stage manipulation
systematically reproduce women's exclusion. This aligns with feminist institutionalism's claim that
formal institutions can be “gender-neutral” on paper while accommodating informal practices that

reproduce male-dominated hierarchies (Mackay, Kenny & Chapell, 2010).

7.3 Gendered power

The second criteria clan elders follow to select their candidate, besides being a male, is financial
stability. Surprisingly, all respondents agreed that women candidates face systemic disadvantages

in financial resources, and informal social networks advantage men. Candidate 3 highlighted that

“So far, no businessman has openly committed to financially supporting women's campaigns,
while men receive financial backing from businessmen and clan members, women fund
themselves from their own pockets, and many drop out because they run out of money before
even getting the informal letter from the clan elders”.

This suggests male candidates benefit from financial networks, while female candidates face
structural exclusion from the sources of campaign support. However, findings suggest that female
financial stability does not guarantee support from clan elders. All the respondents emphasized

that even when women can fund their own campaigns, this does not ensure a selection.

Similarly, constitutional expert 2 emphasized that “men often receive larger shares of family
inheritance, which can be used to finance political campaigns, whereas women typically receive
limited shares”. This suggests the religion can indirectly disadvantage female candidates, as their
ability to compete financially is constrained from the outset. This suggests that religiously
influenced norms shape not only attitudes towards women's leadership, but also their material

capacity to participate, indirectly constraining their ability to compete financially from the outset.

7.3.1 Exclusion from Informal Political Networks

Beyond financial constraints, almost all respondents agreed that women are systemically excluded
from informal social networks where political alliances are built. Constitutional expert 1 pointed

out:
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“Men support each other and have a lot of network. But women do not usually have that support.
There are systemic challenges”.

This suggests that the exclusion is not accidental. It is the product of institutionalized gender
norms that define political sociality as male. The findings align with feminist institutionalism
rhetoric, which emphasizes that gendered power relations are produced and reproduced through

often invisible mechanisms of inclusion and exclusion (Mackay, Kenny & Chappell, 2010).

7.4 Logic of Appropriateness

The logic of appropriateness, drawn from feminist institutionalism, helps explain how gendered
norms shape expectations about who society considers a legitimate political actor. The findings of
this study show that in Somaliland, political leadership is widely constructed as a male domain,
while women’s political ambition is often viewed as socially improper. These norms operate
informally but powerfully, guiding the behavior of clan elders, religious leaders, political parties,
and voters. While clan gatekeeping within political parties is the most critical stage of women’s
exclusion, gendered notions of appropriateness add another layer. Although these norms do not
operate through formal rules, they run through deeply held assumptions about who is “appropriate”
for political leadership. Women candidates described how their political participation was seen as

a violation of established social expectations. Candidate 1 explained:

“Traditional elders do not want women to represent them in parliament. They often see it as
shameful or inappropriate for a woman to represent the clan. Women are told they have no political
experience or that they are too young—even though some of the men competing are also young.”

This illustrates how women’s political ambition is framed as inherently inappropriate, regardless
of their qualifications. The findings also show that clan elders articulated a gendered understanding
of representation. Parliamentary seats are treated as male entitlements tied to clan identity. As one
candidate noted, “no clan is willing to give up its seat to a woman.” This reflects a deeply
embedded norm in which political authority is associated with masculinity, and the “appropriate”
representative of the clan is assumed to be male. Researchers observed that when interviewing one

of the clan leaders, the language used to describe candidate selection was consistently masculine,
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frequently referring to all candidates as “the men”. “The one that the clan supports is a man
involved in clan affairs.” This suggests that women were not even considered part of the political
equation. As one clan leader stated, “In this process, women have no role whatsoever.”

These findings align with Feminist Institutionalism, which argues that institutions are built upon

gendered norms that shape who is seen as legitimate within political spaces.

Women who challenge these expectations face social and reputational sanctions. Publicly
advocating for women’s rights, for example, is treated as a breach of appropriateness norms. As
one candidate described, “If you speak about women, it becomes a major obstacle... they call you
crazy or a feminist.” This shows how informal institutions police women’s behavior, making it
difficult to challenge patriarchal expectations. The findings also show that women are judged by
stricter standards than men. Female candidates described how women must be “exceptionally
qualified” to be considered, while men with similar or even lower qualifications face little scrutiny.
This reflects a gendered logic in which political competence is assumed to be male, and women

must exceed male standards to be viewed as legitimate.

Overall, the findings demonstrate that the logic of appropriateness is a central mechanism through
which informal institutions reproduce women’s exclusion in Somaliland. Gendered norms define
political leadership as a male role, sanction women who challenge these expectations, and shape
the behavior of elders, religious leaders, and voters. This supports broader research showing that

informal cultural norms often override formal democratic rules (Yoon 2001; Mackay et al. 2010).

In the Somaliland context, the logic of appropriateness adds another layer to informal institutional
power and helps explain why constitutional guarantees of equality do not translate into real
political access. It suggests that women are excluded not because they lack capacity, but because

their participation contradicts the gender norms that define political authority as inherently male.

7.5 mechanisms connecting formal and informal

The primary mechanisms connecting the formal and informal institutions in Somaliland are

continuous interaction between political parties, clan structures, and religious actors, which
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collectively shape access to parliamentary candidacy. For example, gender quotas have been
formally rejected through a reference to Article 8 of the constitution, which guarantees equal rights
to all citizens and has been used as justification against the adoption of reserved seats for women.
However, the findings indicate that resistance to quotas is not limited to formal institutions. For
example, clan leaders also oppose the introduction of quotas because they challenge established
clan-based systems of political representation, while religious leaders resist the implementation of
gender quotas through masque sermons and other forms of religious influence. As a result, formal
institutions and informal institutions work in parallel to limit the implementation of measures

designed to increase women's parliamentary representation.

Additionally, the findings demonstrate that political parties function as a key point of interaction
between formal and informal institutions. For instance, parties are formal organizations operating
within the democratic system; they rely heavily on informal clan approval and are influenced by
broader religious and cultural norms. This allows informal expectations to shape formal candidate
selection processes. Consequently, women's access to candidacy is not determined by formal rules

alone, but by the interaction between formal institutions and informal sources of authority.

The findings further suggest that these interactions are reinforced by shared interest in maintaining
existing power relations. Several interviewees described how male elites anticipate the

consequences of women entering parliament. Candidate 1 highlighted:

“Businessmen who fund candidates are usually religious men, and they do not want women in the
parliament. This reluctance is based on the widespread belief that women in the parliament might
pass laws that challenge the existing social and legal norms. A key example is a rape law, which
remains highly contested until today”.

These accounts suggest that the resistance is not merely reactive or traditionalist, but future-
oriented and protective. Clan leaders, political parties, and religious leaders collectively exclude
women because they assume the presence of women in the parliament could disrupt institutional

gender hierarchies.
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8. Discussion of the results

This study began with a puzzle identified in the literature. Existing research has demonstrated that
women parliamentarians make significant contributions once elected, including advancing gender-
sensitive legislation, social welfare policies, and broader inclusive governance (Bauer & Britton,
2006; Childs & Krook, 2009; Wingnerud, 2009; Clayton & Zetterberg, 2018). Yet despite this
proven effectiveness of women parliamentarians globally and across Africa. In Somaliland, the
gap remains particularly pronounced due to the interaction between formal and informal
institutional barriers. This study addresses this gap by answering the central question of this thesis.
How do formal and informal institutions interact and shape women’s access to candidacy in

parliamentary elections in Somaliland?

To illustrate the nature of this structural crossover, Figure 1 models how these parallel institutions

intersect through specific, intersecting pressure points within a hybrid political framework.

Figure 1: Interaction between formal and informal institutions in shaping women's parliamentary

access in Somaliland.
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To unpack this complex dynamic, the discussion is structured around two core sub-questions

tracking the formal and informal institutional mechanisms at play.

8.1 The first sub-question of this thesis asks: What role do formal political institutions play
in women’s access to parliamentary candidacy?

Somaliland's constitution guarantees equal political rights and formally provides open access to
political participation regardless of gender. However, respondents highlighted that this formal
openness does not translate to equal access in practice. For instance, there are two formal
institutions that shape access to parliament: the electoral system and gender quotas. Regarding the
electoral system, Somaliland currently uses an open-list proportional representation system, which
previous scholars argue disadvantages women compared to closed-list systems, where parties have
greater control over candidate placement and can strategically promote female candidates (Bauer
and Britton, 2006; Yoon, 2004). This study found that the respondents were skeptical that
reforming the electoral system from an open-list to a closed-list system would substantially
improve women's representation, as the closed-list system was previously tested in 2003, yet the
party list was filled by men. This aligns with feminist institutionalism’s argument, which
emphasizes that institutions may be formally open to women while simultaneously
accommodating change in ways that continue to disadvantage newcomers (Mackay, Kenny, and

Chappell, 2010).

Regarding gender quotas, Somaliland has formally declined to implement the gender quota, citing
Article 8 of the constitution, which declares that all citizens are equal before the law and therefore
do not require special measures. However, the respondents largely disagreed with this
interpretation. Five out of seven respondents supported the introduction of quotas, arguing that
formal equality does not translate into equal political representation in practice. Candidate 2
directly challenged this constitutional justification, arguing that if Article 8 genuinely were
reflected in political outcomes, women would hold a far greater share of political positions. From
this perspective, the continued underrepresentation of women demonstrates that formal equality
alone has been insufficient to address existing barriers. Consequently, respondents argued that
special measures, as provided for under Article 36, are necessary to achieve substantive equality

in political representation
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Moreover, the preference for Article 8 over Article 36 reflects competing interpretations of equality
within Somaliland's constitutional framework. While Article 8 justifies formal legal equality, it is
more frequently invoked because it preserves existing political arrangements. In contrast, Article
36 implies corrective measures that redistribute political access, which challenges entrenched
male-dominated power structures and therefore faces resistance. This aligns with feminist
institutionalism’s argument, which is that institutions are sites where gendered power relations are
produced and reproduced. These gendered power relations are often produced through barely

visible mechanisms of inclusion and exclusion (Mackay, Kenny, and Chappell, 2010).

In sum, this suggests that formal political institutions in Somaliland do not play a consistent role.
Instead, they serve as a flexible resource for male elites. When formal rules support the
preservation of existing male dominance, such as Article 8, they are invoked, but when formal
rules enable women, such as Article 36, they are ignored. The role of formal institutions is therefore

not to structure access, but to provide selective legitimacy.

8.2 The second sub-question of this thesis asks: How do informal institutions and gendered

norms shape women’s political legitimacy and access to candidacy?

The findings of this study indicate that women's exclusion is embedded in a broader structural
configuration of Somaliland's hybrid political system, where clan authorities, religious influence,
and formal democratic institutions operate simultaneously and shape political outcomes, as
constitutional expert 1 noted, clan, democracy, and religion move together in ways that often
contradict formal equality guarantees. This illustrates that political authority in Somaliland is not
concentrated solely within formal democratic institutions but is distributed across overlapping
institutions of clan authority and religious norms, and state structures. These institutions operate
simultaneously and jointly shape political outcomes. In this context, informal institutions operate
as de facto rules even when they contradict the formal legal framework. This aligns with Yoon

(2001)’s argument that informal cultural barriers can be more powerful than political rules.

Additionally, the findings of this study demonstrate that traditional elders continue to function as
political gatekeepers by questioning women's legitimacy and suitability for parliamentary roles.

The data reveal that candidate selection is often controlled through all-male committees that apply
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explicitly gendered criteria during the selection process. As one of the clan leaders explained,
candidates are primarily assessed based on clan affiliation, financial capacity, and being male. This
suggests that political legitimacy within clan-based candidate selection is closely tied to masculine
identity and only male clan networks, positioning women outside the process before the formal
political competition even begins. This supports Bade's (2024) argument that traditional elders act

as political gatekeepers.

Moreover, political parties represent another key site where informal institutions operate within
formal structures. Although they are formally established institutions within the democratic
system, with written statutes that do not explicitly exclude women, the findings show that in 7.2.3
and 7.2.4, parties deploy various informal rules that shape candidate selection in practice and
systematically bypass formal written rules. For example, the illegal clan endorsement letter
requirement, which has no basis in constitutional law, is nevertheless demanded by parties as a
mandatory condition, specifically disadvantaging female candidates, as clan structures are

themselves male-dominated and entirely exclude women from decision-making processes.

Beyond procedural requirements, informal institutions also shape perceptions of political
legitimacy. Respondents consistently highlighted that women's suitability for political office is
often questioned through gendered narratives of competence and authority. For instance, parties
frequently justify the exclusion of women by claiming a “lack of qualified women”, despite the
evidence from respondents that female candidates often possess higher qualifications than their
male counterparts. This suggests that the issue is not a lack of qualifications, education, or
experience among women. Rather, as Dahlerup (2006) argues, women's underrepresentation is
largely produced by structural and institutional barriers within political institutions and party
structures that make it more difficult for women to access political power. In Somaliland's case,
the “lack of qualified women” justification functions not as a factual claim but as an informal
legitimating mechanism that allows parties to maintain male-dominated candidate lists while

appearing gender-neutral.

In line with the above, feminist institutionalism's core argument is that institutions are not neutral;
they are gendered structures that reflect and reproduce male power (Mackay, Kenny & Chappell,
2010). The findings revealed that even when women successfully navigate the informal system

and obtain the required clan letter, they are frequently bypassed in favor of male candidates. This
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reveals that preference for men is an unwritten, institutionalized rule within Somaliland's political

parties.

Moreover, this pattern is also reflected in electoral processes. Even though Somaliland has held
multiple elections since 2001, parties have constantly failed to include women fairly. According to
respondents' views, women who managed to secure initial party and clan support were excluded
at the final stage through vote manipulation. This suggests that women's exclusion is not confined
to the point of candidate selection but extends into the final stages of electoral processes where
informal discretion remains decisive. This demonstrates that informal institutions operate as
continuous filtering mechanisms throughout the entire process, rather than as isolated barriers at a

single stage.

Beyond parties’ gatekeeping and clan leaders, religious leaders use Islam as a tool to exclude
women from political arenas. The respondents consistently distinguished between Islam and its
interpretation, pointing to the influence of stricter groups such as Ictisam. This supports Seguino's
(2011) argument that it is not the religion itself, but the intensity of religiosity that produces
exclusion. However, the Somaliland case demonstrates that the exclusion does not end at the level
of belief or interpretation alone. Religious intensity is organized through formal networks and
deployed strategically. Religious leaders actively mobilize against women candidates through

mosque sermons, media commentary, and indirect influence on the clan elders and political actors.

Moreover, religiously framed exclusion is not limited to discourse. It is reinforced through material
mechanisms, particularly financial networks that determine who can afford to run an office. The
findings indicate a gendered political economy for candidacy. All respondents agreed that women
fund their own campaigns “from their own pockets” while their male counterparts receive financial
backing from businessmen and clan members. This demonstrates that access to political candidacy
is not determined solely by competence, but by access to gender financial networks that are largely
controlled by men. Somaliland's context aligns with Alexander and Welzel's (2011) argument,

which suggests that both patriarchy and religion contribute to women's political exclusion.

The findings of this study demonstrate that religion can also indirectly reinforce women's exclusion
through economic structures. For instance, one of the Constitutional experts explained that
religiously influenced inheritance practices often provide men with greater access to family wealth

and economic resources, which can later be mobilized during political campaigns. In contrast,
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women receive more limited financial resources and are therefore disadvantaged before entering
political competition. This suggests that religion shapes not only attitudes towards women's

political leadership but also women's capacity to compete politically from the outset.

Consequently, in Somaliland's context, the findings indicate that political leadership is constructed
as male. This aligns with feminist institutionalism's argument that institutions operate through a
logic of appropriateness, where norms define who is seen as a legitimate political actor (Mackay,
Kenny & Chappell, 2010). Candidate 1 noted that traditional elders perceive a woman representing
the clan as “shameful or inappropriate”. Similarly, women who advocate for women's issues are
labelled “crazy or feminist”. This suggests that women are excluded not due to a lack of

competence, but because political authority continues to be socially constructed as male.

8.3 Answering the main question: How do formal and informal institutions interact and

shape women’s access to candidacy in parliamentary elections in Somaliland?.

The findings of this study demonstrate that formal and informal institutions do not operate
separately, but are deeply intertwined, within a hybrid political system that produces and sustains
women's exclusion from parliamentary candidacy. Rather than functioning as distinct spheres, they
interact through mutually reinforcing, filtering, and strategically coordinated mechanisms that

shape who gains access to political office.

First, formal and informal institutions reinforce each other by converging on the same political
outcomes. The rejection of gender quotas illustrates this convergence. Formally, Article 8 of the
constitution has been invoked to justify opposition to special measures based on legal equality.
However, this interpretation gains strength because it is reinforced by informal institutions. Clan
authorities resist quotas because they challenge male-dominated structures of political
representation, while religious leaders oppose them through sermons describing them as a “sin”
and a moral framing that portrays quotas as incompatible with religious norms. Although these
actors operate through different logics, their positions converge in practice, collectively producing
resistance to the Article 36 based corrective mechanism, which is the gender quota, and reinforcing

the dominance of formal equality over substantive equality.
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Second, informal institutions actively shape how formal rules are implemented, creating a filtering
mechanism through which formal procedures are translated into gendered outcomes. Political
parties, although they operate as structured democratic organizations with gender-neutral statutes,
rely on informal mechanisms such as clan endorsement letters, discretionary candidate selection,
and informal assessments of suitability. These practices do not simply exist alongside formal rules;
they shape how formal party procedures are applied in practice. As a result, being formally
endorsed and included on party lists does not guarantee continued. As the findings of this show,
internal party structures remain male-dominated, creating continuous discretion over whether
candidates are retained, replaced, or sidelined at the final stages. This illustrates that formal
inclusion is continuously mediated through informal authority, meaning that the access involves
not a single barrier but an ongoing process of gatekeeping. This aligns with feminist institutionalist
theory, which emphasizes that male-dominated elites can shift the locus of power from formal to
informal mechanisms to counteract women’s access to decision-making (Mackay, Kenny, and

Chappell, 2010).

Third, this study's findings suggest that resistance to women's political inclusion is not only rooted
in tradition or procedure but also future-oriented. Clan authorities, religious actors, political
parties, and economic elites collectively anticipate that women's presence in parliament could lead
to legal and institutional reforms, particularly in sensitive policy areas such as sexual violence
legislation. This creates a shared incentive structure in which different actors interact to prevent
potential shifts in gendered power relations. As a result, exclusion is not random or isolated but
coordinated across institutions that jointly seek to preserve existing social and political hierarchies.
The fear of legal reforms such as rape legislation or child protection legislation indirectly confirms
the findings of Bauer and Britton (2006) that women MPs do advance gender-sensitive policies;

in Somaliland, that very prospect triggers preemptive exclusion.

Overall, across all three mechanisms, formal and informal institutions in Somaliland interact in
ways that produce a unified system of gendered political exclusion. Formal institutions are
theoretically neutral, but in practice, they do not function as a neutral rule system, and informal
institutions do not operate independently of them. Instead, formal institutions gain meaning

through informal institutional interpretations while informal practices gain authority by embedding
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themselves within formal structures. The result is a hybrid system in which women's access to

candidacy is continuously shaped, filtered, and constrained through their interaction.
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9. Conclusion

This study set out to answer the central question of how formal and informal institutions interact
and shape women’s access to parliamentary candidacy in Somaliland. Drawing on Feminist
Institutionalism and qualitative data from semi-structured interviews with women candidates, clan
leaders, and constitutional experts, the study reveals that women's systemic exclusion is not the
result of isolated cultural barriers or implementation gaps, but rather stems from a deeply
entrenched hybrid institutional order in which informal power structures cooperate with formal

democratic rules.

The findings demonstrate that while Somaliland's constitution and electoral framework formally
guarantee gender-neutral political rights, these provisions are routinely circumvented in practice.
Political parties, although operating within a formal democratic system, actively transferred
authority to informal clan gatekeeping mechanisms, specifically through the illegal requirement of
clan approval letters. Even when women fulfil these informal requirements, they are frequently
sidelined at later stages, through electoral manipulation according to the respondents. This study
shows that formal institutions in Somaliland do not merely fail to promote women's inclusion, in

many cases, they actively enable and legitimise the exclusion.

At the heart of this exclusion lies clan-based selection processes. Clan leaders operate through all-
male committees, applying explicitly masculine criteria for candidacy (clan loyalty, financial
capacity, and male identity). This actively positions women outside the political equation before
formal competition even begins. Surprisingly, the study found that when women break down these
informal barriers, the formal institutions either fill the party list with male candidates. Similarly,
religious norms, particularly when mobilised by influential conservative actors, further constrain
women both discursively and materially, by limiting women's access to campaign financing and
threatening. These dynamics are sustained by a powerful logic of appropriateness that constructs

political leadership as an inherently male domain.

The research contributes to the literature by moving beyond the conventional separation of formal
and informal institutions. In Somaliland's hybrid political system, the two are parallel, mutually

reinforcing, creating a coordinated institutional architecture that protects patriarchal power. The
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resistance to women's candidacy is therefore neither accidental nor purely traditional; it is a
strategic and future-oriented, driven by fear that female parliamentarians would challenge existing

gender hierarchies, particularly around contentious issues such as sexual violence legislation.

The implications of these findings are significant. Written laws and democratic procedures alone
are insufficient if the formal institutions function as gendered entities upholding the existing male-
dominated hierarchies. For instance, even though five of seven respondents strongly supported
implementing gender quotas as a potential remedy, clan leaders strongly oppose it, religious

leaders preach against it, and term it a sin.

Regarding generalisability, the findings are specific to Somaliland and its hybrid political system,
where democratic institutions, traditional clan structures, and religion coexist. However, the
broader insight that informal institutions can override formal democratic rules may be relevant
beyond Somaliland. Similar dynamics may exist in other political systems where customary law,
clan structures, gender norms, and informal political networks strongly influence political
outcomes. Therefore, while the mechanisms identified in this study are context-specific, the

theoretical insights may apply to similar political environments.

This study faces several methodological limitations. First, the study relies on online interviews
rather than face-to-face interactions. Secondly, it relies on a small number of interviews, which
may not fully capture the diversity of political perspectives in Somaliland. Third, it focuses
specifically on parliamentary candidacy and does not examine other political institutions such as
ministerial appointments or local councils. Finally, discussing clan dynamics and religious norms
is a sensitive topic. Participants may be prone to social desirability bias, the tendency to give

socially acceptable answers instead of expressing their true views.

Future research could investigate the potential impact of institutional reforms such as gender
quotas or legal protections, if implemented in Somaliland. Additionally, future studies could
examine how informal institutions operate across other areas of political life, including local

councils, ministerial appointments, and executive leadership positions.
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In conclusion, women's political exclusion in Somaliland is produced and reproduced through the
deliberate interaction of formal democratic facades and a resilient informal power structure. The

Constitution guarantees equality while preserving the existing social hierarchies.
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11. Appendices

11.1 Semi-structured interview 1 ( Constitutional expert)

1. Can you describe the official process for candidate selection and registration?

2. What role do political parties play in nominating candidates?

3. What factors most influence whether a candidate wins a seat? Do these factors affect women
and men differently? If so, how?
How does the clan decide who should represent it in elections?

How do informal practices, such as clan influence, affect who gets elected?

4
5
6. From your perspective, what explains the low representation of women in parliament?
7. Who holds decision-making power in candidate selection and electoral processes?

8. How are women in political leadership positions perceived in Somaliland?

9. What is the official discourse regarding women’s participation in politics?

10. How do formal electoral rules interact with informal practices such as clan decision-making?
11. In practice, which has more influence on election outcomes: formal rules or informal

practices?

12.  What institutional reforms could improve women’s political participation?

11.2 Semi-structured interview 2 ( Women candidates)

1. Can you describe the process you went through to become a candidate? Walk me through
what happened. Which factors mattered most (party support, clan backing, resources, voter
attitudes)?

2. Which formal rules made it easier or harder for you to become a candidate?

[O8)

What is your view on the introduction of gender quotas in parliamentary elections in
Somaliland?

Do you think quotas would improve women’s chances of winning elections? Why or why not?
How did clan structures influence your candidacy?

Did you need approval or support from clan leaders? If so, how did that process work?

What role did cultural or religious norms play in your political participation?

© N bk

What challenges did you face as a woman candidate?
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10.

11.
12.
13.

Who controlled key decisions such as nominations and campaign support?

Do you think male candidates had advantages over female candidates? If so, can you give
specific examples?

How were you perceived by voters and the community as a female candidate?

Do you think gender influenced how voters perceived you and whether they supported you?

What changes could improve women’s access to becoming candidates and winning a seat?

11.3 Semi-structured interview 3 ( Clan leaders)

—

A A A T R i

13.

14.
15.
16.

17.
18.

In practice, how do clan decisions affect what happens in elections?

Do formal political rules influence how the clan selects candidates?

What is your opinion on the idea of introducing gender quotas in parliamentary elections?
Would the clan support or oppose women being elected through quotas? Why?

How does the clan decide who should represent it in elections?

What role do elders play in selecting candidates?

How are decisions made when choosing between candidates?

When multiple individuals want to run, how does the clan decide who to support?

What factors are most important when choosing between candidates? Does gender ever play

arole?

. Who has the final say when the clan chooses a candidate?
11.
12.

What role does customary law (Xeer) play in resolving such situations?

Who usually has the strongest influence when decisions are made about candidates? What
role do women typically play in that process?

Would a male and female candidate with similar qualifications be treated the same? Why or
why not?

What qualities make someone a legitimate political leader in your community?

How are women who run for political office perceived?

Do beliefs about appropriate roles for women affect whether they are supported as political
candidates?

Do clan decisions influence who ultimately wins elections? If so, how?

What changes could support greater participation of women in politics?
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11.4 Consent form

Research Topic: Bachelor’s Thesis — Gendered Political Exclusion in Somaliland: How Formal

and Informal Institutions Shape Women’s Access to Parliamentary Candidacy
Researchers: Fatma Abdi & lkran Mohamed

Supervisor: Victoria Johansson

This is a consent form requesting your participation in this study and explaining women’s
political underrepresentation in Somaliland. Your participation is valuable because of your
experience and insights regarding candidate selection processes in Somaliland, your
understanding of clan structures, or women’s engagement in politics.
This research is conducted as part of a Bachelor’s degree in Political Science at University West,
Sweden.
The interview will be audio-recorded, transcribed, and used for academic analysis. You have the
right to choose whether your identity will be disclosed or kept anonymous.
- In order, we decided to quote you, and if you agree to be quoted, you will have the
opportunity to review your statements before publication.
- If you prefer to remain anonymous, we will remove or alter your name and any
identifying details that could be traced back to you.
All data will be handled ethically and stored securely. The recordings will only be accessible to
the researchers and will be deleted after this thesis is completed (31-August-2026).

You also have the right to:

To withdraw from the interview at any time
Decline to answer any question

Request a copy of your interview transcript for verification
By signing this form, I agree that:

I am participating voluntarily in this research project
I understand that I can withdraw at any time

I understand that I will not receive financial compensation
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I agree to my interview being audio-recorded

I understand how my data will be used and stored

I know I can contact the researchers for further information

If I need further clarification, I may contact Fatma Abdi and Ikran Mohamed.

I have read and understood this consent form

I consent that my identity be disclosed in the research
Yes No
I consent to be quoted in the research.

Yes No

Interviewee’s name Interviewee's signature

Researchers’ names and signatures

I, Fatma Abdi, promise to follow the procedures described above.

I, Ikran Mohamed, promise to follow the procedures described above.
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Generative Al statement

Artificial intelligence tools (Al) were solely used for language refinement, including grammar
correction, and translation of some transcripts from Somali to English. All ideas, analyses,

interpretations, and findings are the author's own.
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