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A G R A R I A N T R A N S F O R M A T I O N S I N B R I T I S H S R I L A N K A 

By 

G . H. P E I R I S 
In t roduc t ion to (he Per iod 

Sri L a n k a was a C r o w n C o l o n y of the Bri t ish f rom 1798 to 1802. T h e focus of 
th is p a p e r , however , is on the pe r iod f rom a b o u t 1830 t o 1930, a cen tu ry , the begin­
n ing a n d the e n d of which a re close e n o u g h t o t h e ma jo r l a n d m a r k s of the c o l o n y ' s 
pol i t ica l a n d e c o n o m i c h is tory for it t o be t r ea t ed a s a dis t inct phase . 

In pol i t ical c h a n g e , the c o m m e n c e m e n t of t he pe r iod rough ly coinc ides wi th t he 
f a r - r each ing C o l e b r o o k e - C a m e r o n R e f o r m s o f 1833 which , a m o n g o the r c h a n g e s , 
b r o u g h t t he is land u n d e r a unified system of a d m i n i s t r a t i o n a n d were the c u l m i n a ­
t i on of a p rocess of conso l ida t ion of Bri t ish p o w e r in Sri L a n k a witnessed d u r i n g 
the ear l ier decades . T h e D o n o u g h m o r e R e f o r m s of 1931 wi th which th is pe r iod 
e n d s c rea ted a legis lature elected on the bas i s of universal f ranchise and were t h u s 
a decisive s t ep in t he w i thd rawa l of Brit ish p o w e r f rom Sri L a n k a a n d in the evo­
lu t ion of d e m o c r a t i c se l f -government in t he c o u n t r y . 

In e c o n o m i c d e v e l o p m e n t , th is was the c e n t u r y cha rac te r i sed by the inc reas ing 
i m p o r t a n c e of sys temat ic a n d large-scale p r o d u c t i o n of c r o p s geared t o e x p o r t t r ade . 
P l a n t a t i o n ag r i cu l tu re which was confined to a few h u n d r e d acres of coffee a t t he 
c o m m e n c e m e n t of t he per iod s o o n b e c a m e the d o m i n a n t sector of the i s l and ' s e co ­
n o m y . T h e coffee p lan t ing i ndus t ry e x p a n d e d in successive spu r t s a n d re igned 
s u p r e m e unt i l its s u d d e n co l lapse in the 1880s w h e n it was rep laced wi th o t h e r p l a n ­
t a t i o n c r o p s . By the end of o u r pe r iod , p l a n t a t i o n agr icu l tu re covered a n e x t e n t 
of ove r 2 mi l l ion acres . Thereaf te r , in t e r m s of i ts r a t e s of expans ion , g o v e r n m e n t 
a g r a r i a n pol icy a n d the pa t t e rn of in te r sec to ra l r e s o u r c e a l loca t ion , the p l a n t a t i o n 
e c o n o m y of Sri L a n k a en te red a new p h a s e — as S n o d g r a s s (1966) cal ls it, " a p h a s e 
of t r a n s i t i o n " . 

P r o b l e m s and Controvers ies 

T h e t r a n s f o r m a t i o n of Sri L a n k a ' s e c o n o m y u n d e r the i m p a c t of colonia l d o m i ­
n a n c e h a s been a subject of de ta i led s tudy . I n the v o l u m i n o u s l i t e ra ture re la t ing 
t o t h e subject , t he re is hard ly a n y c o n t r o v e r s y o n the overal l n a t u r e a n d d i r ec t ions 
of c h a n g e . T h e a n n e x a t i o n of the c o u n t r y ' s e c o n o m y to an i n t e rna t i ona l sys tem 
of c o m m e r c e a n d t r a d e , the d e v e l o p m e n t of capi ta l i s t e c o n o m i c re la t ions a n d the 
c o m m e r c i a l i s a t i o n a n d diversification of e c o n o m i c ac t iv i ty have been recognised wi th 
c o n s e n s u s a s the ma jo r t rends of c h a n g e . T h e r e is, however , m u c h deba t e a n d d i s ­
p u t e o n m a n y specific aspects of the c h a n g e . O n the ideologies a n d pe rcep t ions 
t h a t m o u l d e d e c o n o m i c policy, on object ives of pol icy, on the c o r r e s p o n d e n c e bet­
ween pol icy a n d prac t ice a n d , a b o v e all , on t he i m p a c t of policy o n the nat ive peop le , 
t he re t ends t o be wide d ivergence in o p i n i o n a n d in t e rp re t a t i on . 

T h i s f ea tu re - t he unan imi ty o n genera l i t ies a n d co n t ro v e r s y on specifics - is 
exemplif ied in n o o t h e r field of s tudy as c lear ly as it is on the subject of land legis­
l a t i on a n d a g r a r i a n change . T h e c o n t i n u i n g des ign in the overal l fabric of a g r a r i a n 
po l ' cy p u r s u e d by t h e Br i t i sh in Sri L a n k a d u r i n g the per iod u n d e r review was the 
p r o m o t i o n of private en te rpr i se in ag r i cu l t u r e , commerce and t r ade . T a k i n g the 
p e r i o d as a w h o l e , the genera l i m p a c t of s u c h pol icy was t he d i s in tegra t ion of t r ad i -
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t iona l tenur ia l r e l a t ions a n d its r e p l a c e m e n t wi th a t enur ia l sys tem b a s e d u p o n the 
pr inciples of p r iva te p r o p e r t y a n d p r o d u c t specia l isa t ion t h a t paved t h e w a y for t he 
emergence o f capi ta l i s t r e l a t ions in ag r i cu l tu re . T h e a p p r o a c h a d o p t e d w a s invar i ­
ab ly o n e of p r a g m a t i c a n d c a u t i o u s p r o m o t i o n o f imper ia l e c o n o m i c in te res t s . B u t 
in de ta i led sc ru t iny res t r ic ted in t i m e o r space , the ind iv idua l mot i f s in t he des ign 
a p p e a r m u t u a l l y incons i s ten t a n d t e n d t o b lu r the overal l p a t t e r n . O v e r space , 
there were the v a r i a t i o n s in se t t ing - t hose re la t ing t o the po ten t i a l o f t he land o r to 
the s t r eng th a n d res i s tance o f t h e ex is t ing o r d e r . Ove r t ime, t he re were t he va ry ing 
doc t r i na l influences t h a t affected pol icy , s h o r t - t e r m c o n s i d e r a t i o n s o f profi t o r of 
poli t ical s tabi l i ty a n d even the o u t l o o k a n d t e m p e r a m e n t of t hose in t he ru l ing eli te. 
H e n c e , m o r e de ta i led t h e h i s to r ica l s o u r c e mate r ia l ava i lab le , g r ea t e r t h e complex i ty 
of specific issues. H e n c e a l so t h e seemingly never -ending d e b a t e a n d t h e a p p a r e n t 
i r reconsi labi l i ty o f t he different v i ewpoin t s . 

Th i s con t rove r sy o n specific issues is none the less i m p o r t a n t . A p a r t f r cm its 
o b v i o u s usefulness to t he u n d e r s t a n d i n g of imper ia l h is tory , it h a s h a d a n influence 
o n t h e evo lu t i on o f c o n t e m p o r a r y a t t i t u d e s t o w a r d s s o m e of t he c a r d i n a l a g r a r i a n 
p r o b l e m s in Sri L a n k a . O n t h e o n e h a n d , w h a t m a y be t e rmed the " e x p r o p r i a t i o n 
t h e o r y " o n Bri t i sh l and pol icy in Sri L a n k a - t he n o t i o n t h a t , f rom t h e v e i w p o i n t o f 
t he i nd igenous peop le , it w a s s inis ter in object ive , repressive in design a n d r e t rog res ­
sive in i m p a c t — was o n e o f t h e p r o m i n e n t an t i -co lonia l t h e m e s in t he c a m p a i g n for 
pol i t ical i n d e p e n d e n c e a t least s ince t h e ear ly years of the p resen t c e n t u r y . M o r e 
recent ly , th is v i ewpoin t a n d i ts v a r i a n t s h a v e found express ion in t h e pol i t ical a n d 
e c o n o m i c pe rcep t i ons o f t h e rad ica l left. I t a l so fo rmed the bas is o f t h e so-cal led 
" K a n d y a n g r i e v a n c e " a n d h a s h a d a p r o f o u n d influence u p o n recen t a t t e m p t s a t 
land re fo rm. O n the o t h e r h a n d , s tud ies e n u n c i a t i n g the o p p o s i n g p o i n t of v i e w -
t h a t by a n d la rge , Br i t i sh l a n d pol icy was j u s t , benevo len t a n d beneficial - h a v e a l so 
m a d e a n u n d e n i a b l e c o n t r i b u t i o n t o t he clarif ication of m a n y issues r e l a t i ng t o t h e 
legacy of the raj in Sri L a n k a . T o s o m e ex ten t such s tudies h a v e he lped the sepa­
r a t i on o f h is tor ical fact f rom p o p u l a r m y t h , i n t roduced a n e l e m e n t o f c a u t i o n a m o n g 
the e x p o n e n t s of t he " e x p r o p r i a t i o n " v iewpoin t a n d a lso conve r t ed t he d i scuss ion of t he 
l and p r o b l e m , a t least a t a n a c a d e m i c p l a n e , t o d i spass iona te a s sessment s o f ev idence . 

In the d e b a t e over a g r a r i a n c h a n g e in Bri t ish Sri L a n k a , t h e focus o f a t t e n t i o n 
h a s been ma in ly o n the " C r o w n L a n d E n c r o a c h m e n t O r d i n a n c e " ( O r d i n a n c e s N o . 
12 of 1840 a n d N o . 9 of 1841) a n d the effects of i ts o p e r a t i o n o n t h e i n d i g e n o u s 
p e a s a n t e c o n o m y . T h e e x t r e m e pos i t ions in th is d e b a t e m a y b e i l lus t ra ted with the 
brevi ty they deserve wi th t w o q u o t a t i o n s . A c c o r d i n g to a recent ana lys i s by a l eader 
o f a radica l pol i t ical g r o u p , " a f t e r t h e e n a c t m e n t of t he W a s t e L a n d A c t (sic.) o f 1840, 
al l l ands for wh ich the peop le d id n o t h a v e deeds were confiscated a n d given over 
t o p l an t e r s w h o chased t h e vi l lagers f rom their ances t ra l h o m e s . " 1 A s o p p o s e d 
to this is a s t a t e m e n t by a Bri t ish g o v e r n o r of Sri L a n k a tha t " t h e p roces s of evic­
t ion (which fol lowed the pas s ing o f t he land o r d i n a n c e s of t he 1840s) app l i ed only 
t o t he wild beas t s of the f o r e s t " (Clifford 1927:293). 

Between these t w o ex t r emes , o n e finds a series of s tudies , refined in a p p r o a c h a n d 
m e t h o d , s o m e of wh ich never the less r e a c h conc lus ions t h a t a r e f u n d a m e n t a l l y at 
var iance wi th e a c h o t h e r 2 . 

1. An unpublished English translation of the lecture titled "The Economic Crisis" (one of a series 
of five) by Rohana Wijcwccra, the leader of the Janallio Vimukthi Peramima, as recorded in the 
transcripts of statements produced at the inquiry conducted by the Criminal Justice Commis­
sion on the uprising of April 1971 in Sri Lanka. 

2. For a brief but balanced contribution to this discussion, one which accommodates aspects of 
both these points of view, see Farmer, (1963:14). 
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L e a n i n g t o w a r d s the c o n t e n t i o n t h a t t h e C r o w n L a n d E n c r o a c h m e n t O r d i n a n c e 
m a r k s t he c o m m e n c e m e n t of a n officially s p o n s o r e d process of exp rop r i a t i ng l and 
o w n e d a n d / o r used by t he local peop le , is t he s tudy by V a n d e n Dr iesen w h i c h 
r e a c h e s t h e fol lowing c o n c l u s i o n : 

" I t is ev ident t hen , t ha t t he acqu i s i t i on o f l and which a c c o m p a n i e d t he deve­
l o p m e n t of the coffee p l a n t i n g i n d u s t r y in Cey lon had adverse effects u p o n a 
sect ion of the ind igenous p o p u l a t i o n . I t is c lear a l so , t h a t the p r o b l e m a r o s e 
largely ou t o f the l and sales pol icy o f the C r o w n : ( a n d ) t h a t it o r ig ina ted w i t h 
t he pass ing of the O r d i n a n c e N o . 9 of 1841 . . . Jus t h o w m a n y were affected by 
t h e e n a c t m e n t is n o t k n o w n , bu t t he ava i l ab le ev idence suggests t h a t whi le s o m e 
lost their l ands , m a n y m o r e , t h o u g h suffering n o loss of p rope r ty , were dep r ived 
of t he r ight of p a s t u r a g e a n d the i n c o m e s they h a d prev ious ly o b t a i n e d f rom 
chena c u l t i v a t i o n " ( V a n d e n D r i e s e n 1957:51) . 

T h i s conc lus ion is der ived f rom a m a s s o f ev idence o n t he b a c k g r o u n d 
t o t he f o r m u l a t i o n of t he land o r d i n a n c e s of 1840 a n d 1841 a n d t h e effects 
o f the i r i m p l e m e n t a t i o n a s r eco rded in t h e wr i t ings of t h a t t i m e (Vanden D r i e s e n 
1957:43-45) . V a n d e n Dr iesen h a s s h o w n t h a t w h e n these o rd inances were d r a f t e d 
t h e ex ten t of l and over wh ich the C r o w n held u n d i s p u t e d p rop r i e t a ry r igh t s w a s 
i n a d e q u a t e t o mee t t h e g r o w i n g d e m a n d s f r o m the coffee p l a n t i n g i n d u s t r y ; t h a t 
t h e p r inc ipa l cause for this sho r t supp ly of l and , a t least in cer ta in pa r t s of the cen t r a l 
h i g h l a n d s of Sri L a n k a , was t he w i d e s p r e a d presence of na t ive o w n e r s h i p c la ims t o 
l a n d po ten t ia l ly sui ted for coffee; a n d t h a t t he local a rch i tec t s of the o r d i n a n c e s , 
b e i n g themselves pa r t i c i pan t s in t he coffee en te rpr i se , a r e likely, in dra f t ing t h e 
leg is la t ion , t o h a v e placed p r io r i t y a n d p r e c e d e n c e o n t h e in teres ts o f t he p l a n t e r a t 
the expense of t hose of the local p e a s a n t . V a n d e n Dr iesen h a s further s h o w n t h a t 
o n c e t he legislat ion w a s p r o m u l g a t e d , whi le on t he o n e h a n d , s o m e ind iv idua l s w h o , 
for v a r i o u s r ea sons , failed t o mee t t he s t ipu la ted r e q u i r e m e n t of p r o d u c i n g d o c u ­
m e n t a r y p r o o f of o w n e r s h i p of t he l a n d they c la imed as thei rs were compe l l ed t o 
forfei t s u c h c la ims, o n the o t h e r h a n d , m o r e genera l ly a n d m o r e extensively, p e a s a n t 
c o m m u n i t i e s lost their r ights t o u s e fores ts , chena a n d p a s t u r e l and , r igh ts w h i c h 
t h e y h a d t rad i t iona l ly exercised, b u t for wh ich the re h a d been n o pract ice of prec i se 
d o c u m e n t a t i o n . 

T h i s conc lus ion a n d the ev idence u p o n which it rests t h o u g h found repea ted a n d 
c o r r o b o r a t e d in m a n y wr i t ings ( W i c k r a m a s i n g h e 1924; Pe r e r a 1951; Pier is 1952; 
K e l e g a m a 1959; D e Silva, K . M . 1964; K a n d y a n P e a s a n t r y C o m m i s s i o n 1 9 5 1 ; 
7 1 - 7 4 ; H e t t i a r a c h c h i 1978) h a v e h o w e v e r been empha t i ca l ly refuted in cer ta in o t h e r s . 
A m o n g th i s la t te r ca tegory , t he s tudies by M i c h a e l R o b e r t s (1969, 1970) a n d t h o s e 
b y J a y a w a r d h a n a (1963) s t a n d o u t for the i r de ta i l a n d d e p t h . In a p a i n s t a k i n g eva­
l u a t i o n o f a mass of evidence , inc lud ing stat is t ical a n d c a r t o g r a p h i c d a t a on the coffee 
p e r i o d , R o b e r t s , (1963:3) d i sca rds t he " e x p r o p r i a t i o n t h e o r y " on the i m p a c t of t he 
C r o w n L a n d E n c r o a c h m e n t O r d i n a n c e a n d asser t s t h a t : 

" T h e c o n t e n t i o n t h a t t he re w a s la rge-sca le dep r iva t i on o f village l a n d in t h e 
cent ra l h i g h l a n d s m u s t , a t best , be cas t i n to t h e land of t he u n p r o v e n . . . . W i t h 
reference t o t he coffee per iod the p o p u l a r view o n the i m p a c t of w a s t e l a n d s 
legis lat ion d o c s n o t t ake sufficient c o g n i z a n c e of the e levat ion a t which p l a n t a ­
t i on coffee w a s largely g r o w n in r e l a t i on t o t he p re -p l an t a t i on era s e t t l e m e n t 
p a t t e r n s o f t h e K a n d y a n s . . . . W i t h re fe rence t o t h e 19th cen tury , m o r e o v e r , t h e 
e x p r o p r i a t i o n t heo ry ignores the pauc i t y of p o p u l a t i o n in t he cent ra l h i g h l a n d s , 
( a n d ) a lso ignores t he mi t iga t ing inf luence o f t h e g o v e r n m e n t policy of d e m a r ­
c a t i n g village rese rves" . 
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T h e c r u x of the a r g u m e n t p resen ted by R o b e r t s is t h a t the main a r ea of coffee 
c u l t u r e in 19th cen tu ry Sri L a n k a was in t he " r e m o t e " higher e levat ion of the cen t r a l 
h i g h l a n d s whe re the re were few, if any , na t ive se t t l ements a t the a d v e n t of p l a n t a t i o n 
coffee a n d , hence , in tha t a r ea , a ques t i on o f e x p r o p r i a t i o n d id not ar ise . F u r t h e r , 
a c c o r d i n g t o R o b e r t s , a t lower e l eva t ions , less i m p o r t a n t for coffee bu t densely p o p u ­
la ted a t t h e t ime , t he o r d i n a n c e w a s no t s tr ict ly a d h e r e d t o in the se t t lement of l and 
c la ims , d u e e i ther t o admin i s t r a t ive difficulties wh ich were in the way of its precise 
i m p l e m e n t a t i o n o r t o t he benevo lence of t he prov inc ia l bu reauc racy . 

T h e unqual i f ied accep tance of e i ther o f these*viewpoints is beset wi th diff icul t ies 2 . 
I f we a r e t o i gno re cer ta in m i n o r e r r o r s o f fact a n d in t e rp re t a t i on found in the e la­
b o r a t i o n of R o b e r t s ' t h e s i s 3 , his a sse r t ion t h a t t h e a d h e r e n t s of the e x p r o p r i a t i o n 
t h e o r y h a v e m a d e " n o effort to see h o w t h e o r d i n a n c e was a d m i n i s t e r e d " c a n b e 
accep ted a s a valid cr i t ic ism. Likewise t he re is legi t imacy to his c la im t h a t t h e 
c o n c e n t r a t i o n o f p l an t a t i on act ivi ty in t he h e y d a y o f coffee (1860s a n d 1870s) w a s 
in an a r e a sparce ly popu l a t ed by the local peop le . Howeve r , R o b e r t s ' thesis ca r r ies 
wi th it the u n t e n a b l e impl ica t ion t h a t the powerfu l b o d y of direct evidence ( f rom 
c o n t e m p o r a r y s o u r c e s ) 4 u p o n which the e x p r o p r i a t i o n theo ry is based is e i ther u n ­
rel iable o r insignificant. 

T h e so lu t ion to th is p r o b l e m is n o t far t o seek. In the conflicting o p i n i o n s u n d e r 
review, the re is a crucia l difference in t he t i m e - s p a n to which their respect ive sets 
of ev idence re la te . V a n d e n Dr iesen a n d o t h e r s of s imilar view use evidence d r a w n 
largely f rom the i m m e d i a t e a f t e rma th o f t he e n a c t m e n t o f t he C r o w n L a n d E n ­
c r o a c h m e n t O r d i n a n c e , the pe r iod d u r i n g w h i c h t h e coffee p lan t ing indus t ry was 
c o n c e n t r a t e d in t he a rea a r o u n d K a n d y ( re fer red t o hereaf ter as t he K a n d y a n hill 
c o u n t r y ) w h e r e na t ive l and c la ims w e r e ex tens ive Bu t , w i th the shift of t he c e n t r e 
of grav i ty o f p l a n t a t i o n s t o h igher e l eva t ions , a t leas t for a t ime, t h e g o v e r n m e n t 
w a s ab le to m e e t t he d e m a n d for l and f r o m the coffee indus t ry a n d was p e r h a p s 
m o r e l iberal in its a p p r o a c h t o w a r d s na t i ve c la ims . H e n c e , the d iscovery by R o b e r t s 
t h a t when looked u p o n in re t rospec t t h e r e were differences be tween t h e p rov i s ions 
of t h e o r d i n a n c e a n d their prac t ica l a p p l i c a t i o n . 

T h e ca rd ina l p r o b l e m , however , lies e l sewhere . I t re lates main ly t o t he a t t e m p t 
t o in t e rp re t a n d assess the a g r a r i a n i m p a c t o f Br i t i sh land pol icy in Sri L a n k a w i t h 
reference ma in ly o r exclusively t o t h e l a n d o r d i n a n c e s of the 1840 s a n d wi th ev idence 
re la t ing to the i r o p e r a t i o n in a l imi ted t ime- span wi thin t he 19th cen tu ry . U n f o r ­
t una t e ly , th is fea ture has been inhe ren t t o b o t h s ides of t h e con t rover sy . T h e r e is 
n o d o u b t t h a t t he e n a c t m e n t of the C r o w n L a n d E n c r o a c h m e n t O r d i n a n c e m a r k s 
a decisive s tage in the d e v e l o p m e n t of co lon ia l l and policy in Sri L a n k a a n d t h a t t he 
m a n n e r of its imp lemen ta t i on in t he pe r iod t h a t fol lowed reflects a series of ad jus t ­
m e n t s o f pol icy to c h a n g i n g needs a n d c i r c u m s t a n c e s . But there were o t h e r i m p o r t ­
a n t processes a t w o r k . A p a r t f rom o t h e r a g r a r i a n legislat ion - the T e m p l e L a n d s 
Reg i s t r a t i on O r d i n a n c e of 1856, t he W a s t e L a n d s O r d i n a n c e of 1897 a n d the o r d i ­
n a n c e s re la t ing t o the gra in taxes - the re were m a n y indi rec t influences t h a t r equ i r e 

3. For example, Roberts (1969:3) asserts thai there is only one "concrete case" of confiscation of 
IrnJ from the Kandyan nobility, namely, the case recorded by Lawrie on the Aluwihnie family 
of Matale. Lawrie has in fact recorded al least seven cases of such confiscation. See, Lawrie 
(1896:145-147; entry on Dchigama family,entry on Millewa:2l6;entry onEllepola: 246;entry 
on Galagedera:249; entry on Galagoda:5l6; entry on Madugalle: 803; entry on Talagune). 

4. Sec Vanden Driesen (1957), for a summary of this evidence. 

51 



scru t iny in an a p p r a i s a l o f t h e i m p a c t o f pol icy u p o n a g r a r i a n c h a n g e . T h e r e was 
the genera l c o m m e r c i a l i s a t i o n o f e c o n o m i c act ivi ty represen ted by the r ise of p l an ­
t a t i o n ag r i cu l tu re , t he g r o w t h o f anci l lary service indus t r ies a n d t r a d e a n d the sp r ead 
of c o m m e r c i a l c r o p p r o d u c t i o n wi th in the na t ive e c o n o m y . C o n c u r r e n t l y , t he re 
w a s t he d i s in tegra t ion o f p re -co lon ia l societal r e l a t i o n s - t h e w a n i n g o f t he p o w e r 
a n d pres t ige o f t he t e m p l e a n d t h e m a n o r a n d the r ep lacemen t o f service t e n u r e s wi th 
taxes a n d wages in ag r i cu l tu r e . A g r a r i a n c h a n g e in Sri L a n k a d u r i n g the Br i t i sh 
pe r iod , a n d m o r e specifically, in the crucial cen tu ry t h a t c o m m e n c e d in 1830, m u s t 
hence be seen as a c o m p o u n d p r o d u c t o f m a n y in te rac t ing forces a n d processes , s o m e 
of wh ich were p resen t in inc ip ien t f o r m p r io r t o the e s t ab l i shmen t o f Bri t ish p o w e r 
in Sri L a n k a , a n d n o t a s a s imple resul t of official land pol icy as reflected in t he l and 
o r d i n a n c e s of t he 1840s. 

L a n d Legislat ion 

T h e P o r t u g u e s e a n d t h e D u t c h w h o ruled the m a r i t i m e p rov inces of Sri L a n k a 
in the t w o cen tur ies t h a t p r eceded the Bri t ish reg ime did n o t a t t e m p t t o in i t ia te bas ic 
s t ruc tu ra l changes in t he t r ad i t i ona l sys tem of l and t enure . The i r overa l l i m p a c t 
o n t h e e c o n o m y was s l ight a n d , by a n d large , t hey r ema ined c o n t e n t wi th ex t r ac t ing 
services, r evenue a n d p r o d u c t s for t r a d e t h r o u g h the m e d i a of exis t ing t enur ia l re­
l a t ions . T h e m a n t l e of a b s o l u t e sovere igni ty which they c la imed t o h a v e inher i ted 
f rom the na t ive k ings w a s used in such m a t t e r s as c h a n g i n g the t enur ia l s t a t u s o f 
villages, confiscat ing l and f rom t h e t emples a n d the nat ive nobi l i ty , a n d sale o r free 
g r a n t of l and to c h u r c h e s , c o m p a t r i o t s a n d loyal na t ives . T h e y i n v o k e d t r a d i t i o n 
a n d c o n v e n t i o n t o c la im exclus ive p r o p r i e t a r y r ights over t he gabadagam o f t he for­
m e r k ings . I n m o s t p a r t s of the i r Sri L a n k a n d o m a i n the exis t ing service ob l iga t i ons 
of t he l a n d ho lders were r e t a i n e d wi th only m i n o r modif ica t ion ( D e Silva, C. R. 1969; 
A r s a r a t n a m 1958:140). 

H o w e v e r , with the pas sage o f t ime , such modif ica t ion b e c a m e increas ingly p r o ­
n o u n c e d a n d , in t he la t te r p a r t o f t he D u t c h reg ime, d e n t s began t o a p p e a r in the 
bas ic f r amework o f t r a d i t i o n a l l and t enure . T h e s e t o o k the f o r m of e x p a n d i n g 
pr iva te p r o p e r t y r igh ts o v e r l and , r e p l a c e m e n t of cer ta in service o b l i g a t i o n s wi th 
taxes a n d the use of wage l a b o u r in ag r i cu l tu re . F o r e x a m p l e , t he D u t h Eas t Ind ia 
C o m p a n y pe rmi t t ed the l a n d h o l d i n g mi l i ta ry officials in t he service o f the c o m p a n y 
to c o m m u t e their services in t imes of peace wi th l u m p p a y m e n t s in c a s h ( A r a s a r a t n a m 
1958 :127 -139 ; K o t a l a w e l l a 1 9 6 7 : 5 3 ; K a n a p a t h i p i l l a i 1969:2). By t h e m i d - e i g h t e e n t h 
cen tu ry , some of t he large " f a r m s " t h a t h a d been es tabl ished for t he p r o d u c t i o n of 
c o c o n u t a n d rice were be ing o p e r a t e d d i rec t ly u n d e r the c o m p a n y superv i s ion wi th 
corvee a n d i nden tu red l a b o u r 6 . Ex tens ive t r ac t s of l and in the coas t a l bel t of the 
s o u t h w e s t were a l loca ted t o ind iv idua l s for the p u r p o s e of sys t ema t i c c i n n a m o n 
p r o d u c t i o n (Ber to lacc i 1 8 1 7 : 2 4 8 - 2 5 0 ; S a m a r a w e e r a 1970 :3 -4 ) . T h i s , t o g e t h e r 
wi th t he prac t ice of a u c t i o n of r evenue r ights f rom cer ta in vi l lages, faci l i ta ted s o m e 
pr iva te capi ta l a c c u m u l a t i o n a n d , a s S a m a r a w e e r a has s h o w n , " t h e e m e r g e n c e of 
large-scale p r iva te o w n e r s h i p in land a m i d s t cond i t i ons of l a n d t e n u r e which were 
fundamen ta l l y feudal in c h a r a c t e r " ( S a m a r a w e e r a 1973:63). 

I t was these inc ip ient man i f e s t a t i ons of w h a t m a y be t e rmed " c a p i t a l i s t r e l a t i o n s " 
in agr icu l tu re t h a t s o m e o f t he ear ly Bri t ish g o v e r n o r s a t t e m p t e d to foster . F o r 
F r e d r i c k N o r t h , the ex tens ion of f reehold p r o p e r t y r ights in l and a n d the r ep lace ­
m e n t of services t enu re wi th a l and tax were just if iable b o t h o n b r o a d e c o n o m i c a n d 

5. Arasaratnam (1958:151). Extensive coconut plantations in the coastal areas of the South-West 
date back to at least the 16lh century. Sec De Silva, C. R. (1975:111). 
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pol i t ical g r o u n d s a s well a s o n s h o r t - t e r m c o n s i d e r a t i o n s o f revenue . Increas ing 
p r o p e r t y r igh t s in l and , it was believed, wou ld p r o m o t e ind iv idua l ini t ia t ive in agr i ­
cu l tu re . S imi lar ly , t he r ep lacement of service t e n u r e s wi th taxes was expected t o 
d r a w the vi l lage e c o n o m y in to the cash nexus , e n a b l e t h e peasan t ry t o t ransgress 
t he n a r r o w confines of subs is tence , increase its r a n g e o f ma te r i a l w a n t s a n d t h u s 
p r o v i d e t h e mo t ive force for p r iva te en te rpr i se in commerc i a l i s ed e c o n o m i c act ivi ty. 

T h e r e were , of cou r se , pe r iod ic s e tbacks t o these ear ly Bri t ish a t t e m p t s a t ag ra ­
r i an r e fo rm. T h e host i l i ty o f t h e local peop le wh ich the r e fo rms e v o k e d , the Bri t ish 
p r e o c c u p a t i o n wi th t h e K a n d y a n w a r s (1803 , 1815 a n d 1818) a n d i m m e d i a t e cons i ­
d e r a t i o n s o f pol i t ical s tabi l i ty a n d profit m e a n t t h a t t he c h a n g e s in t roduced by t h e 
Br i t i sh d u r i n g t h e ear ly per iod o f their ru le were a w a v e r i n g p rocess . F o r e x a m p l e , 
a c o c o n u t t a x i n t r o d u c e d by the Eas t Ind ia C o m p a n y in 1796 was w i t h d r a w n a yea r 
l a te r b y H o b a r t , t he G o v e r n o r o f M a d r a s , in r e s p o n s e t o a n u p h e a v a l o f p r o t e s t 
by t he p e o p l e (Mi l l s 1964:24). A un i fo rm system of d i rec t t axa t i on on agr icu l tu ra l 
p r o d u c t i o n a n d a scheme of salaries t o officials in lieu o f r ights t o ho ld accomodessan 
l a n d i n t r o d u c e d by N o r t h in 1801 was abo l i shed in 1809 by his successor , the m o r e 
conse rva t ive M a i t l a n d , t o be r e in t roduced in modif ied fo rm by Brownr igg in 1813 
( D e Silva, Colv in R. 1962:34.1-350; Mil ls 1964:30-39) . In 1812 a ban which h a d 
exis ted s ince 1802 o n E u r o p e a n s o w n i n g ag r i cu l tu ra l l and in t he C o l o n y w a s lifted, 
p e r m i t t i n g t h e m to p u r c h a s e l and ho ld ings o f u p t o 4 ,000 acres ( D e Silva, Colv in R . 
1962 :369-371) . A g a i n , in the 1820s, Barnes a n d H o r t o n increas ingly resor ted t o 
t h e p rac t i ce o f free g r a n t of C r o w n land t o ind iv idua l s , a d i s c r e t i ona ry p o w e r which 
the ear l ier g o v e r n o r s h a d exercised with g rea te r c i r c u m s p e c t i o n ( D e Silva, Colv in R. 
1962 :369-371) . T h u s , a s Peebles h a s s h o w n , b y 1833, ove r 50,000 acres of l and 
w e r e in the h a n d s of p r iva te owne r s w h o were , by th i s t ime , " l anded p r o p r i e ­
t o r s o n a scale n o t k n o w n in Cey lon ea r l i e r " (Peeb les 1976:71) . 

D u r i n g th is pe r iod cons ide rab le a t t en t i o n was a l so d e v o t e d by t h e Brit ish govern­
m e n t t o a c q u i r i n g a mas te ry of the intr icacies o f the exis t ing system of land t e n u r e 
in t he c o u n t r y a n d of the precise d e t e r m i n a t i o n o f service a n d tax ob l iga t ions o f 
l and ho lde r s t o the C r o w n u n d e r the different t enur ia l a r r a n g e m e n t s . T h e r e was , 
for e x a m p l e , a series of a t t e m p t s t o c o m p i l e a c c u r a t e regis ters o f l and revenue 
o n the bas i s o f ear l ier r eco rds ( the D u t c h tombos a n d the S inha la hi-lekammity) 
a n d c o n t e m p o r a r y .surveys. A scheme o f m a n d a t o r y reg i s t ra t ion of t emple l ands 
w a s a l so i n t r o d u c e d in 1819. In r e t ro spec t t he se a p p e a r vi ta l a spec t s of se t t ing 
t h e s tage for t he d r a m a t i c d e v e l o p m e n t s tha t were t o fol low. 

W i t h the c o n s o l i d a t i o n of Brit ish p o w e r over t he en t i re is land by the end of t he 
second d e c a d e of the 19th cen tu ry , the re w a s e n h a n c e d in te res t o n ut i l iz ing t h e 
c o u n t r y ' s physical resources for the large-scale p r o d u c t i o n of agr icu l tu ra l c o m m o ­
di t ies for e x p o r t . T h e cons t ruc t ion of r o a d s t o the in t e r io r comple t ed the " g e o g r a ­
phica l f a c t o r " for a t t r a c t i n g t he requi red inves tment . T h u s , fol lowing the successful 
p ionee r efforts by G o v e r n o r Barnes a n d s o m e of his sen io r officials wi th coffee p l a n ­
t a t i ons a n d a l so the g r a n t o f gene rous fiscal concess ions by the g o v e r n m e n t t o p r o s ­
pect ive inves to r s , several E u r o p e a n - o w n e d p l a n t a t i o n s in b o t h coffee a n d sugar 
were o p e n e d u p in t he K a n d y a n Hill C o u n t r y ( D e Silva, K . M . 1965a: 5-6) . F u r t h e r ­
m o r e , even before the "coffee r u s h " o f the la te 1830s, extens ive t r ac t s of l and ( m a n y 
o f t h e m in b l o c k s of over 1,000 acres) were sold by the g o v e r n m e n t t o investors in 
a r ea s as far in the in te r ior as K o t m a l e a n d Pusse l lawa (Cey lon O b s e r v e r ; u n d a t e d : 3 ) . 

T h e a d v e n t o f p l a n t a t i o n agr icu l tu re p rov ided a n e w d i m e n s i o n to processes of 
e c o n o m i c c h a n g e t h a t were a l ready in m o t i o n . A s l o n g a s t he p rog res s of 
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p l a n t a t i o n ag r i cu l t u r e w a s s low, as in fact it was u p t o a b o u t t he la te 1830s, a n d the 
res t ra in ing fac tors o n its expans ion were in l a b o u r a n d in f ras t ruc tu re a n d in t he 
inflow of capi ta l r a t h e r t h a n in t he avai labi l i ty of l a n d , t he e m e r g i n g n e w p a t t e r n s 
o f t enur ia l r e la t ions c o u l d co-exist , t h o u g h s o m e w h a t uneas i ly , wi th t he t r ad i t i ona l 
na t ive sys tem o f l a n d t enu re . B u t w h e n a n d where su i t ab l e l a n d for p l a n t a t i o n s 
b e c a m e scarce , c o n f r o n t a t i o n a n d conflict became inevi tab le . F r o m the v iewpoin t 
of t he new e c o n o m i c in teres ts , l and h a d t o be released f rom the shacke l s o f t he o u t ­
m o d e d na t ive system o f t e n u r e . T h e emergence o f p r iva te p r o p e r t y r ights in l and 
and t he commerc i a l i s a t i on of tenur ia l t r ansac t ions which h a d h i t h e r t o been l o o k e d 
u p o n as des i rab le t r e n d s of c h a n g e n o w b e c a m e vital a n d i m p e r a t i v e . 

In this c lash o f in te res t s , obvious ly , t h e c o n t e n d i n g forces were n o t evenly m a t c h e d . 
T h e new e c o n o m y a s r ep resen ted by p l a n t a t i o n en te rp r i se was p a r t a n d parce l of 
a g loba l t ide , based a s it was , o n t he m i g h t o f a n e m p i r e a n d a n e m e r g i n g w o r l d o r d e r . 
T h o s e in its v a n g u a r d perceived its effects as " m o d e r n i s a t i o n " ~ t h e ex tens ion of civi­
l i sa t ion t o p r imi t ive society . I n c o n t r a s t , the o p p o s i n g forces were roo t ed in t h e 
s t a g n a n t e c o n o m y of a subject peop le in whose defence t he re were on ly such te­
n u o u s a n d nega t ive s a fegua rds as the poli t ical exped iency f rom the v iewpoin t 
o f the i r rulers , t he i r sense o f jus t i ce a n d benevo lence a n d t h e inexper ience a n d 
weakness of their admin i s t r a t i ve a p p a r a t u s . Jn open conflict , the c r u d e use of mil i­
t a ry p o w e r (as was wi tnessed in 1818 a n d 1848) bu t m o r e genera l ly , sub t l e m a n i ­
p u l a t i o n s of a p a r a d o x i c a l mix of self-interest with pr inc ip les of inher i ted a b s o l u t e 
power , laissez Jaire a n d p r o m o t i o n o f free t r a d e e n a b l e d t h e ru lers t o weigh the 
scales in f avour of t he new e c o n o m y . 

The Crown Land Encroachment Ordinance 

A crit ical s tage in t h e conflict o f interests between t he p l a n t a t i o n a n d p e a s a n t sec­
to r s was r eached in a b o u t t he four th d e c a d e of t h e 19th c e n t u r y . T h e scene of 
the conflict w a s t he hill c o u n t r y of m o d e r a t e e levat ion a r o u n d K a n d y - l h e h e a r t l a n d 
of the former K a n d y a n K i n g d o m - a n d t he adjacent p a r t s o f the c o r r i d o r of access 
tha t l inked it wi th the l o w l a n d s of the sou thwes t . T h i s a r ea h a d a t t he t ime a rela­
tively dense p o p u l a t i o n a n d a legacy of set t led agr icu l tu re a n d na t ive a g r a r i a n insti­
tu t ions with the i r o r ig ins far b a c k in h i s tory . Here , by the la te 1830s, m u c h of the 
was te land in u n d i s p u t e d possess ion o f the C r o w n which co u l d be m a d e ava i l ab le 
t o p l a n t a t i o n s h a d a l r eady been a b s o r b e d by an e s t ima ted 40 ,000 acres which h a d 
been sold t o p rospec t ive coffee p lan te r s . T o p re -empt fur ther c l a ims by t h e C r o w n 
on uncul t iva ted a n d per iod ica l ly cul t iva ted land , the nat ives were s t ak ing their o w n 
claims by e n c r o a c h i n g o n such land . By this s tage t he f ront iers of coffee cu l tu re 
h a d a l r eady reached t h e h ighe r e l eva t ions of the cen t ra l h i g h l a n d s , and coffee was 
a t the th reshold of a ma jo r s p u r t of te r r i tor ia l expans ion . Ye t , wi th its easy access 
f rom the l o w l a n d s , t h e n e t w o r k o f r o a d s a n d the u r b a n services o f K a n d y , t he K a n ­
d y a n hill c o u n t r y , as T e n n e n t (1846:238) descr ibed it in t he m i d - 1 8 4 0 s , was " t h e 
r ichest p l an t ing d is t r ic t in t he c o u n t r y " . 

In this p r inc ipa l v e n u e of the ear ly coffee p l a n t a t i o n s of Sri L a n k a , the p ioneer 
p l a n t e r faced m a n y p r o b l e m s , m o s t o f which were in t ima te ly re la ted t o t he u b i ­
q u i t o u s presence of t he na t ive system of land use a n d land t e n u r e . T h e land that, h a d 
been m a d e ava i l ab le by t h e C r o w n t o t he p l a n t e r w a s " i n t e r s p e r s e d wi th vil lages, 
fields a n d o t h e r p r o p e r t y be long ing to t he nat ive p o p u l a t i o n ( and was ) . . . t he r e fo re 
m u c h s c a t t e r e d " c a u s i n g p r o b l e m s of access a n d of l and m a n a g e m e n t ( M a r s h a l l 
1846:6). N a t i v e ca t t l e t r espass of p l an t a t i ons , e n c r o a c h m e n t of es ta te p r o p e r t y 
a n d d a m a g e t o es ta te r o a d s a n d b o u n d a r i e s were causes for m o r e t h a n m e r e i r r i -
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t a t i o n ( D e Silva, K . M . 1965b:15; ) A s V a n d e n D r i e s e n (1957:36) has 
s h o w n , t o c o n f o u n d these p r o b l e m s , t he g o v e r n m e n t itself w a s faced wi th the 
d i l e m m a tha t , o n a c c o u n t o f t he absence of a clear d e m a r c a t i o n o f i ts o w n p r o p e r t y 
r ights , it cou ld n o t i ssue p r o p e r ti t les t o cons ide rab le ex ten t s o f l a n d wh ich it h a d 
a l ready so ld t o p l a n t e r s . 

Th i s genera l scene f o r m s the b a c k d r o p t o the e n a c t m e n t o f t he C r o w n L a n d En ­
c r o a c h m e n t O r d i n a n c e . T h e archi tec ts o f t he o r d i n a n c e — t h e loca l b u r e a u c r a c y -
were themselves involved in the coffee en te rpr i se a n d hence h a d a p e r s o n a l s t ake in 
c lear ing the decks o f w h a t they perce ived as a rb i t r a ry l and c l a ims by the nat ives . 
A c o u r t decis ion in 1837 aga ins t the C r o w n a n d in favour of a local l and c l a i m a n t in 
a low c o u n t r y l and d i spu t e " c a u s e d ata. n in official c i rc les" for its o m i n o u s impl ica­
t ions for the c la ims o f t he C r o w n or- ;i t he interests of t he coffee p l a n t e r s in the 
h igh lands ( D e Silva, K . M . 1964:28-29) . 

T h e C r o w n L a n d E n c r o a c h m e n t O r d i n a n c e was des igned c lear ly wi th t he ob jec­
tive of es tab l i sh ing C r o w n owne r sh ip over l and which was n o t u n d e r p e r m a n e n t 
ag r icu l tu re a n d for wh ich p r iva te c l a i m a n t s were u n a b l e t o p r o d u c e d o c u m e n t a r y 
p r o o f of o w n e r s h i p o r o f u n i n t e r r u p t e d use . T h e bas ic pr inc ip le e n u n c i a t e d in t he 
O r d i n a n c e was tha t " a l l forest , chena, unoccup ied a n d uncu l t i va t ed l and shall 
be p resumed to be t h e p r o p e r t y of the C r o w n unt i l the c o n t r a r y t h e r e o f be p r o v e d " 
(Clause 6 o f O r d i n a n c e N o . 12 of 1840). T h i s pr inciple r e m a i n e d u n c h a n g e d a n d 
effective in law for over a cen tu ry arid was i n c o r p o r a t e d i n t o la te r land legis la t ion, 
inc luding the W a s t e L a n d s O r d i n a n c e of 1897 a n d t h e C r o w n L a n d O r d i n a n c e s N o . 
22 of 1931 a n d 8 o f 1947. 

T h e effects of the C r o w n L a n d E n c r o a c h m e n t O r d i n a n c e c a n n o t b e measu red in 
t e rms of the exac t ex ten t of l and which the nat ive e c o n o m y los t to the C r o w n a n d 
eventua l ly t o the p l a n t a t i o n sector . I n d e e d it a p p e a r s l ikely, a s R o b e r t s a rgues , 
t h a t the ex t en t t a k e n a w a y f rom the peasan t ry u n d e r its p rov i s ions cons t i t u t ed on ly 
a fract ion of t he mass ive ac reage which coffee p l a n t a t i o n s were t o cove r a t p e a k 
e x p a n s i o n th ree d e c a d e s la ter . 

Howeve r , in a n a s s e s s m e n t of t h e i m p a c t of this legis la t ion, several p o i n t s n e e d , 
t o be re i te ra ted . P r o v i d i n g d o c u m e n t a r y p r o o f o f o w n e r s h i p a s s t ipu la t ed by the 
C r o w n L a n d E n c r o a c h m e n t O r d i n a n c e w a s n o t wi th in t h e r e a l m s o f possibi l i ty for 
a vast major i ty o f t he local peop le . O n the o n e h a n d , l and t r a n s a c t i o n s in the days 
o f the K a n d y a n k ings were often in formal in cha rac t e r , verba l d e c l a r a t i o n s be ing 
c o m m o n even in t he case o r roya l l and g r a n t s (Pieris 1956:96 & 99) . O n the o the r 
h a n d , in t he case o f t he ma jo r land ho lde r s ( the K a n d y a n nob i l i ty ) whose p ro p r i e ­
t a ry r ights over l a n d were l ikely t o have been d o c u m e n t e d m o r e f requent ly t h a n 
those of the o the r s , it is p r o b a b l e tha t m a n y such d o c u m e n t s were los t o r des t roy­
ed in the t u rbu l ences of the p reced ing decades . T h e K a n d y a n nob i l i ty itself was in 
to ta l d i sa r r ay a n d , a s A . C . L a w r i e general ised, " h a r d l y a m e m b e r o f t h e l ead ing 
families r ema ined a l i v e ; t hose w h o m the sword a n d the gun h a d s p a r e d , cho le ra 
a n d sma l lpox a n d p r i v a t i o n s h a d slain by the h u n d r e d s " 8 . 

D a t a on the extent of l and which the C r o w n acqu i r ed u n d e r t h e p rov i s ions o f t he 
C r o w n L a n d E n c r o a c h m e n t O r d i n a n c e a r e no t ava i lab le . Ind i rec t ev idence of the 
t ype which V a n d e n Dr i e sen a n d o t h e r s have used sugges ts t h a t fo l lowing the enac t ­
men t of the o r i d n a n c e , a t least in the ma jo r coffee p lan t ing dis t r ic ts o f t h e 1840s ( the 
K a n d y a n Hil l C o u n t r y ) t h e g o v e r n m e n t invoked the p rov i s ions o f the o r d i n a n c e 
t o es tabl ish its o w n e r s h i p ove r cons ide rab le ex ten ts of forest a n d chena l and , p r o -

6. Lawrie (1896:203). Allowance must, of course, be made here for possible hyperbole. See also, 
Pieris (1952:86-87). 
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p r i e t a r y r igh t s o f wh ich w e r e in d i spu te u p t o t h a t t ime . S u m m i n g u p this ev idence , 
V a n d e n Dr iesen h a s conc luded tha t " a s the coffee m a n i a he igh tened a n d the d e m a n d 
for l and i n c r e a s e d ; t he C r o w n began to lay c la im t o w h a t h a d previous ly been chena 
a n d p a s t u r e l a n d , a n d t h e K a n d y a n s s a w t a k e n a w a y f rom t h e m p rope r t i e s wh ich 
they h a d w o r k e d o n for g e n e r a t i o n s " ( V a n d e n Dr iesen 1957:42). F u r t h e r m o r e , 
a t th is s tage , it seems unl ikely t h a t the local officialdom w a s d isposed t o w a r d s im­
pa r t i a l a s se s smen t of na t ive c la ims, as ev idenced by their r eac t ions a n d c o u n t e r -
m o v e s t o a t t e m p t s t h a t were m a d e by the C o l o n i a l Office in L o n d o n t o i n t r o d u c e 
mi t i ga t i ng a m e n d m e n t s t o t h e o r d i n a n c e . D o u b t r e g a r d i n g the impar t i a l i ty of t he 
a u t h o r i t i e s conce rned is raised by c o m m e n t s m a d e in th i s con t ex t by G o v e r n o r 
Co l in C a m p b e l l in 1842 on " e n c n h m e n t b y E u r o p e a n set t lers on land be long ing 
t o t h e n a t i v e s " a n d on " t h e unsa t i s fac to ry c o n d i t i o n s a t w h i c h the a d m i n i s t r a t i o n 
o f j u s t i c e h a s a r r ived in th is c o u n t r y " 7 . T h e s i t ua t ion w h i c h prevai led was placed 
in pe rspec t ive by G o v e r n o r M c C a r t h y w h o w r o t e t w o d e c a d e s l a te r : " M y l o n g 
res idence in th is co lony h a s t a u g h t me h o w del ica te a n d difficult a funct ion is t h a t of 
g o v e r n i n g an Eas te rn p o p u l a t i o n wi th jus t ice a n d equ i ty in t he presence of a rich a n d 
powerfu l m i n o r i t y o f E u r o p e a n set t lers w h o s e in teres ts , o p i n i o n s a n d pre judices a r c 
often no t in a c c o r d a n c e wi th those o f t h e major i ty by w h o m they a r e s u r r o u n d e d " 8 . 

T h e a g g r a v a t i n g conflict between the C r o w n a n d the p l an te r on t he o n e side a n d 
the local peop le o n the o t h e r du r ing the 1840s w a s reflected in per iod ic o u t b u r s t s 
o f v io lence d i rec ted a t the p l an t ing c o m m u n i t y , for , a s T o r r i n g t o n r e m a r k e d , " t h e 
coffee e s t a t e s (have) b e c o m e a source of dead ly ha t r ed t o the K a n d y a n s " ( D e Silva, 
K . M . 1965b : 9 -10) . T h i s conflict h a s been recognized a s o n e of the ma jo r c o n t r i ­
b u t o r y causes fo r t h e rebel l ion o f 1848, a t wh ich t h e p e a s a n t r y involved was speedi ly 
r a v a g e d i n t o submis s ion . 

T h e . a f t e r m a t h of t h e convu l s ions of 1848 w a s a p e r i o d o f recovery , r e -ad jus tmen t 
a n d e x p a n s i o n for t he coffee p lan t ing i ndus t ry . C o s t e c o n o m i e s achieved t h r o u g h 
t h e i n t r o d u c t i o n o f supe r io r pract ices of coffee cu l tu re a n d the r ising prices of t he 
c o m m o d i t y e n h a n c e d its a t t rac t iveness as a field of i nves tmen t , resul tuig in an ava ­
l anche of Bri t ish cap i ta l i n to p l an t a t i on en te rpr i se in Sri L a n k a . 

M e a n w h i l e the re a lso occu r red a g r adua l shift of t he cen t re of gravi ty o f p l a n t a t i o n 
act ivi ty t o t h e h igher e leva t ions in the cen t ra l h i g h l a n d s w h e r e cons ide rab le ex ten t s 
o f C r o w n l and h a d a l r eady been sold a n d whe re m o r e l and (less e n c u m b e r e d by 
na t ive c la ims t h a n in t he K a n d y a n hill c o u n t r y ) was still ava i lab le for sale. T h u s 
wi th in a d e c a d e o r s o , the uppe r c a t c h m e n t of t he Mahaweli emerged as the ma jo r 
v e n u e o f p l a n t a t i o n coffee in Sri L a n k a , c aus ing a lowered d e m a n d for land in the 
p ionee r p l a n t a t i o n a r ea s a r o u n d K a n d y . 

T h e s e c h a n g e s , a l o n g wi th the conf idence genera ted by the g rowing e c o n o m i c 
p r o s p e r i t y of t he co lony , gave rise to n e w t r ends in land pol icy. M o r e a t t en t i o n 
cou ld n o w be pa id t o the land needs of the p e a s a n t r y in t he K a n d y a n hill c o u n t r y -
t h e f o r m e r a r e a of in tense conflict be tween the p l a n t e r a n d the peasan t - a n d , a s 
R o b e r t s h a s s h o w n , ca r e w a s exercised in t h e d e m a r c a t i o n o f vi l lage reserves , a p r a c ­
tice wh ich w a s begun a r o u n d the mid - IS50s ( R o b e r t s 1969:5-17) . I t a l so a p p e a r s 
t h a t in t h e last few decades of the 19th c e n t u r y , pa r t i cu l a r ly ou t s ide t he ma in coffee 
a r e a s , t he C r o w n L a n d E n c r o a c h m e n t O r d i n a n c e w a s e i the r n o t used o r n o t effective 
e n o u g h ( fol lowing s o m e judic ia l dec is ions re la t ing t o e s t ab l i shmen t of o w n e r s h i p 
t h r o u g h p r e sc r i p t i on ) t o p reven t the pers is tence of chena cu l t iva t ion on l and over which 
t h e local p e o p l e had n o d o c u m e n t a r y p r o o f o f o w n e r s h i p as s t ipu la ted by the o r d i n a n c e . 

7. Cited by de Silva, K. M. (1956b:22). 
8. Sessional Paper III (1862:6). 
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Temple Lands Registration Ordinance of 1856 

W h e n the British a n n e x e d the K a n d y a n k i n g d o m in 1815, they found the ' T e m p l e 
L a n d s ' a ma jo r a n d widesp read t enur i a l ca t ego ry within the i nd igenous sys tem of 
l and t enu re . P r i d h a m es t ima ted in 1844 t h a t " o n e - t h i r d of all l and in t he K a n d y a n 
p rov inces was os tens ibly in t he possess ion of the t e m p l e s " ( P r i d h a m 1844:69) . T r a ­
d i t ional ly , t he t emple l ands enjoyed a pr ivi leged s ta tus in the sense t h a t t hey n o r ­
mal ly r e m a i n e d ina l ienable and the i r re la ted r ights inviolable . A t least in t imes 
o f peace , t he revenue a n d services der ived t h r o u g h such r ights were for t he exclus ive 
u s e of the t emples , a n d ne i ther the r r o w n n o r the o t h e r secular i n s t i t u t ions m a d e 
a n y d i rec t d e m a n d s from t emple pr^ pert ies . 

A t t he K a n d y a n Conven t i a o f 1815, t he Brit ish p ledged t o sa feguard th i s pr iv i ­
leged s t a tu s b u t s o o n f o u n t h a t d u e t o t he absence of precise physical d e m a r c a t i o n 
o f m o s t t emple p rope r ty •, t he g o v e r n m e n t w a s be ing depr ived of w h a t w a s he ld t o 
be a cons ide rab le a m o u n t of revenue f rom t h e land , t h r o u g h false c la ims to t h e pr iv i ­
lege of m o n a s t i c tax e x e m p t i o n . H o w e v e r t he ear ly a t t e m p t s by t he Bri t ish r eg ime 
t o rectify t he s i tua t ion by i m p o s i n g a m a n d a t o r y r e q u i r e m e n t for the r eg i s t r a t i on 
o f t e m p l e l a n d s wi th t he C o m m i s s i o n e r o f R e v e n u e m e t wi th litt le success , a n d m a n y 
t e m p l e p rope r t i e s c o n t i n u e d t o r e m a i n unreg i s t re red bu t e x e m p t f rom p a y m e n t o f 
t a x ( D e Silva, K . M . 1963:391-393) . 

T h e pr inc ip les of ina l ienabi l i ty a n d t ax exempt ion a t t ached to m o n a s t i c p r o p e r ­
ties m e a n t tha t large ex ten t s o f l and po ten t i a l ly suited for coffee were locked u p witib> 
in t he t r ad i t iona l sys tem of l and t e n u r e , gene ra t ing no i n c o m e to the C r o w n a n d , 
in relat ive t e rms , p r o d u c i n g little wea l th , T h e g rowing re sen tmen t a m o n g t h e offi­
c i a l d o m a b o u t this " a n o m o l o u s " s i t ua t i on is reflected in a m e m o r a n d u m s u b m i t t e d 
t o t he Colon ia l Office by Phi l ip A n s t h r u t h e r in which h e c la imed t h a t if t e m p l e 
l a n d s cou ld be m a d e a l ienable " t h e y c o u l d be speedily sold t o the g rea t a d v a n t a g e 
o f t he pub l i c " B . In A n s t h r u t h c r ' s o p i n i o n , the g o v e r n o r a s s u m i n g t h e " p o w e r 
t o a u t h o r i s e the a l i ena t ioh of t e m p l e l ands d o e s n o t exceed the power s exerc ised 
by the kings of K a n d y a n d therefore can b e cons idered n o invas ion of t he r igh t s o f 
t emples o r a d e p a r t u r e f rom the i n t e n t i o n of the d o n o r s " . But , despi te a g r o w i n g 
c l a m o u r for the i n t r o d u c t i o n o f r e f o r m s t o t emple t enures , t he s i tua t ion r e m a i n e d 
u n c h a n g e d even d u r i n g the init ial p h a s e o f expans ion of t he coffee i ndus t ry in t he 
1830s a n d the 40s. F r o m the p o i n t of view of the g o v e r n m e n t , the p r o b l e m w a s 
cer ta in ly i r k s o m e b u t no t ye t sufficiently i m p o r t a n t t o w a r r a n t decisive ac t i on . T h e 
e c o n o m i c benefits t o be ga ined by r e f o r m affecting the local rel igious i n s t i t u t i ons 
h a d a lso to "be weighed aga ins t c o n s i d e r a t i o n s of poli t ical expedience - the poss ib le 
r epu rcuss ions on peace a n d s tabi l i ty . 

It was d u r i n g the second ma jo r w a v e of expans ion of the coffee p l a n t i n g i n d u s t r y 
which c o m m e n c e d in the ear ly 1850s, w h e n the d e m a n d for l and reached u n p i e -
ceden ted intensi ty, t h a t t he t e m p l e l a n d s p r o b l e m b e c a m e cr i t ical . T h e e l eva ted 
in te r io r o f the cen t ra l h i g h l a n d s w h i c h w a s emerg ing as the coffee a rea par excel­
lence, t h o u g h sparsely set t led by t h e local peop le , never theless h a d c o n s i d e r a b l e 
ex ten t s o f l and being c la imed by t h e K a n d y a n t emples . F u r t h e r , the re were vas t 
ex ten t s o f l and in Sabaragamuwa, re la t ively easy of access a n d s imilar in phys ica l 
po ten t i a l t o the p r i m e coffee a r ea s o f t he m a i n h igh land m a s s , b u t , d u e largely to 

9. Extracts from a confidential memorandum dated 23 November 1840 by Philip Ansthruther, 
the Colonial Secretary to the Colonial Office, cited by De Silva, K. M. (1963:317). 
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t h e w idesp read presence of m o n a s t i c p rope r t i e s , r e m a i n i n g vi r tual ly i m p r e g n a b l e 
t o t he forces of change . 

T h e s e d e v e l o p m e n t s p rov ide the b a c k g r o u n d t o the p r o m u l g a t i o n of t h e T e m p l e 
L a n d s Reg i s t r a t ion O r d i n a n c e of 1856 a n d t h e a p p o i n t m e n t o f a C o m m i s s i o n en ­
t rus t ed wi th t h e t a sk of i ts i m p l e m e n t a t i o n . I n its seemingly i n n o c u o u s p r e a m b l e , 
t h e o r d i n a n c e declared its p u r p o s e as t h a t of p r o v i d i n g for " t h e se t t lement of c la ims 
o f e x e m p t i o n f rom taxa t ion of t e m p l e l a n d s in t h e K a n d y a n Prov inces a n d for t h e 
d u e reg i s t ra t ion o f all l a n d s be long ing t o such t e m p l e s " . 

T h e T e m p l e L a n d s C o m m i s s i o n , a t t h e c o m m e n c e m e n t o f its o p e r a t i o n s in 1857, 
a d o p t e d ce r ta in p re l iminary guidel ines for its dec i s ions , a m o n g which was the c ru ­
cia l pr inc ip le t h a t " i n inqu i r ing i n t o c la ims for e x e m p t i o n f rom taxa t ion for al leged 
t e m p l e l a n d s ( the C o m m i s s i o n is) b o u n d t o b e gu ided by t he provis ions of the 6 th 
c l ause o f O r d i n a n c e 12 of 1840". O n this basis the dec is ions which the C o m m i s s i o n 
h a d t o m a k e on accep tance o r reject ion o f t e m p l e c l a i m s o n p a d d y l and in m o s t 
a r e a s were relat ively easy in view o f t he avai labi l i ty o f several previously c o m p i l e d 
p a d d y l and regis ters which the C o m m i s s i o n r ega rded a s a u t h e n t i c sources of d o c u ­
m e n t a r y p r o o f o f o w n e r s h i p . In respect o f t e m p l e c la ims on o the r ca tegor ies o f 
l and , t he s i tua t ion was vastly different. T h e a p p l i c a t i o n of c lause 6 of t he C r o w n 
L a n d E n c r o a c h m e n t O r d i n a n c e t o such l and inva r i ab ly m e a n t the extensive rejec­
t i o n o f t emple c la ims . T h u s in effect, t he T e m p l e L a n d s Regis t ra t ion O r d i n a n c e of 
1856 was an ex tens ion of the o r d i n a n c e of 1840 to forests a n d chena l and over which 
t h e K a n d y a n m o n a s t i c e s t ab l i shmen t s were c l a iming p r o p r i e t a r y r ights . 

T h e T e m p l e L a n d s C o m m i s s i o n c o m p l e t e d i ts t a s k by 1865. O f a to ta l ex ten t 
o f a p p r o x i m a t e l y 90 ,000 amunu c l a imed by t he t e m p l e s , a b o u t 40,000 were g r an t ed 
reg i s t ra t ion as t emple p roper ty . O f the rejected c l a ims , app rox ima te ly 40,000 amunu 
were g a r d e n s , chena a n d forests - for t he m o s t p a r t , l and poten t ia l ly sui ted for p lan­
t a t i o n c o f f e e . 1 0 In ac tua l fact, the ex ten t o f rejected c la ims is likely t o h a v e been 
m u c h larger t h a n is suggested by the figures given a b o v e , for, the areal uni t amuna 
( s i ngu l a r for amunu) varied from a r ea t o a r e a , the usua l pa t t e rn of va r ia t ion be ing 
t h a t in the m o r e r e m o t e par t s of the K a n d y a n Prov inces (where , in fact, a bu lk of 
t h e t e m p l e c la ims were rejected) t he amuna was subs tan t ia l ly larger t h a n in t h e 
o t h e r a r eas . 

O n c e a g a i n , it is n o t poss ible t o d e t e r m i n e wi th a c c u r a c y the extent t o which t he 
reg i s t ra t ion of t emple lands cons t i tu ted an exercise in e x p r o p r i a t i n g land from the 
p e a s a n t r y . T h a t the re was some e x p r o p r i a t i o n in the form of eviction of t e m p l e 
t e n a n t s f rom the p rope r t i e s tha t were denied reg i s t ra t ion , however , c a n n o t be c o n ­
t rove r t ed . In 1858, the T e m p l e L a n d s C o m m i s s i o n itself urged the g o v e r n m e n t 
" t o refrain from pu t t i ng up for sale t he l a n d placed a t t he d i sposa l of t he gove rn ­
m e n t ( t h r o u g h t he app l i ca t ion of t he O r d i n a n c e ) un t i l a yea r o r t w o has e l a p s e d " , 
o n t he g r o u n d s t h a t " i n m a n y cases , t he t e n a n t s h a d held u n d i s t u r b e d possess ion of 
these l ands since the accession (ie. 1815) o r shor t ly after i t " . 

Waste Lands Ordinance of 1897 

T h e W a s t e L a n d s O r d i n a n c e , N o . 1 of 1897 represen t s yet a n o t h e r a d j u s t m e n t 
o f l and pol icy t o t he ag ra r i an s i tua t ion as it w a s in the c los ing decades o f t h e 19th 

10. These figures are based on Sessional Paper I (1956:28). 
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c e n t u r y , a. pe r iod which witnessed the fu r the r spat ia l expans ion of p lan ta t ion agr i ­
c u l t u r e a n d the emergence of an i nd igenous capi ta l i s t g r o u p in the p l a n t a t i o n sec tor . 

By the late 1870s, after near ly th ree d e c a d e s of s t eady expans ion , the coffee p l a n t ­
ing i n d u s t r y o f Sri L a n k a had r eached its zen i th . T h e p l a n t a t i o n system had p e n e ­
t r a t e d nea r ly all pa r t s of t he cen t ra l h i g h l a n d s , cove r ing a n aggrega te ex ten t of over 
300 ,000 ac res . By this t i m e a b o u t o n e mil l ion acres of C r o w n land had been al ie­
na t ed ( T a b l e 3). W a g e l a b o u r was be ing extensively used in b o t h p l a n t a t i o n s a n d 
anc i l l a ry act ivi t ies . T a x e s a n d t i thes h a d rep laced m a n y types of service t e n u r e . 
In m o s t pa r t s of the c o u n t r y , no tab ly in the wet zone , b a r t e r t r a d e typical of an ea r ­
lier e r a h a d given way to cash t r an sac t i on . A n e t w o r k of c a r t - r o a d s a n d a n a r t e r i a l 
r a i lway l inked the p l a n t a t i o n a reas t o the e x p o r t ou t le t . A h ie ra rchy of c en t r a l 
p laces h a d deve loped a t noda l po in t s of t r a n s p o r t . Sri L a n k a ' s expo r t s , der ived 
a l m o s t exclusively f rom p l a n t a t i o n ag r i cu l tu re , gene ra t ed a n i ncome o f a p p r o x i ­
ma te ly £ 800,000 each yea r . A large sha re of t he bas ic r e q u i r e m e n t s of subs i s tence , 
i n c l u d i n g near ly two- th i rd s of t he rice c o n s u m e d a n d c o t t o n c lo th t o t he a n n u a l 
va lue o f over £600 ,000 were being i m p o r t e d . T h e n e w e c o n o m y h a d t hus t a k e n r o o t . 

T h e d e v a s t a t i o n o f t he coffee p l a n t a t i o n s in t he 1880s (by a fungal disease t o which 
the re w a s n o effective r emedy) had bu t lit t le i m p a c t upon t he pencra! direction* o f 
c c u i i o i m c ciiuugc. Sugai cane, c i n c h o n a a n d lea a u u a h o s t of o t h e r c r o p s wi th a 
c o m m e r c i a l p o t e n t i a l h a d been e x p e r i m e n t e d w i t h a t the t ime when coffee d o m i n a t ­
ed the scene . T h e y were n o w b r o u g h t t o t he l imel ight . A l t h o u g h it was c i n c h o n a 
(which a t p e a k e x p a n s i o n in 1887 cove red a n a c r e a g e of a b o u t 41,000) t h a t filled t h e 
i m m e d i a t e void caused by the recession o f coffee, its success a n d i m p o r t a n c e were 
shor t - l ived . M e a n w h i l e , the p lan te r s were t u r n i n g the i r a t t en t ion to tea which 
s o o n b e g a n t o s h o w t h e greates t p r o m i s e . 

Table 1—AGRICULTURAL LAND USE IN SRI LANKA: 1860 to 1930 (EXTENTS UNDER 
DIFFERENT CROPS) TO THE NEAREST 1000 ACRES 

_ . _ I860 1870 1880 1890 1900 1910 1920 1930 
Food Crops 
„ , t a d d y . ••• ». 464 522 583 536 673 681 757 800 
Other grams ... ... 131 7 J 2 3 2 124 109 102 155 105 

Cash Crops 
C o n c c * ... ... 120 204 341 67 7 1 
I e a , ••- - — — 14 236 ' 405 581 502 457 
Coconut ... ... n . a . n . a 524 650 846 943 945 1,100 
? u b b c r •-• 187 320 534 
Cinnamon ... ... n . a . n a . 3 t 35 4 0 4 7 3 3 2 6 

^ ? b a c c o - 18 15 100 10 11 16 20 14 
Cinchona ... ... 4 0 

Citronella ... °" "' ' " yj 
Cardamom ... ... ... '" ' ' g 

Notes: These data, obtained from the Ceylon Blue Books, must be treated as very rough estimates 

n.a. denotes 'data not available' 
denotes 'not cultivated or extent negligible' 

* excludes codec grown on 'native gardens' 

As the d a t a in T a b l e 1 show, t he p a c e a t wh ich the tea indus t ry of Sri L a n k a ex­
p a n d e d d u r i n g the last t w o decades of t he 19th c e n t u r y w a s even m o r e spec tacu la r 
t h a n the a d v a n c e s m a d e by coffee in its h e y d a y . S ince t h e tea p l an t cou ld be g r o w n 
successfully over a wider r a n g e o f c l ima tes t h a n coffee, t e a p l a n t a t i o n s soon ex tend-
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ed beyond the a r ea s t h a t h a d been deve loped for coffee a n d covered a t t h e t u r n 
o f the cen tu ry a n ex ten t o f over 400 ,000 ac res . T w o o t h e r c rops , c o c o n u t a n d c a c a o 
a l so m a d e subs tan t i a l h e a d w a y d u r i n g th is pe r iod . Concu r r en t l y , a g r o n o m i c foun­
d a t i o n s were be ing laid to the p l a n t a t i o n r u b b e r indus t ry , the g r o w t h o f wh ich began 
in t he ear ly years of the 20 th c e n t u r y a n d reached a mass ive extent of ove r 500,000 
ac r e s by 1930. 

T h e new c r o p s b r o u g h t in the i r w a k e cer ta in changes in the p l a n t a t i o n sys tem 
which were n o t only of genera l a g r a r i a n significance b u t were a lso c ruc ia l to t he 
f o r m u l a t i o n a n d i m p l e m e n t a t i o n o f t h e W a s t e L a n d s O r d i n a n c e o f 1897. T h e r e w a s , 
first, the vastly en la rged venue o f p l a n t a t i o n agr icu l tu re , which obv ious ly m e a n t 
t h a t the a r e a o f d i rec t c o m p e t i t i o n for r e sources be tween the p l a n t a t i o n sys tem a n d 
t h e pea san t e c o n o m y b e c a m e m u c h la rger t h a n i t was in t he coffee era . T e a p l a n t a t i ­
o n s were opened u p in a r ea s r a n g i n g in e leva t ion f rom sea-level t o over 5 ,600 ' . In 
p a r t s of the cen t ra l h igh lands tea even tua l ly ob l i t e ra ted a l m o s t all t r aces o f subs i s ­
t ence agr icu l tu re . C a c a o b e c a m e a major c r o p in cer ta in ' m i d - c o u n t r y ' a r e a s of 
m o d e r a t e e levat ion . C o c o n u t e x p a n d e d rapidly i n to the flat h in te r l and o f t he wes­
tern s ea -boa rd . S o o n af ter t he t u r n o f t h e cen tu ry , r u b b e r emerged a s t h e p r inc ipa l 
p l a n t a t i o n c r o p of the s o u t h w e s t e r n in te r io r . I t needs t o be emphas i sed tha i m a n y 
o f these a reas , unl ike the ma in coffee a r ea in fo rmer t imes , h a d m o d e r a t e l y dense 
r u r a l p o p u l a t i o n s . 

Secondly , th is ' e ra of new c r o p s ' wi tnessed the rap id inflow of local cap i ta l in to the 
p l a n t a t i o n sector , a p rocess which was facil i tated b o t h by the financial ru in o f a sec­
t i o n of the E u r o p e a n p l a n t i n g c o m m u n i t y a t t he coffee c r a s h as well a s by t he spa ­
t ia l sp read of p l a n t a t i o n s desc r ibed a b o v e . T h e r e was by this t ime a g r o u p of indi -
g e n e o u s people w h o h a d a c c u m u l a t e d capi ta l in t r a d e , c o m m e r c e a n d service 
indus t r i e s a n d w h o s e act ivi t ies h a d h i t h e r t o r ema ined largely in the p e r i p h e r y of t he 
p l a n t a t i o n sys tem. A t t he crisis t hey h a d a b u y e r ' s m a r k e t in a b a n d o n e d coffee 
l a n d . P e r h a p s even m o r e signif icant w a s t he fact t h a t w h e n the densely set t led lower 
e leva t ions b e c a m e a po ten t i a l v e n u e of p l an t a t i on agr icu l tu re , they en joyed a n 
a d v a n t a g e over the i r E u r o p e a n c o u n t e r p a r t s in be ing m o r e a d e p t a t h a n d l i n g t he 
intr icacies of p r iva te l and t r a n s a c t i o n . 

F r o m a n official po in t of view, these changes necess i ta ted r e - ad ju s tmen t s o f l and 
pol icy. T h e e x p a n s i o n of p l a n t a t i o n ag r i cu l tu re m e a n t a vastly inc reased d e m a n d 
fo r l and , o n e which in m a n y a r e a s C r o w n land suppl ies a l o n e were u n a b l e t o meet . 
I n t he cent ra l h igh lands , forests in u n d i s p u t e d possession of the C r o w n , a c c o r d i n g 
t o c o n t e m p o r a r y au tho r i t i e s , were bare ly a d e q u a t e even for p u r p o s e s o f e n v i r o n ­
m e n t a l conse rva t ion ( D . A . V i n c e n t 1883). 

O n e of t he main consequences of t he shor t - supp ly of C r o w n l and was t he inc reas ­
ed i m p o r t a n c e of p r iva te land t r a n s a c t i o n s which , for va r i ous r ea sons , m o s t officials 
v iewed wi th cons ide rab le d i s f a v o u i . T h e pos i t ion t a k e n by the off icialdom was 
t h a t s ince a large p r o p o r t i o n o f t h e l and be ing so ld pr iva te ly did n o t l eg i t imate ly 
b e l o n g to the sellers ( b u t in t he spir i t of the C r o w n L a n d E n c r o a c h m e n t O r d i n a n c e 
a t least, was g o v e r n m e n t p r o p e r t y ) a n d a lso since m a n y such t r a n s a c t i o n s invo lved 
t h e exp lo i t a t ion of a guileless pea san t ry by specu la lo r s a n d m i d d l e m e n , p r i v a t e l and 
sa les had a harmful effect o n b o t h t he g o v e r n m e n t a s well a s the peasan t . It w a s est i ­
m a t e d in 1896 t h a t in Kegal le Dis t r ic t a l o n e , over 150,000 acres h a d been b o u g h t u p 
by specu la to r s for sale to the p l a n t i n g c o m m u n i t y ( A . G . A . Kega l le Dis t r i c t 1896:17) . 
W h a l a p p e a r s to be a n o u t b u r s t (poss ib ly a carefully o rches t ra ted one ) of i n d i g n a t i o n 
a t a l legedly i r r egu la r land sa les a n d t h e s h a d y p rac t i ces o f s p e c u l a t o r s in t h e l and 
m a r k e t is r ecorded in the a n n u a l r e p o r t s o f t h e provinc ia l a d m i n i s t r a t o r s in t he yea r s 
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immedia te ly p r io r t o t he e n a c t m e n t o f t he W a s t e L a n d s O r d i n a n c e ( G . A . C e n t r a l 
P r o v i n c e 1895 :6 ; G . A . S a b a r a g a m u w a P rov ince 1895 :4 ; G . A . C e n t r a l P r o v i n c e 
1896 :5 ; A . G . A . M a t a l e Dis t r i c t 1896 :17 ; A . G . A . P u t t a l a m Dis t r ic t 1896 :17 ; G . A . 
U v a Prov ince 1896 :8 ; A c t i n g G . A . S a b a r a g a m u w a Prov ince 1896:4 ; A . G . A . Kega l l e 
Dis t r ic t 1896 :17 ; A . G . A . H a m b a n t o t a Dis t r ic t 1897 :15 ; A . G . A . M a t a r a Dis t r ic t 
1897:20). T h e issues wh ich t h e officials raised a re found in conc i se fo rm in the 
fol lowing ex t rac t s f rom the d i a ry of a G o v e r n m e n t A g e n t o f t he t i m e : 

" I h o p e t he g o v e r n m e n t will p u t a s t op to t he sale of l and which the nat ives 
have n o r ight t o sell wha t eve r , b e y o n d the t e m p t a t i o n t o sell w h a t is no t the i r 
o w n I c o u l d n a m e a t least a d o z e n es ta tes — a n d d o u b t l e s s the re a r e m a n y 
m o r e — ent i re ly m a d e u p out o f p u r c h a s e s of land in smal l b locks f rom the na t ives . 
W h e r e a r e those na t ives g o n e t o ? W h a t effect h a s the sale of the i r l and h a d 
on the i r m o d e o f life? W h a t h a v e they d o n e wi th t he p u r c h a s e m o n e y ? W h a t 
effect will th is p rocess have u p o n t h e genera l c o n d i t i o n s of life h e r e ? . . . W h a t 
is the m o r a l a n d physical result of th is change o n t he peop le? ( A . G . A . M a t a l e 
Dis t r ic t 1896:12) . 

T h e u rgen t need t o c u r b pr iva te l and sales, a s the officials perceived it, w a s c o u p l e d 
wi th t he necessity of p reven t ing unres t r i c ted chena cu l t iva t ion . C u r r e n t o p i n i o n 
w a s s t rongly a r r a y e d aga ins t th i s type of l and use on the g r o u n d s t h a t it was ecologi­
cal ly des t ruc t ive in t h e effects. H e n c e , w h a t t he officialdom u rged , w a s n o t mere ly 
t he p reven t ion of t he illegal sales of chena l and b u t t he regu la t ion of chena cu l t iva­
t ion as well, b o t h o f wh ich t h e exis t ing l a n d legis lat ion w a s u n a b l e to d o . 

T h e p r e a m b l e t o t h e W a s t e L a n d s O r d i n a n c e of 1879 dec la red t h a t its i n t en t ion 
w a s " t o m a k e p rov i s ion for t h e speedy ad jud ica t ion o f c l a ims t o v a r i o u s chena was t e 
a n d unoccup ied l a n d " . O n e o f its ma in c lauses (Sect ion 24 a ) was in fact a r e i t e ra t ion 
o f the 6 th c lause of the . C r o w n L a n d E n c r o a c h m e n t O r d i n a n c e ; n a m e l y , t h a t " a l l 
forests , was tes , uncu l t i va t ed a n d u n o c c u p i e d l a n d . . . i s p r e s u m e d t o b e t h e p r o p e r t y 
of the C r o w n unt i l t he c o n t r a r y is p r o v e d " . T h e innova t ive e l e m e n t of t he new 
o r d i n a n c e was t h a t it m a d e t he e s t a b l i s h m e n t of the p r e s u m p t i o n in f a v o u r of the 
C r o w n eas ie r t h a n before . T h u s , a c c o r d i n g t o t he o r d i n a n c e , w h e r e t h e C r o w n 
s o u g h t t o es tabl i sh its o w n e r s h i p over a n y l and , it h a d t o Issue pub l i c no t i ce of i ts 
in t en t ion a n d , if n o c o u n t e r c l a i m is lodged by a p r iva te p a r t y wi th in a pe r iod of 
th ree m o n t h s o f s u c h no t i ce be ing i ssued, t he land was deemed t o b e l o n g t o the 
C r o w n . Officials specified by the o r d i n a n c e were e m p o w e r e d t o inqu i r e i n to p r iva te 
c la ims if any , a n d t o a d m i t o r t o reject such c la ims or e n t e r i n to a n a g r e e m e n t w i t h 
t h e c l a iman t s . T h e dec is ions o f t h e inqu i r ing officials were subject t o final a r b i t r a ­
t ion by the c o u r t s o f law. 

Desp i t e the a s s u r a n c e given by G o v e r n o r R idgcway , t he ma in a r ch i t ec t of t he 
o r d i n a n c e , t h a t it w o u l d be used m a i n l y for t h e p u r p o s e o f " a m i c a b l e s e t t l e m e n t " 
of land d i spu tes ( H a n s a r d 1896:11) t he o r d i n a n c e evoked b i t te r cr i t ic ism a n d p r o ­
tes t f rom the p l a n t i n g c o m m u n i t y wh ich n o w inc luded a s izeable a n d a r t i cu la t e 
g r o u p o f Sri L a n k a n inves to r s . T h e y believed tha t t he g o v e r n m e n t ' s t a rge t s were 
set on chena l and s o m e of wh ich they h a d a l ready p u r c h a s e d pr iva te ly a n d s o m e still 
ava i lab le for s imilar p u r c h a s e if left free of g o v e r n m e n t in terference ( T h e M e m o r i a l 
1907). A l t h o u g h t h e p r o t e s t o f t h e i n d i g e n o u s p l a n t i n g in te res t s w a s os tens ib ly 
o n e of c h a m p i o n i n g t h e c a u s e o f the peasan t (and his r ight t o chena cu l t iva t ion) it 
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is l ikely t h a t the i r r e s e n tme n t s t e m m e d main ly f rom the den ia l o f t he f reedom for 
u n t r a m m e l l e d p r i v a t e en te rpr i se in the land m a r k e t , a n a d v a n t a g e which t h e p ionee r 
E u r o p e a n p l a n t e r s h a d enjoyed a t a n ear l ier s t age . 

A p rocess of sys t emat i c " l a n d s e t t l e m e n t " c o m m e n c e d af ter t he e n a c t m e n t of t h e 
W a s t e L a n d s O r d i n a n c e . I t s resul t s as a t the end of 1914 a r e t abu la t ed b e l o w : 

T a b l e 2 — L A N D S E T T L E M E N T U N D E R T H E W A S T E L A N D S O R D I N A N C E : 
U P T O D E C E M B E R 31, 1914 

Acres 
T o t a l ex t en t ove r which no t i ce o f se t t l ement h a d been i ssued ... 1,987,267 
Ex ten t dec la red C r o w n p r o p e r t y ... . . . 1,659,705 
Exten t dec la red p r iva te p r o p e r t y . . . . . . 39,199 
Exten t a w a i t i n g se t t l ement (from l and over wh ich no t i ce h a d been issued) 288,363 

S o u r c e : Land Settlement Officer. ^47? (1914:3) 

Sta t is t ica l d a t a classified as a b o v e a r e n o t ava i l ab le for t h e pe r iod after 1914. 
H o w e v e r , s e t t l emen t as p rov ided for by the W a s t e L a n d s O r d i n a n c e p roceeded unt i l 
t h e repea l o f t h e o r d i n a n c e in 1931, by which t ime a to t a l ex ten t o f a b o u t 5.4 mil l ion 
acres h a d been set t led ( L a n d Se t t l ement Officer 1931:4) . 

T h e m a n n e r in which the p o w e r s vested in t he g o v e r n m e n t by the W a s t e L a n d s 
O r d i n a n c e were exercised d id n o t r e m a i n c o n s t a n t d u r i n g t he pe r iod in which t he 
o r d i n a n c e w a s in force. Official sources of i n f o r m a t i o n m a k e it c lear t h a t in its 
ear ly s tages , the p rov i s ions o f the o r d i n a n c e were r igidly a d h e r e d t o in the se t t l ement 
of c l a ims . In th i s , the h a n d s of the g o v e r n m e n t were s t r eng thened by jud ic ia l in­
t e r p r e t a t i o n s o f s o m e o f the c lauses o f t he o r d i n a n c e t h a t l acked c lar i ty . By a b o u t 
the second d e c a d e o f the 20th cen tu ry , however , official a t t i t u d e s in t he se t t l ement 
of l and d i spu t e s b e c a m e m o r e l iberal t o w a r d s p r iva te c l a i m a n t s . In regard t o t he 
chena cu l t i va to r , E. B. A l e x a n d e r , t he C o n t r o l l e r of R e v e n u e , dec la red in 1927 t h a t 
" t h e v i l lagers ' r i g h t s t o use chena l and so s t rong ly ins is ted u p o n by L o r d S t a n m o r e 
have b e c o m e t he ca rd ina l pr inc ip le on which o u r se t t l emen t s a r e b a s e d " . 1 1 

In overal l t e r m s , m e a s u r e d aga ins t its object ives , t h e W a s t e L a n d s O r d i n a n c e 
was o n l y a pa r t i a l success . I t s p r inc ipa l a r e a of success w a s in t he final a n d precise 
e s t ab l i shmen t o f o w n e r s h i p r ights o f t h e C r o w n over vas t ex ten t s of l and in the d ry 
z o n e which faci l i ta ted t he s m o o t h i m p l e m e n t a t i o n of t he l and policies of a la ter 
pe r iod . In t h e ma in p l a n t a t i o n a r ea s , the o r d i n a n c e w a s less effective. A l t h o u g h 
in l aw " i t (was) r a re ly t h a t the c l a iman t s to chena l a n d . . . ( w e r e ab le to ) r ebu t the p re ­
s u m p t i o n in f avour of C r o w n o w n e r s h i p ( L a n d Se t t l emen t Officer 1929:3) it a p p e a r s 
t h a t m a n y e n c r o a c h m e n t s were " w r i t t e n off" by t he g o v e r n m e n t " b e c a u s e they h a d 
reached a s tage o f d e v e l o p m e n t a t which it did n o t p a y the g o v e r n m e n t to asser t 
its t i t le to t hem ( A l e x a n d e r 1927:517). A s for t he object ive of p ro t ec t i ng t he pea san t 
aga ins t the land specu l a to r , failure w a s a d m i t t e d even by s o m e of the m o s t a r d e n t 
defenders of t he o r d i n a n c e l ike A l e x a n d e r w h o s t a t e d : 

" E v e r s ince t he r u b b e r b o o m and the m o r e recen t h igh pr ices in lea there h a d 
been a ru sh for l and which h a d o u t s p a c c d every a t t e m p t a t survey a n d set t le­
m e n t , a n d h a s swept as ide every ba r r i e r i n t e rposed by s t a t u t e a n d genera l o r d e r . . . 
T h e vi l lagers have been u n a b l e t o c o m p e t e wi th the s p e c u l a t o r s a n d have sold 

II. Hansard (1927 Vol. 1 'Ai&) Lord Stanmore who (as Sir Arthur Gordon) was Governor of 
Ceylon before Ridgeway, was one of the sternest critics of the Waste Lands Ordinance at the 
time of its enactment. 
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(he i r l a n d t o t h e m , a n d they have j o i n e d wi th t h e specu la to r s a n d sold C r o w n 
l a n d s wi th t h e resul t , n o t only t h a t m a n y of t h e m have b e c o m e landless , b u t m u c h 
of the C r o w n land on which it m i g h t have been poss ib le t o set t le t h e m h a s d is ­
a p p e a r e d " ( A l e x a n d e r 1927:434). 

Oilier Land Legislation 
A p a r t f rom the l and o rd inances which we h a v e h i t h e r t o e x a m i n e d , there were 

ce r t a in o t h e r s tha t b e l o n g to the pe t iod u n d e r review to wh ich a t least pass ing re ­
ference s h o u l d be m a d e . T h e Pa r t i t i on O r d i n a n c e N o . 10 o f 1863 m a d e p rov i s ion 
for a n y o n e c o h e i r o f j o in t l y held l a n d e d p r o p e r t y t o ins t i tu t e legal p roceed ings to 
c o m p e l a p a r t i t i o n o r -sale of such p r o p e r t y . T h i s o r d i n a n c e h a d the effect of unde r ­
m i n i n g o n e o f t h e w idesp read features o f t r ad i t iona l l a n d t e n u r e ; name ly , t he c o m ­
m u n a l r igh t s o f cohe i r s t o o w n a n d use undiv ided sha re s o f l and . A s Obeyeseke ra 
(1967 :179-184) h a s s h o w n , the o r d i n a n c e in its o p e r a t i o n w a s invar iab ly beneficial 
t o t he l a rge r a n d m o r e affluent sha re o w n e r s a t t he expense o f t he p o o r e r a n d the 
w e a k e r w h o s e c l a i m s were often u n h e a r d o r m i s r ep re sen t ed a t c o u r t p roceed ings . 
T h e L a n d R e g i s t r a t i o n O r d i n a n c e N o . 8 of 1863 p r o v i d e d for the c o m p u l s o r y regis­
t r a t i o n of " T i t l e s t o L a n d a n d o f all D e e d s affecting L a n d in t he C o l o n y " . T h e 
Sannases a n d O l d D e e d s Reg i s t r a t ion O r d i n a n c e ( enac ted a s N o . 6 o f 1866) ex ten­
ded the m a n d a t o r y r e q u i r e m e n t of reg i s t ra t ion t o t he r e c o r d s of pre-Br i t i sh g r a n t s 
a n d o t h e r t r a n s a c t i o n s in land . T h i s o r d i n a n c e s t ipu la ted t h a t t h e fai lure t o regis ter 
s u c h d o c u m e n t s by 1875 wou ld resul t in their inva l ida t ion a n d the e x p r o p r i a t i o n o f 
t he p r o p e r t i e s c o n c e r n e d . These l and o r d i n a n c e s s h a r e w i t h t h e o the r s a l r eady 
discussed the b r o a d pol icy object ive o f precise d e m a r c a t i o n o f p r o p e r t y r ights over 
l and . In v a r i o u s w a y s they c o n t r i b u t e d t o w a r d s t he p r o m o t i o n of p r iva te en te r ­
prise in agricul ture .-

Crown L a n d Alienat ion 

T h e p r o p r i e t a r y r igh ts which the g o v e r n m e n t was ab le t o es tab l i sh over extensive 
t r ac t s of " W a s t e l a n d " t h r o u g h t h e o r d i n a n c e s h i t h e r t o d i scussed were exercised 
for t he overa l l r e g u l a t i o n of agr icu l tu ra l land use , m a x i m i s a t i o n of g o v e r n m e n t re­
v e n u e a n d c a t e r i n g t o t h e d e m a n d for land f rom t h o s e w h o s o u g h t t o invest in the 
d e v e l o p m e n t of ag r i cu l t u r e . T h u s , in t he 100-year pe r iod w i t h which we a r e c o n ­
ce rned , over 2 mil l ion ac res of C r o w n land were a l i ena ted t o t h e p r iva t e sec tor . A t 
least u p to a b o u t 1920 inves tors in p l a n t a t i o n ag r i cu l tu re a n d t hose engaged in re­
latively large-scale o p e r a t i o n s in the land m a r k e t were t he m a i n rec ip ien ts . 

T a b l e 3 — C R O W N L A N D S A L E S F R O M 1831-1930 
Cumulative extent A verage annual rate of 
alienated (Acres) alienation in the previous 

decade (Acres) 
1850 . . . 318,051 15,903* 
1860 . . . 442,843 12,479 
1870 . . . 783,753 34,091 
1880 . . . 1,043,670 25,992 
1890 . . . 1,250,217 20,655 
190D . . . 1,426,521 17,630 
1910 . . . 1,756,228 32,971 
1920 . . . 1,987,834 23,161 
1930 . . . 2,190,067 20,223 
* A v e r a g e a n n u a l r a t e for the 2 decades , 1831 to 1850 
Sources : Ceylon Blue Books for 1831 to 1920 

Surveyor General, AR, 1930, for 1921 to 1930 
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' I t seems f rom the d a t a p re sen ted a b o v e t h a t h igh ra tes of C r o w n l and d i sposa l 
were m a i n t a i n e d d u r i n g spells of rap id g rowth of p l an t a t i on ag r i cu l tu re , a s , for 
e x a m p l e , t he pe r iods 1860 t o 1880 a n d 1900 t o 1920. O n a c c o u n t o f the c lar i ty a n d 
legal s t r eng th of C r o w n ti t les, C r o w n land invar iab ly c o m m a n d e d a p r e m i u m in 
t h e l and m a r k e t , specia l ly w h e n t he p rospec t ive buyers were E u r o p e a n s . H o w e v e r , 
admin i s t r a t i ve de lays c a u s e d usua l ly by t h e i n a d e q u a c y of facilities for land survey 
a n d , a t t imes , t he non-ava i l ab i l i t y o f su i tab le C r o w n l and in the a r e a s o f d e m a n d 
for land ac ted as res t r ic t ive fac tors o n such sales. 

In t he a l i ena t ion of C r o w n l and , the g o v e r n m e n t usual ly a d h e r e d t o the pr inc ip le 
t h a t t he ini t ia t ive m u s t c o m e f rom the individual w h o w a n t e d the l a n d . ' * A p ros ­
pec t ive buyer h a d t o a p p l y for t he l and o f his choice a n d (if t he sale is a p p r o v e d in 
pr inc ip le by t h e relevant a u t h o r i ' y of t he a r ea conce rned a n d w h e n t h e formal i t ies 
o f survey a r e c o m p l e t e d .) c o m p e t e wi th o the r s a t pub l ic a u c t i o n s for the r igh t o f 
p u r c h a s e or of lease of t he l a n d . H e n c e , the price of C r o w n land was subject t o 
cons ide rab le va r i a t i on a n d , c o n t r a r y t o asser t ion m a d e in ce r t a in wr i t ings , n o t a l ­
ways low. Fo r e x a m p l e , in t he 1870s, the p r i ce a t C r o w n sales' of " g o o d forest 
l a n d sui table for coffee" r a n g e d f rom a b o u t R s . 1 2 5 / - t o 1 5 0 / - per a c r e . A t t imes 
it r eached as high a f i g u r e 1 3 a s R s . 2 5 0 / - . T h i s system of land a l i ena t ion m e a n t 
t h a t p u r c h a s e a n d d e v e l o p m e n t of C r o w n land was a n act ivi ty in w h i c h only those 
wi th cons ide rab le capi ta l c o u l d engage . T h u s , as the L a n d C o m m i s s i o n of 1958 
h a s po in ted ou t , the pol icy of C r o w n l and a l i ena t ion t h r o u g h o u t th i s pe r iod was 
genera l ly d i s a d v a n t a g e o u s t o t h e local peasan t ry . 

Agricultural T a x a t i o n 
A m o n g the taxes t h a t "were levied o n the i n d i g e n o u s p e o p l e o f Sri L a n k a by the 

Bri t ish g o v e r n m e n t d u r i n g t h e 19th cen tury , in t e r m s of b o t h d u r a t i o n a n d impac t , 
t h e so-cal led " G r a i n T a x " w a s , by far, t he m o s t i m p o r t a n t . 

.' Agr i cu l tu ra l t axa t i on in Sri L a n k a was , of cou r se , n o t a Bri t ish i n n o v a t i o n . It 
was based o n the t r ad i t i ona l ly recognised r ight of the sovere ign t o d e m a n d a sha re 
of the p r o d u c e f rom m o s t types o f agr icu l tu ra l l and , a r ight wh ich t h e P o r t u g u e s e 
a n d t he D u t c h h a d a l so exercised d u r i n g their o c c u p a t i o n of the l i t to ra l . T h e Bri­
t ish themselves con t i nued t o cons ide r ag r icu l tu re t axa t ion a n i m p o r t a n t sou rce of 
r e v e n u e a n d a m e a n s by which t he local peop le cou ld be m a d e t o s h a r e in t he cos t 
of co lonia l a d m i n i s t r a t i o n a n d d e v e l o p m e n t . M o r e significantly, it was perceived 
as a n i n s t r u m e n t for s t i m u l a t i n g ini t ia t ive a n d en te rp r i se a m o n g the loca l peasan t ry , 
for induc ing the p e a s a n t t o c h a n n e l a share of his l e sources for t h e p r o d u c t i o n of 
c o m m o d i t i e s for sale, a n d , in genera l t e rms , for d r a w i n g t h e p e a s a n t r y i n t o t he 
o rb i t of the cash e c o n o m y . It was th is pe rcep t ion a long wi th t he g r a d u a l subs t i tu ­
t ion of cash for kind as the m e d i u m of t ax p a y m e n t t h a t fo rms the i n n o v a t i v e e l emen t 
in the g ra in tax sys tem o f t h e 19th cen tu ry . 

T h e wr i t ings ava i l ab le o n t he subjec t of t he Bri t ish gra in t ax in Sri L a n k a s h o w 
t h a t d u r i n g its p r o l o n g e d o p e r a t i o n , t he scope of the t ax , the n a t u r e of the tax d e m a n d 
a n d t he t echn iques of t a x co l l ec t ion were subject t o pe r iod i c mod i f i ca t ion . 1 4 M a n y 

12. .Sessional Paper .V (1958:14) Towards the end of the period under review (here were certain 
exceptions to this rule, when the government look the initiative and advertised the sale of blocks 
of land: See, for example. Gazelle of Feb. 25, 1925. In the sporadic attempts at develop­
ing peasant settlement schemes in the Dry Zone too, the government took the initiative in 
land alienation. 

13. Tropical Agriculturist, (August 1, 1981:191). 
14. Sessional Papers, XXIX of 1878; XXIX of 1889; XXXIV of 1889; XIV of 1890; III of 1892; 

Da Silva, K. M. (1967); Roberts (1968); Wesumperuma (1970); Ameer Ali (1970). 
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such modifications were directed at incrcasng the revenue derived from the tax and 
facilitating convenient collection. For instance, the fledgling attempts at fiscal 
reforms by some of the early British governors in the maritime provinces had the 
objective of making the tax system which they inherited from the Dutch more effi­
cient and more productive. And by the time of the annexation of the Kandyan 
Kingdom in 1815, a measure of uniformity in the tax system had been achieved within 
the British possessions of the lowlands, with the focus of taxation on paddy and 
certain other food grains produced oh land under permanent cultivation. In 1818, 
a similar tax system (restricted to food grain) with near uniform rates of extraction 
was introduced to the Kandyan Provinces. In the 1820s, a system of voluntary 
"commutation" which provided for direct payment to the government of a fixed 
amount to obtain tax exemption for a specified number of years was initiated in 
many parts of the country. The commutation system was intended to avoid the 
administrative tedium of tax assessment on each crop and to reduce the dependence 
on the services of private tax renters in the collection of the grain tax. The 1820s 
also witnessed attempts by the officialdom in certain parts of the country to persuade 
the peasants to pay the tax either in exportable products or in cash. A system of 
perpetual tax "redemption" (through the payment of a stipulated multiple of the 
annual assessed tax) introduced in 1835 was withdrawn a few years later, mainly 
for th? reason that reripmption was believed *o result in n nrt loss o f revenue to the 
government. Throughout this period, despite the availability of provision for tax 
commutation, a bulk of the grain tax continued to be collected on the basis of 
assessed production at each harvest by intermediary renters to whom the righ's 
of tax collection were sold at public auction. The Ordinance No. 14 of 1840 streng­
thened the hands of these tax renters by enabling them to prosecute those in default 
of tax payment. By 1860, a major portion of the grain tax was being paid in cash. 
The efficacy ofthe grain tax was enhanced further in 1866 when legislation was pro­
mulgated providng for the confiscation and sale of property of those in arrears of 
tax payment. During this period the tax rates were also increased in most parts of 
the country. In the 1880s, commutation was made compulsory in most districts, 
on the basis ofthe Ordinance No. 11 of 1878. Compulsory commutation payments 
continued to be extracted from the local producers of paddy throughout the crisis of 
the coffee crash until, after much debate and deliberation, the grain tax was finally 
abolished in 1892. 

Although the impact of the grain tax does not lend itself to precise assessment, 
there is little doubt about its agrarian significance. The grain tax, along with other 
concurrent changes that are discussed in this paper, did have the envisaged effect 
of promoting commercial enterprise within the peasant sector. Given the techno-
economic miheu of subsistence agriculture in 19th century Sri Lanka, it seems re­
asonable to assume that in most parts of the country paddy production alone rarely 
generated the surplus required to meet the revenue demands made by the Crown.15 

Thus the peasantry had to turn to other potential sources of income, either in the 
production of commodities for sale or in the sale of their labour. 

To our present inquiry, more directly relevant than the general process of commer­
cialisation of the peasant economy to which the grain tax was a contributory cause, 
is the impact it had on land ownership and tenurial relations. Here too. it could 
be contended that although the exact impact of the grain tax is indeterminable, it 
was nonetheless significant. One of the threads of reasoning relating to this con­
tention is that the tax burden itself was such that the more impoverished sections of 
the local peasantry were compelled to sell or mortgage their land to meet the tax 

15. Sx Wickre.neratne (1973) for a detailed discussion. 
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d e m a n d s . C o m m u t a t i o n which was increas ingly r e so r t ed t o in t he la t ter pa r t o f the 
c e n t u r y ( a n d was m a d e c o m p u l s o r y in the 1880s ) m e a n t t h a t t h e grain tax w a s -
levied i r respec t ive o f shor t fa l ls o r failures of t he c r o p a n d , t h u s , in d is regard of fluc­
t u a t i o n s in t h e f a r m e r s ' i n c o m e . F o l l o w i n g t h e i n t r o d u c t i o n o f O r d i n a n c e N o . 5 
o f 1866, t h e g o v e r n m e n t itself r esor ted t o se izure a n d sale o f pea san t p r o p e r t y a s a 
m e a n s of r ecove r ing tax a r r ea r s . Besides these , in r ega rd t o t h e effects of the gra in 
t a x on t e n u r i a l r e l a t ions , it h a s been c la imed t h a t m o r t a g a g e a n d sale of village land 
t o t hose o u t s i d e t h e p e a s a n t e c o n o m y resul ted in t h e s p r e a d o f such features as a b ­
sentee l and o w n e r s h i p a n d sha re - t enancy . F u r t h e r , t he indiv idual i sed r e spons ib i ­
lity o f t ax p a y m e n t h a d the effect of p r o p a g a t i n g p r iva t e p r o p e r t y re la t ions in l and 
in t he sense t h a t it u n d e r m i n e d c o m m u n a l r igh ts t o cu l t iva t ion o f und iv ided sha res . 

A c c o r d i n g to a n e s t ima te m a d e o n the eve o f a b o l i t i o n o f t he gra in tax , o n the ave ­
rage , a p a d d y g r o w e r in Sri L a n k a a t t h e t i m e p a i d a s t a x t he equ iva len t o f 52.5 
d a y s ' i n c o m e in a n y e a r . 1 6 Official s tat is t ics s h o w fur ther t h a t fol lowing the i n t ro ­
d u c t i o n o f c o m p u l s o r y c o m m u t a t i o n u n d e r t he O r d i n a n c e 11 of 1878, an ex ten t 
of a b o u t 36,800 acres of p a d d y land was conf isca ted a n d sold for defaul t of g ra in 
l a x p a y m e n t in t h e 11-year per iod 1880 to I890 .* 7 It h a s a l s o been recorded tha t , 
w h e n v o l u n t a r y c o m m u t a t i o n was in v o g u e " a still g r ea t e r ex ten t o f land was s o l d " 
u n d e r t h e p r o v i s i o n s o f O r d i n a n c e 5 of 1 8 6 6 . 1 8 

T h e a v e r a g e a n d the aggrega tes referred t o a b o v e d o n o t reveal the full a g r a r i a n 
i m p a c t of t he g ra in tax o n the peasan t . Detai ls , ava i l ab le s h o w tha t in t imes of re ­
cess ion a n d crisis in the p l a n t a t i o n sec tor a n d for t h o s e of t he peasan t ry for w h o m , 
for geog raph i ca l o r e c o n o m i c r easons , the re w a s n o scope t o v e n t u r e in to act ivi t ies , 
o u t s i d e t h e subs i s tence sec tor , the effect of t he g ra in tax w a s o n e of unmi t i ga t ed 
i m p o v e r i s h m e n t (Obeyeseke ra 1967:119-126) . A c c o r d i n g t o d a t a recorded by the 
d i s t r i c t a d m i n i s t r a t o r s of the t ime , in t h e U d u k i n d a Div i s ion of U v a , for example* 
ev ic t ions a n d sales be tween 1882 a n d 1885 affected 2,930 h e a d s o f h o u s e h o l d s ; th is 
n u m b e r imp l i e s t h a t 14,650 pe r sons , or , 49 p e r c e n t o f t h e to ta l p o p u l a t i o n in t he 
Div i s ion were d ispossessed of their p a d d y l and e i the r in full o r in p a r t . It has been 
r eco rded fu r the r t h a t a b o u t 20 percent of the n u m b e r so d ispossessed were compe l l ed 
t o leave the i r h o m e s a n d tha t a major i ty of t h e m b e c a m e t e n a n t c u l t i v a t o r s . " 
D a t a p o r t r a y i n g a s imi la r impac t a r e ava i l ab le for o t h e r p a r t s of t he c o u n t r y such a s 
t he W a l a p a n c Div i s ion of N u w a r a Eliya Dis t r ic t a n d p a r t s of K a l u t a r a , Gal le a n d 
M a t a r a Dis t r i c t s (Obeyeseke ra 1967). 

C h a n g e s in Agricultural Resource Allocation 
I t is ev iden t f rom the foregoing d iscuss ions t h a t t he a g r a r i a n policies p u r s u e d in 

Sri L a n k a d u r i n g t h e per iod with which we a r e c o n c e r n e d as reflected in land legis­
l a t ion , C r o w n l and a l i ena t ion a n d the gra in t ax b r o u g h t a b o u t a d i s in tegra t ion o f 
t he t r ad i t i ona l sys tem of l and tenure in m a n y p a r l s of the c o u n t r y a n d caused a 
c e r t a i n a m o u n t of e x p r o p r i a t i o n of t he resources of p e a s a n t ag r icu l tu re a n d the i r 
r e -a l loca t ion t o p l a n t a t i o n agr icu l tu re . Besides th i s ' d i r ec t ' impac t o f policy, there 
were its ind i rec t inf luences : name ly , c h a n g e s t h a t were re la ted t o w h a t may be t e r m ­
ed the e m u l a t i v e a n d gravi ta l ive effects of p l a n t a t i o n ag r i cu l t u r e on the peasan t eco­
n o m y . In th is con t ex t , it is necessary to focus a t t e n t i o n on b o t h the " v o l u n t a r y " 
sale of p e a s a n t l a n d a n d l a b o u r to the p l a n t a t i o n sec tor ( t o which pass ing reference 
h a s been m a d e ear l ie r ) as well as t he c h a n g e s in t he p a t t e r n o f r e source use wi th in 
t h e p e a s a n t sec tor . 

16. Sessional Paper XIV of 1890:36. 
17. Based on dala in Sessional Paper III of 1892. 
18. Sessional Paper IV of 1891:71. 
19. Sessional Paper IV of 1891. 
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P u r c h a s e s f rom the local peop le were a n i m p o r t a n t source of land to p l a n t a t i o n s 
a t least f r o m the t ime o f the first ma jo r u p s u r g e o f t h e coffee indus t ry in the la te 
1830s. I n overa l l t e r m s , as c o m p a r e d wi th p u r c h a s e s f rom t h e C r o w n , pr iva te l a n d 
t r a n s a c t i o n s m a y h a v e been on ly a s u p p l e m e n t a r y sou rce of l and t o the p lan te r . 
Never the le s s , a s s h o w n e a r l i e r , a t t imes of r a p i d e x p a n s i o n of p l an ta t ion ag r i cu l tu re , 
land sales by t h e local people a p p e a r t o have been b o t h extensive a n d w idesp read . 
T h e s e sales w e r e in p a r t the resul t of the processes o f p a u p e r i s a t i o n of the pea san t ry 
a l r eady d i scussed b u t in p a r t a t ieast , they a l so reflect a p e a s a n t r e sponse to t he gene­
ra l c o m m e r c i a l i s a t i o n o f the e c o n o m y which i n d u c e d t h e i nd igenous l and ho lde r s t o 
vo lun ta r i ly c o n v e r t the i r land in to m o n e t a r y assets . T h e high pr ice of l and in t he 
o p e n m a r k e t d u r i n g spells of in tense d e m a n d for l and , t h e increased r a n g e o f mate r ia l 
w a n t s a m o n g t h e loca l peop le a n d u m k - n p o r a r y l a n d legis lat ion which facil i tated 
t h e ex t ens ion o f p r iva te p rope r ty r ights in l and w e r e s o m e c o n t r i b u t o r y processes 
in o p e r a t i o n . A p a r t f rom these , in the case o f c e r t i a n l and ho lde r s , t he d isposa l 
of a p a r t o f the i r p rope r t i e s a p p e a l s to h a v e been a m e a n s of ra is ing capi ta l for in­
ves tmen t in c o m m e r c i a l activit ies b o t h wi th in a n d o u t s i d e ag r i cu l tu re . 

A n o t h e r r e l a t ed facet o f t he i m p a c t o f p l a n t a t i o n a g r i c u l t u r e was in t he supp ly o f 
p e a s a n t l a b o u r t o p l a n t a t i o n s . In the coffee e ra , t h e vil lages in t he p l an t ing dis t r ic ts 
were n o t a s t e a d y sou rce of l a b o u r supp ly t o es ta tes ( J a y a w a r d e n a 1963). But pe r io ­
dical ly, t he loca l p e a s a n t r y did cons t i tu t e a n i m p o r t a n t c o m p o n e n t of t he p l a n t a t i o n 
w o r k force . T h e r e m a r k m a d e by T o r r i n g t o n in 1848 t h a t " t h e t imes n o t be ing 
p r o s p e r o u s a n d the m o n e y scarce, the re a r e a b o u t 6 ,000 Cingalese (sic.) a t w o r k in 
Coffee p i c k i n g " 2 0 i l lus t ra tes t h a t specially in pe r iods of accu te depress ion in subsis­
tence a g r i c u l t u r e , es ta te e m p l o y m e n t was a n i m p o r t a n t sou rce of l ivel ihood to pea ­
san t s in ce r t a in a r eas . A p a r t f rom this , d u r i n g spells o f r ap id expans ion o f p l an t ing 
en te rp r i s e w h e n the supp ly of i n d e n t u r e d coo ly l a b o u r from Ind ia fell sho r t of de ­
m a n d , e s t a t e s were ab le t o a t t r a c t peasan t l a b o u r wi th h ighe r t h a n n o r m a l wage 
r a t e s a n d be t t e r c o n d i t i o n s o f w o r k . T h e s e p rocesses b e c a m e par t i cu la r ly ev ident 
f rom a b o u t t he c los ing years of t he 19th cen tu ry , w i t h the vast ly e n h a n c e d l a b o u r 
d e m a n d s o f v i g o r o u s p l a n t a t i o n indus t r ies o n the o n e h a n d a n d a g rowing rura l p r o ­
le ta r ia t in t h e p l a n t a t i o n a r ea s o n t he o t h e r . T h e e s t ima tes m a d e by Er ic M e y e r 
o n t h e S inha l e se p o p u l a t i o n resident o n es ta tes sugges t t h a t by t h e end o f o u r p e r i o d 
local vi l lagers a r e likely t o have compr i s ed a b o u t 20 t o 25 pe rcen t of the to ta l p l an ­
t a t i o n w o r k f o r c e ( inc lud ing the n o n - r e s i d e n t l a b o u r ) ( M e y e r 1978). 

T h e e x p a n d i n g c o m m e r c i a l r e l a t ions t h a t c a m e in t h e w a k e o f p l a n t a t i o n coffee 
p r o v i d e d s t i m u l u s t o a commerc ia l i s ing p roces s wh ich was a l r eady u n d e r way 
wi th in t he p e a s a n t e c o n o m y . E»'en by the ear ly 19th c e n t u r y , a sect ion of the pea ­
s a n t r y h a d exper ienced the a d v a n t a g e s t o be g a i n e d by d ive r t ing the i r land a n d 
l a b o u r t o the p r o d u c t i o n of sa leable c o m m o d i t i e s l ike c i n n a m o n , p e p p e r a n d coffee. 
In fact it w a s t he pea san t ry t h a t p ioneered the e m e r g e n c e of coffee as a major c o m m o ­
di ty of e x p o r t t r a d e . T h e expor t of " n a t i v e coffee" which averaged 1,116 cwt. per 
yea r d u r i n g 1800-1804. , r o se t o ove r 10,000 cwt . in 1822-1825 ( D e Silva, Colvin R . 
1962:483) a n d to 75,000 cwt. by the ear ly 1840s ( P r i d h a m 1844:849) . A t its max i ­
m u m e x p a n s i o n in t he late 1850s, t h o u g h by then supe rceded by p l an t a t i on coffee, 
sma l lho ld ings be long ing t o the local peop le cove red a n es t imated 50,000 
acres a n d p r o d u c e d a b o u t 325,000 cwt. for e x p o r t e a c h year (Ceylon Blue B o o k 
1866 :68-152) . In t he lowland dis tr ic ts of t he W e t Z o n e a n d in a few localit ies in the 
D r y Z o n e , c o c o n u t cu l t iva t ion recorded a s t eady e x p a n s i o n , largely a s a nat ive en ­
te rpr i se . T o b a c c o a p p e a r s t o h a v e h a d a s imi lar c o m m e r c i a l significance in the e c o -

20. Cited in De Silva (1965b:117). 
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n o m y of p a r t s of the N o r t h e r n P r o v i n c e ( A m e e r Ali 1970:94). O t h e r " m i n o r c a s h 
c r o p s " w h i c h , by 1930 covered an agg rega te ex ten t of a b o u t 100,000 acres (Tab l e 1) 
were deve loped largely wi th local i nves tmen t . 

F ina l ly , a p a r t f rom the p e a s a n t i n r o a d s i n t o c o m m e r c i a l c r o p p r o d u c t i o n , t h e r e 
w a s inc reas ing par t i c ipa t ion of t h e local peop le in act ivi t ies t h a t were anc i l la ry t o 
p l a n t a t i o n ag r i cu l tu re . In t he c l ea r ing o f fores ts local l a b o u r a p p e a r s t o h a v e b e e n 
preferred t o t h a t of the I n d i a n s . P e a s a n t s were a major c o m p o n e n t of the l a b o u r 
used in r o a d cons t ruc t i on . S o m e 15,000 l icensed bu l lock-ca r t s be long ing t o t h e 
na t ives were be ing used in t he 1870s for t he t r a n s p o r t of coffee ( F e r g u s o n 1887:100) . 
W i t h t he passage o f t ime, t he ro le of t he local p e o p l e in in terna l c o m m o d i t y t r a n s ­
p o r t increased in i m p o r t a n c e . T h e y - S inha lese , Tami l s a n d M o o r s - h a d a l so 
en te red the field of retail t r a d e in es ta te supp l ies a n d c o n s u m e r g o o d s . 

Agro-Ecologica l Impac t of P l an t a t i ons 

T h e agro-ecologica l i m p a c t of t he o p e n i n g u p of extensive a reas in the c o u n t r y 
u n d e r p l a n t a t i o n agr icu l tu re , t h o u g h n o t a subject confined in respect of t i m e t o 
t he scope of t he present p a p e r , is never the less re levant t o its pr incipal t hemes . By the 
e n d of o u r pe r iod , p l an t a t i on c r o p s cove red an aggrega te ex ten t oi over 2,000,1)00 
ac re s , a l a rge p r o p o r t i o n o f wh ich w a s in a r ea s o f to r ren t i a l ra in a n d rugged t e r r a in . 
S o m e of these l ands were prev ious ly u n d e r coffee p l a n t a t i o n s and "also unde r chena 
for va ry ing l eng ths of t ime . C l e a n w e e d i n g was a universa l prac t ice on p l a n t a t i o n s 
u p to a b o u t 1920; a n d , t echn iques of effective soil conse rva t ion were e i ther u n k n o w n 
o r r a re ly a d o p t e d . These bas ic facts r e l a t e t o t he n a t u r e of t he agro-cco log ica l 
c h a n g e s b r o u g h t a b o u t by t he sp read of p l a n t a t i o n agr i cu l tu re . 

In Sri L a n k a as well as in m a n y o the r p a r t s of t he t ropica l wor ld it. has been o b ­
served t h a t w h e n p lan ta t ion c r o p s a r e i n t r o d u c e d t o a r ea s u n d e r p r imaeva l forest , 
t he s tabi l i ty of the prevai l ing eco-sys tem suffers a c o m p l e t e sweep a n d i m m e d i a t e 
c h a n g e s occu r in the pa t t e rn of soil f o r m a t i o n . In such a r ea s , the fai lure t o a p p r e ­
c ia te these changes d u r i n g the ear ly p h a s e s of p l a n t a t i o n c r o p p r o d u c t i o n has of ten 
resu l ted in i r r epa rab le d a m a g e to the soil . T h e e d a p h i c effects of the p l a n t a t i o n 
p rac t i ce s t h a t were in vogue d u r i n g the pe r iod u n d e r review m a y be s u m m a r i s e d 
a s fo l lows : 

a. d i rec t loss of soil t h r o u g h r e m o v a l by e r o s i o n , 
b. f o r m a t i o n o f a h a r d - b a k e d u p p e r soil su r face lacking in a d e q u a t e m o i s t u r e . 
c. l ower ing of the po ten t i a l n i t rogen a n d o r g a n i c m a t t e r c o n t e n t of the soil, a n d 
d. w i d e n i n g of the soil t e m p e r a t u r e r a n g e resu l t ing in the e n h a n c e m e n t of soil 

act ivi ty . 

S o m e of these features a re p r o m i n e n t l y d i sp layed t o d a y in t he l andscape in m a n y 
p a r t s o f the c o u n t r y . Special ly in t h o s e a r e a s t h a t have a relatively long h i s to ry o f 
p l a n t a t i o n agr icu l tu re , c lear ing o f fores ts , r epea t ed p l an t ing a n d clean weed ing h a v e 
of ten resu l ted in the c o m p l e t e r e m o v a l o f t h e u p p e r soil h o r i z o n s a n d the e x p o s u r e 
o f s emi -wea the red rock a n d b a r e r o c k surfaces . 

In the cen t r a l h igh lands , the d : s r u p t i o n o f t he n a t u r a l eco-sys tem was no t conf ined 
t o l and u n d e r p l an t a t i on c r o p s bu t e x t e n d e d t o the valley floors t o which ' h e r e m ­
n a n t s of peasan t ag r icu l tu re b e c a m e largely conf ined . In a r e p o r t , wr i t ten in 1889 
( M o i r 1889:3) which descr ibed these l a t t e r effects, t h e conc lus ion r e a c h e d was t h a t : 
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" T h e r e c a n n o t be a s h a d o w of d o u b t t h a t the extensive forest c l e a r i n g . . . w i t h in 
the last forty years o r so h a s very mate r i a l ly a n d prejudicial ly affected t h e p r o ­
duc t iveness of p a d d y l a n d s . . . b o t h by r e a s o n o f t h e decrease in t h e r e g u l a r flow 
of wa t e r in the s t r e a m s on which the fields used to d e p e n d , a n d a lso b e c a u s e of 
the d i m i n a t i o n of t he s u p p l y o f fert i l izing subs tances ca r r ied d o w n i n t o t h e 
lowlying rice l ands f rom the ad jacen t forests d u r i n g the r a i n s . " 

A related aspec t wh ich is no t h igh l igh ted in the foregoing c o m m e n t is t h e effect 
o f e n h a n c e d s i l ta t ion t h a t resu l ted f rom forest c lear ing. A s m a n y inves t iga t ions of 
th is p r o b l e m s h o w , 8 1 the si l t ing u p o f r iver beds increased the f requency of f loods , 
especial ly in t he lowland W e t Z o n e . In ce r t a in p a r t s of the cen t ra l h i g h l a n d s , a s 
evidence wh ich H a r t s h o r n c (1872 :30 -32 ) h a s r ecorded i l luslracls s i l t ing d e s t r o y e d 
t a n k s a n d d i s rup ted c a n a l i r r i g a t i o n ; in o n e recorded ins tance a t least , e n a b l i n g 
t he extensin of a coffee p l a n t a t i o n in to a fo rmer t a n k bed. P e r h a p s less f r equen t ly 
t h a n the effects on i r r iga t ion , in s o m e a r ea s , excessive s i l ta t ion h a s a l so led t o t h e 
conve r s ion of p a d d y l and in to uncu l t ivab lc was te . 

Percep t ion of Agra r i an Issues 

C o n c e r n on the p a r t of the ru l ing el i te in British Sri L a n k a a b o u t the pl ight o f t h e 
m o r e depressed sec t ions o r the p e a s a n t r y a n d the s t agna t ion o f t he " n a t i v e e c o n o m y " 
is a p h e n o m e n o n which can be t raced b a c k a t least to the regimes o f the m o r e b e n e ­
vo len t Bri t ish g o v e r n o r s l ike H e n r y W a r d (1855-60) a n d Hercules R o b i n s o n ( 1 8 6 5 -
72) w h o gave express ion t o th is c o n c e r n in their s p o r a d i c r e s to ra t ion of vi l lage irr i­
ga t i on w o r k s a n J in the i r a t t e m p t s t o revital ise t r ad i t iona l rura l ins t i tu t ions ( K e a n e 
1905; F a r m e r 1957; 101-139) . 

Since a b o u t the t u rn o f t he c e n t u r y , for va r i ous reasons (no tab ly , the p r o b l e m s 
caused by t h e d e p e n d e n c e on foreign sou rces for local food r equ i r emen t s ) , t h e pea ­
san t e c o n o m y began to receive e n h a n c e d g o v e r n m e n t a l a t t en t i on . A s we h a v e 
a l r e a d y seen, the e n a c t m e n t of t he W a s t e L a n d s O r d i n a n c e of 1897 was , a t least 
os tens ib ly , a n a t t e m p t t o t r a n s l a t e i n to conc re t e ac t ion the g r o w i n g a t t i t u d e o f p r o ­
t ec t ion i sm t o w a r d s the p e a s a n t r y . 

D u r i n g the e a r l y decades of t he 20 th c e n t u r y , the overal l official pol icy t o w a r d s 
a g r a r i a n affairs was relat ively free o f a m b i g u i t y . It rested on the belief t h a t , whi le 
t he p rospe r i ty of the c o l o n y d e p e n d e d largely o n the for tunes a n d p rospec t s o f t h e 
p l a n t a t i o n sec tor , a n d tha" pol icy m u s t hence be con t i nued to be geared t o t he p r o ­
m o t i o n of p l an t a t i on en te rp r i se , for r e a s o n s of e c o n o m i c s tabi l i ty , financial profi t 
a n d general welfare, the a g r a r i a n n e e d s of the p e a s a n t r y mus t a l so be satisfied a n d 
i t s in teres ts p ro tec t ed . 

In the p u r s u a n c e of this pol icy, u p t o a b o u t the per iod of the F i i s t W o r l d W a r , 
t he g o v e r n m e n t faced little o p p o s i t i o n f rom t h e leaders of t he fledgling na t i ona l i s t 
m o v e m e n t , m a n y o f w h o m were themse lves e n t r e p r e n e u r s in p l a n t a t i o n ag r i cu l t u r e . 
In ag ra r i an affairs, t he on ly m a j o r p o i n t o f d i s ag reemen t be tween t h e Br i t i sh offi­
c i a l d o m a n d the local l eade r sh ip a t this s tage was o n the res t r ic t ive effects of t he 
W a s t e L a n d O r d i n a n c e on p r iva te l and sales a n d hence on the e n t r y of local c a p i t a , 
i n t o p l a n t a t i o n c r o p p r o d u c t i o n 8 2 . 

21 . Sessional Paper XI or 1894; Sessional Paper 4 2 - 1 9 0 5 ; Sessional paper 3 -1931 . 
22. Reflected in the debates in the Legislative Council on agrarian matters at that time {Hansard) 

and in writings such as Anon (1907) and Wickremesinghe (1924). 
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By the ear ly 1920s, h o w e v e r , it is poss ib le to d iscern ce r ta in new t r ends of a g r a r i a n 
t h o u g h t . T h e nat ionalis t , m o v e m e n t was n o w m o r e a r t i c u l a t e ; the Legis la t ive 
Counc i l h a d been e n l a r g e d t o inc lude m o r e elected r e p r e s e n t a t i v e s ; t h e f ranchise 
h a d been widened a n d the local m e m b c i s in the legis la ture w e r e bo lde r in their 
c la im to be represen ta t ives o f t h e people . F u r t h e r , t he a c u t e s ca rac i t y o f food d u r i n g 
the w a r a n d the m a r k e t s l u m p which adverse ly affected t he p l a n t a t i o n indus t r ies in 
t he post w a r yea r s , b r o u g h t i n to focus the fundmen ta l weaknesses of Sri L a n k a ' s 
d e p e n d e n t e c o n o m y . H e n c e , t he idea tha i the e c o n o m i c s tab i l i ty o f t h e c o u n t r y 
wou ld r e s f u p o n the c r ea t i on of a d y n a m i c peasan t sector , r a t h e r t h a n on the per ­
p e t u a t i o n o f t he p l a n t a t i o n sys tem, was r ap id ly ga in ing g r o u n d . 

O n the need t o s t r e n g t h e n the p e a s a n t r y as a r emedia l m e a s u r e for t he c o u n t r y ' s 
ills the re was c o n s e n s u s a m o n g the elite, b o t h local a n d fore ign. But on the causes 
for the preva i l ing ills, t h e r e deve loped a t this t ime s h a r p differences of o p i n i o n , in 
the sense t h a t the n o t i o n t h a t the p l a n l a l i o n system itself was t he p r ime cause for t he 
c o u n t r y ' s pover ty a n d ins tab i l i ty was ga in ing cur rency a m o n g a n i m p o r t a n t s egmen t 
of (he loca l l e a d e r s h i p . 

T h e m a i n e l emen t s o f th i s n e w wave o f t h o u g h t a n d its exac t t i m e perspec t ive a r e 
c a u g h t in t h e fol lowing r e m a r k s which g o v e r n o r H u g h Clifford (1927:289) m a d e in 
1927 : 

" I h a v e n o t e d wi th g r e a t r eg re t s ince m y re tu rn t o Cey lon af ter a n a b s e n c e o f 
near ly a d e c a d e a n d a half, t h a t a school of t h o u g h t h a s , in t h e in terva l , g r o w n 
u p in t he I s l and w h i c h l eaches with pers is tent r e i t e ra t ion t h e d o c t r i n e tha t t he 
tea a n d r u b b e r a r e a pa ra s i t i c g r o w t h , which is b a t t e n i n g u p o n t h e C o l o n y ' s 
h ' feblood; t h a t t hey h a v e worked n o apprec i ab le benefit t o t h e i nd igenous in­
h a b i t a n t s of t he c o u n t r y ; a n d t h a t they owe their exis tence t o a sys temat ic scries 
of ac t s of e x p r o p r i a t i o n a n d s p o l i a t i o n . " 

T h e " p a r a s i t i c b l o o d - b a t t e n i n g t h e o r y " o n p l a n t a t i o n a g r i c u l t u r e , as t he a n t i -
p l a n t a t i o n n o t i o n s c a m e to be referred to .was , of cour se , s u m m a r i l y rejected by the 
Bri t i sh . N o r did a significant sect ion of t he N a t i o n a l i s t v a n g u a r d s u p p o r t s u c h 
n o t i o n s wi th fe rvour . Neve r the l e s s , t h r o u g h o u t t he d e c a d e s tha i fol lowed, th is 
" t h e o r y " c o n t i n u e d to h a v e a powerful i m p a c t u p o n p o p u l a r a g r a r i a n pe r cep t i ons . 
I t was , in fact , a p r o m i n e n t t h e m e in t he recent c a m p a i g n s t h a t h e r a l d e d radica l l and 
re fo rm in Sri L a n k a (Pei r i s 1975:78-80) . 

T h e a p p o i n t m e n t of the L a n d C o m m i s s i o n of 1927 a n d the " g r a n d i n q u e s t " i n to 
the a g r a r i a n affairs o f Sr i L a n k a which t h e C o m m i s s i o n u n d e r t o o k can b e seen a s 
an a t t e m p t t o r e a c h c o n s e n s u s a m o n g these different v i e w p o i n t s a n d to f o r m u l a t e 
a c o m p r e h e n s i v e l a n d po l i cy a p p r o p r i a t e t o the c h a n g i n g n e e d s a n d c i r c u m s t a n c e s 
o f the c o u n t r y . 

A fur ther n e w d i m e n s i o n t o t h e ag ra r i an pe rcep t ions in Sri L a n k a emerged wi th 
t h e origin o f t h e Left m o v e m e n t in the ealy 1930s. T h e d o c t r i n a i r e o p p o s i t i o n o f 
t h e M a r x i s t s t o p r i v a t e o w n e r s h i p of the m e a n s of p r o d u c t i o n a n d t o all fo rms o f 
exp lo i t a t io in m e a n t t h a t t h e y s t o o d firmly aga ins t n o t o n l y la rge-sca le cap i t a l i s t 
en te rpr i se , ep i tomised in t he c o u n t r y by p l a n t a t i o n ag r i cu l tu re , b u t a l so t h e feudal 
e lements of t enur ia l r e l a t i o n s wi th in the p e a s a n t sec tor . In t h e M a r x i s t s ' s ch eme 
o f t h ink ing , it is on ly rad ica l a g r a r i a n re fo rm which cons t i t u t e s a p a r t o f a genera l 
social is t t r a n s f o r m a t i o n o f society t h a t cou ld solve t he p r o b l e m s o f t h e p e a s a n t r y 
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o f Sri L a n k a . T h u s , f rom the incep t ion of their m o v e m e n t , they u rged the n a t i o ­
nal i sa t ion of es ta tes , the l i qu ida t ion of service tenures , the regu la t ion o f s h a r e - t e n a n c y , 
t he fo rma t ion of p e a s a n t u n i o n s a n d the p r o m o t i o n of c o m m u n a l m o d e s o f ag r i ­
cu l tu ra l p r o d u c t i o n . 

T o general ise t h e n , by the c los ing years of o u r per iod of s tudy , it is poss ib le t o 
recognise four o v e r l a p p i n g s h a d e s in the prevai l ing s p e c t r u m of a g r a r i a n p e r c e p t i o n s 
of the c o u n t r y ' s pol i t ical e l i t e . 2 3 F i rs t , there were the a t t i t udes a n d n o t i o n s of t he 
of f ic ia ldom-a t t h e apex , still exclusively B r i t i s h - w h i c h by this s tage was less a u t h o ­
r i ta r ian a n d m o r e a c c o m m o d a t i n g t h a n before , a n d m o r e sensi t ive t o the needs a n d 
a sp i r a t i ons of t h e local peop le . T h o u g h general ly s t r ingent in the a l loca t ion of 
funds for d e v e l o p m e n t o f pea san t agr icu l tu re , they recognised t h e need to p lace p r io r ­
ity on the r e q u i r e m e n t s of t he p e a s a n t r y i n C r o w n l a n d a l i e n a t i o n . T h e y m a i n t a i n e d the i r 
cri t ical conce rn for w h a t they bel ieved t o be t hebas i c ins t i tu t iona l w e a k n e s s e s o f p e a s a n t 
ag r icu l tu re exemplif ied in fea tures such as f r agmen ta t i on o f ho ld ings , l and d i spu te s 
a n d l i t igat ion a n d t h e insecur i ty o f t e n u r e in sha re - t enancy c o n t r a c t s . T o t h e m , 
ru ra l i ndeb t ednes s was a m a j o r p r o b l e m . A n d , unl ike their p redecesso r s w h o were 
exaspera ted by the " i n d o l e n c e o f t h e p e a s a n t r y , " they s p o k e wi th c o n c e r n a b o u t 
t he t echnolog ica l b a c k w a r d n e s s of p e a s a n t ag r icu l tu re a n d the " c o n s e r v a t i s m of t he 
p e a s a n t r y " . 

T h e second s h a d e in the s p e c t r u m was represen ted by the v i ewpo in t s a r t i cu la ted 
by the m o r e conse rva t ive sec t ions o f t he na t iona l eli te. T h e y sha red in la rge m e a s u r e 
the views of t he officialdom on t h e local a g t a i i a n p r o b l e m s . H o w e v e r , in the i r 
s t rong a n d pers i s ten t a d v o c a c y of a v i g o u r o u s policy o f S ta te -a ided l and se t t lement 
a n d co lon i za t i on in the D r y Z o n e , they differed from the off icialdom. T h e y believed 
t h a t the D r y Z o n e h a s t h e po t en t i a l t o m a k e the c o u n t r y e c o n o m i c a l l y s tab le a n d 
i n d e p e n d e n t a n d to c r e a t e wi th in the c o u n t r y " a p r o s p e r o u s , se l f - suppor t ing a n d 
self-respecting m u l t i t u d e o f p e a s a n t p r o p r i e t o r s " . 

In t he p resen t con t ex t , t h e m a i n e l ement o f d i s t inc t ion be tween t h o s e w h o m w e 
refer to here a s " c o n s e r v a t i v e s " a n d the o the r s in t he N a t i o n a l i s t el i te was in their 
respect ive a t t i t u d e s t o w a r d s p l a n t a t i o n a g r i c u l t u r e . " 8 4 T h e d i s t inc t ion is, of cou r se , , 
n o t a lways , c lear in the pol i t ical b iog raph ie s of ind iv idual l eaders , In publ ic p r o ­
n o u n c e m e n t a n d d e b a t e , even s o m e of the conserva t ives pledged s u p p o r t t o the s lo­
gan " l a n d be longs t o t h e p e o p l e " . Never the less , a t cri t ical p o i n t s , e i the r in p r a g ­
m a t i s m o r in self- interest , they s t o o d for the p rese rva t ion of t he p l a n t a t i o n sys tem. 
T h e less conse rva t ive a m o n g the i r r a n k s , however , posi t ively a n d r epea t ed ly a d ­
voca ted the b r e a k - u p of p l a n t a t i o n s a n d the in i t ia t ion of l and r ed i s t r i bu t i on p r o ­
g r a m m e s , a t least in t h o s e p a r t s of t he W e t Z o n e where the p r o b l e m s a s soc ia t ed wi th 
land h u n g e r were accu te . I n their pe rcep t ions , the i m m e d i a t e a g r a r i a n needs of the 
peasan t ry o v e r s h a d o w e d all o t h e r cons ide ra t i ons in ail pa r t s o f t he c o u n t r y . 

T h e s tance of the M a r x i s t s was a l t oge the r different. Whi le they were u n o p p o s e d 
to relief measu re s directed, a t t he p o o r , they h a d little faith in the mil lenial v is ions 
of the Na t iona l i s t l e ade r sh ip o n p e a s a n t co lon i sa t ion . In the i r ideologica l an t i -

23. For a cross-section of this spectrum, sec, the contributions by E. B. Alexander, D. S. Senana­
yake and E. W. Perera to the Legislative Council debate on the "Land Laws of Ceylon" in 
//a«(/.va,Y/(l927;419-52J);Corca (1925); Clifford (1927); Perera (1932); Bandaranaike (1933); 
Brayne (1934); Senanayake (1935); and the contribution of D. P. R. Gunawardena to the de­
bate on the Annual Appropriation Bill in Hansard (1938:2312-2316); 

24. In a recent study Roberts (1977) has made a distinction between these two segments of the 
Nationalist Leadership, referring to them as "moderate constitutionalists" and "reformists", 
and Identifying the differences in their attitudes and viewpoints in issues relating to consli. 
tutional change. 
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p a t h y t o w a r d s the p e r p e t u a t i o n o f p r iva t e p r o p e r t y , they saw the s t ra tegy of l and 
a l i ena t ion which was be ing p u r s u e d in t he c o u n t r y a s a n a t t e m p t t o e x t e n d indivi­
d u a l peasan t p r o p r i e t o r s h i p a n d t o p r o m o t e the la ten t petit bourgeois t endenc ies 
of the p e a s a n t r y . 

In re t rospec t it is seen t h a t these different pe rcep t ions ou t l a s t ed the Bri t ish r eg ime 
a n d c o n t i n u e d to figure in a g r a r i a n po l icy of i n d e p e n d e n t Sri L a n k a , the i r re la t ive 
i m p a c t as reflected in t r ends of a g r a r i a n c h a n g e vary ing f rom t ime t o t ime . 
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