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Introduction

The present study is an attempt to examine the
historical change of the peasant economy in Sri Lanka.
The period of study is poughly the hundred years between
1796 and 1909. The changes that took place in the economy
of Sri lLanka during this period determined the nature of
the economy of the Island down to the present day. The
current economy of Sri Lanka has two seperate branches;
first, there is the estate plantations sector, based on
wage labour, intensive applfcation of capital and modern
technology , and producing mainly for the foreign market.
Secondly, there exists veasant agriculture Which constitutes
the occupation of nearly 80 per cent of the total adult
population. We propose to examine only the changes that
came over the peasant agriculture during the course of one
hundred years of British rule.

- In 1505 when the Portuguese found their way
to the port of Colombo which was then busy with the
cinnamon trade carried out by IMuslims, they pioneered the
European activities in the Island lasting well over four
centuries. The Portuguese arrived in the Island at a time
when the Sinhalese were politically and culturally decadent.

The land was split into several petty kingdoms , and the
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Portuguese interference in the internal politics

brought about more confusion. War, massacre and religious
persecution became the order of the day. At the end of

a century of internal dizssention there emerged a strong
kingdom in the Kandyan hills with the dawn of the 17 th
century. For the next two hundred years the Kandyan
kingdom remained the protector of the Sinhaleée independence
and culture until it finally fell to the British in 1815.
The downfall of the Kandyan kingdom was a result of &
power struggle between the king and native chiefs on the
one side and the personal ambitions of the British
governor in Colombo. The conquest on Kandy was made by
the governor inspite of the repeated instructions of the
colonial office to the contrary.

The maritime provinces were left by the Sinhalese
rulers to their own fate, once the Kandyan kingdom was
established, and were ruled or plundered by the successive
foreign powers, the Portuguese and the Dutch. Finally,
in 1796, these fell into the hands of the British East
India Company which was one of the biggest institutions
representing the merchant capital of the time.

The Portuguese could exert very little authority
in the Island except in a few coastal regions where they

built fortresses which could resist the Sinhalese
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onslaught by maintaining a constant supply of weapons

and personrel from abroad. The Portuguese rule was little
more than organized plunder, the military , the civilians
and the clergy appropriating - their share of the spoil
depending upon their relative streangﬁh.

The Dutch who c.ame to assist the Sinhalese
ruler in Kandy to redeem the country from the hated
enemy- the Portuguese- established themselves securely
.in the maritime provinces once the war against the
Portuguese was won. The Dutch East India Company which
succeeded as the hew masters of the maritime provinces
in 1658, when the last Portuguese fortress in Colombo
fell after a long siege by the combined forces of the
Sinhalese and the Dutch, always kept commercial interests
of the metropolis in the forefront. Their purpose was to
collect as much cinnamon and other spices as possible
from the Island while spending as 1little as possible on
the administration of the colony. The easiest way to
accomplish this was to maintain the traditional system of
administration through native chiefs. Hence the Dutch
left the local administration entirely in the hands of
the native chiefs who for the most part remained loyal

to them.
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Long before 1796 the British had been trying
to secure a foothold in the Island. Sri Lanka, particularly
its natural harbour in Trincomalee, was of much strategic

value to the British imperial activities in the sub-
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continent of India. The French who were also involved

1

in military activities in India, were equally conscious

about the strategic importance of the Island, particuarly
as a base to control the Bay of Bengal during the North
Eastern monsoon. Hence both the English and the French
sent embassies to the court of Kandy to effect an agreement,
particularly regarding a commercial and military base

in Trincomalee. In fact, the British were more persuasive
than the French , in this matter, and, when +the maritime
- provinces came into their possession in 1796, as a result
of the political distrubances in Holland and mano euvring
on the part of the Zast India Company, the British were
still negotiating with the king of Kandy.

The British East India Company took possession
of the maritime provinces in the Island by making political
manowvres in Europe when the Stateholder fled to Britain
for safety. From 1796 to 1801 the maritime provinces of
Sri Lanka were ruled by the Kadras Government on behalf
of the Zast India Company. During this period the Zast

India Company attempted to recover all the € xpences involved




in capturing the Dutch possessions in Sri Lanka.

The Dutch administration in the Island resisted the
capitulation orders issued by the Stateholder ( who was
a refugee in England at the time) under the plea that
their loyalties were no longer with the Stateholder

but with the new government in Hblland. The British
East India Company wished to recover the military expenses
post haste as the possibility of returning the maritime
provinces of the Island to the Dutch, once the peace in
- Holland was established, was not entirely ruled out.
After a few years of confusion, during which period the

British possessions in the Island were adminiStered , first

by the HMadras Government and secondly, by a dual arrangement

whereby the Governor in the Island was made responsible
both to the Colonigl O0ffice and the Court of Directors of
the Easgt India Company , the Island was finally made a
Crown colony in 1802, to be administered by a governor
in council who was solely responsible to the Colonial
Office ., _In the same year, the Peace of Amiens settled
the future of the Island in favour of the British.

The peasant economy in Sri Lanka at the commencement
of the British rule was very similar, in its basic
features, to any other peasant economy. Hence a cursory

glance at the fundamentals of a peasant production system
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would be helpful in understanding both the structure of
the economy on the Island at the onset of the British rule,
as well as the structural changes that took place during
the course of their rule.
Even today, the conceptual difficulties that

have arisen in regard to defining a peasant economy
remain unresolved. This is not only because the peasant
production system manifests extensive variations derived
from geographical spread of various peasant communities,
but also because the peasant production system both survived
and was organically linked to the ever expanding
system of capitalist production. What immediately follows
is an attempt to outline some of the basic featurecs of
pre-capitalist or pre-indudtrial peasant production system.

We propose to look at the system of peasant
production from two different angles. Firstly, the organization
of the main factors of production in a peasant economy,
i.e., how Iand and labour( for there was hardly any
capital involved in the pre-industrial peasant production system)
were organized in order to obtain the desired goods.
Secondly, how the produce was distributed among various
social classes - stated differently, what happened to
the surplus produced by the peasants over and above the
consumptlion needs of the family. This line of inquiry

is broadly that followed by Eric R. Wolf. T
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As has been stated earlier, land and labour were
the two importaht factors of production in a peasant
economy. Of these, land had been a major criterion in
defining the social and economic relations in a peasant
econony. The fertility and the availability, as well as
the type of land -whether suitable for hydraulic or
swidden cultivation - had a profound effect in moulding
the social and economic relations in a peasant economy.
Unrestricted availability, of -land for cultivation often
led to the evolution of laws of partible inheritance, thus
making a close connexion between kinship relations and
relations of production. Often , the unrestricted
availability of land made peasants indulge in a combination
of wet (rice) and dry ( swidden) cultivation. This was a
peasant strategy which enabled them to Make a maximum

exploitation of the available factors of production, land
and labour. Labour intensive wet cultivation rendered
more returns in terms of units ofland and land
intensive dry cultivation gave more returns per unit of
labour. Peasants either combined these two methods or
indulged in one depending upon the availability of land
and labour /’agf%o wnat gave them maximum returns in terms

of produce.

2.Wolf, pp.23-25, 74.
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. Communal ownership of land, even when the family
farm was a seperate unit, was a congistent feature in
pre-industrial peasant communities. The degree of common
ownership varied from one extreme in which the land was
the property of the community with individuals having no
proprietory rights and only having usufructory rights,
to that of having a common pasture, or a common forest
or common waste which was used for swidden cultivation

gathering
and/fire-wood. The important point to be stressed in this
connexion is that land was not usually a saleable commodity,
( even though some land was privately owned).3

The primary factor of production used in a peasant

economy was labour. The diversity of arrangements of
labour in the production process in peasant communities
was as striking as the arrangements with regard to land.
The family farm was one such arrangement which was very
common among peasants. In this arrangement, the basic
labour needed on the farm came primarily from the family
members. Zvery member of the family, except the toddlers,
provided the necessary labour on the farm. Individuals were
ascribed the type of labour depending on age and sex.
Labour exchange was very common in peasant societies.

Howaver, one fact clearly distinguishes the labour

3.5ee, Karl Polanyi. The Great Transformation, 1957, p.72.

4.Dalton, George. Tribal and Feasant Zconomics. pp.332 ff.
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arrahgemenfs in a peasant economy from that of 2a
capitalist system, i.e., the wage labour, the only
form of labour arrangement in a capitalist system,
was totally absent in a peasant economy.

When we turn our attention to the second
aspect of any economic activity including those of
peasants, i.e., as to what happened to the goods produced
by the peasants, a few outstanding characteristics
bind all the peasant communities together. The peaéants
produced basically to meet the consumption needs of
the family and not to make profit. However, the tragedy
of the peasant was that he was never able to use all
that he produced, to meet the consumption needs of the
family. If he ever succeeded in doing so, what he produced
would have been more than enocugh for him to live comforta-
bly. This never happened much to the discomfort of the
peasant. Vagriousg social groups made demands on his
surplus produce which the peasant was unable to resist
because such groups exercis®d authority over - him..The
state and its bureaucracy, and mediators were the two
groups which consistently deprived the peasantry a good
vart of their produce. Hence the existence of the peasant
was oné of constant struggle to strike a balance between

the consumption needs of the family and the demands
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made on his produce by outsiders. The peasant was able
to strike this balance either by stepping up production
or cutting down consumption. iore often the latter happened.

The result was a bare subsistence fcr the peasant and

TR T

no capital accumulation among them.

The important'role played by the mediators

T

in a peasant economy did not fail to catch the attention
of every researcher in the field. The funbtiohs these
mediators performed in a peasant economy were critical
to the system.5 Peasants were incapable of performing
these functions themselves. These mediators were the link
between the wider world and the peasantry. They exacted
a part of the peasant produce for the critical role
they played in maintaining the system. Sometimes this
took the‘appearence of a direct exchange of labour by
two social groups, one highly skilled and the other unskilled. | .
Very often, the peasants worked in the lands of these
mediators and the latter performed judicial and administr-
ative duties for +the peasantry.

The system of peasant production in
Sri Lanka, at the commencement of the British rule in
1796, was very much like the general picture depicted

above. At the end of three hundred years of European

5.Shanin, Theodore.(ed) Peasants and Peasant Societies,

1971. p.b4.
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political and commercial activities in the maritime
provinces, the peasant production‘system remained virtually
unchanged. A comparison of the production system
among the Sinhalese peasahtry of the interior of
Sri Lanka, as documented by Robert Knox, who spent
twenty years of captivity in the Island, during the latter
part of the 17th cnetury, with those given by the
early British civil servents like Bertolacci, Davy and
D'0Oyly, clearly establish this fact.

| One of the major theoretical problems
confronting the student of social history of the 19th
century Sri Lanka is why the commercial activities
of the Dutch failed to bring about any conspicuous
changes in the system of peasant production in the
maritime provinces after one hundred and fifty years of

their rule; whereas one hundred years of British rule

broughy about a complete change in the system of production. -

In order to understand these changes
it is necessary to relate them to the social and
economic a conditions and changes in the imperial
metropolis. During the period of Dutch rule the
merchant capitalism was the dominant form of economic

activity in the metrOpolis.6 The merchant capital

6.Dobb, ilaurice. Studies in the Development of Capitalimm.

1946.( reprint.1967) London. pp.19-20.
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profited on the price differences in space gng time,

due to the prevailing immobility of producers and their
meagre resources.’ The price differences were maintained
and even enforced by monopolies.8

The important role played by monopolies

during the period of merchant capitalism is only too
evident? Economic privilege and state regulation of
trade were powerful weapons resorted to by the merchant
capital to extraof the surnlus produce from other social

classes.lo

The fortunes of the commercial capitalist
class depended on extraction of the surplus produce

of a foreign country by such privileges. Konopoly and
state regulation were the key instfuments uged to extract
the surplus produce.11 Because ,of this , the merchant
capital had a purely external relationship to the mode

of production , which remained indevpendent and
uncontrolled by capital. The merchant merely removed

the goods produced by guilds and (or) peasants.12

However, at a later stage when the merchant capital

developed things began to change. The important changes

7.Dobb, p.20
€.Ibid.
9.Dobb, p.25
10. Ibid.
11.Dobb, p.88

12.00bb, p.123
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were two fold; first, a section of the producers
themselves accumulated capital and took to trade.
Secondly, the merchant class began to take direct
possession of the means of production.13

This was exactly what happened during the
Dutch rule in Sri Lanka and the first few decades of
the British rule. The Dutch left the traditional mode
of production intact and they harnessed this system to
the merchant capitalist system so that whatever surplus that
was produced by the peasantry flowed out of the country
to enrich the metropolis. The traditional service tenure
system and the caste system along with the state
monopolies were the main instruments used by the Dutch
to extract the surplus produce from the peasantry.
Because of this the mode of production among the Sinhalese
peasantry remained little affected by the Dutch rule.

The first few decades of the British rule

in the Island reflects the conflicts that had been
taking place in the imperial metropolis; conflicts were
already on foot Dbetween the merchant capitalism and
the emerging industrial capital. Industrail capital had
been waging a constant war on monopolies and state

regulation which strangled its growth. These appeared

13. Dobb, ».123, See also, Marx, Capital III. pp.388-396.
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as checking +the growth of labour vower, and the
availability of cheap raw materials and food stuffg
needed to.feed the machines and the army of labourers

( in order to keep the wages low) and thus strangulating
the growth of industry.

All this is represented by the vacillating
policy adopted by the British regarding the service
tenure system, the caste system and monopolies in the
Island, during the first few decadeg of the 19 th century.
The final abolition of service tenure system, -refusal to
recognize the cast gsystem , and the abolition of the
monopolies and all state concerns in trade, in 1832, at
the recommendation of the Colebrooke Commission, represents,
among other things, the triumph of industrial capital over
merchant capital in the imperial metropolis. It is only
by viewing the situation in this light that one can
understand the apparent contradictions between the policy
of the Colonial Office, as revealed by the instructions
bsent to Colombo, and +the administration in Colombo.

The requirements of industrial capitalism were
in complete opposition to the structural requirements
of the peasant production system which prevailed in the
Island. Firgtly, the accumulating capital in the metropolis
required opportunities of investments, and in Sri Lanka,

the only opportunity for investment of capital was land.




15

The traditional system of service tenure severely
restricted capital investments on land. Therefore it
had to go. Secondly, such investments required an armny
of wage labourers. This could never be had unless the
peasants were thrown out of their landholdings. The

compulsory labour system ( rajakariya) also severely

restricted the opportunities of hiring labour. However,
the compulsory labour system was a handy device in the
hands of the administration to get the public works
done without much expence or trouble. Hence until 1832,
the administration in Colombo was trying to strike a
balance between these conflicting interests. Indian
coolie labour was tapped in order to ease the labour
situation. The peasants were deprived of a.part of their
land by legislation to make room for investments on land
available for speculators from the metropolis. The
Sinhalese caste system which restricted the concentration
of land and severely limited the free movement of labour
was officially disowned. All these brought about a
complete change in the economy , and it is these changes
particularly. - those relevant to the peasant production
system, that we propose to examine in the course of this
study.

One conspicuous difference of the British Colonial

volicy in Sri Lanka from that of their dominions in other
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parts of the world, particularly in India, was that
while in the latter the British followed a policy of
indirect rule through the local rulers wherever possible,
until the latter part of the nineteenth century, in

Sri Lanka they gave up indirect rule as early as 1818.
The explanation for this differential policy in the
subcontinent of India and Sri Lanka, by the British ,
remalins mostly in local conditions; the instructions
from the Colonial Office specified in no uncertain terms
that the governor should refrain from any activity which
would have resulted a war with the Kandyan kingdom.
However , the governor in Colombo was too ambitious

to allow a vetty kingdom thrive only a few miles away
from Colombo, when he might as well annex the same to

the imperial dominions without much difficulty. Such

an action. was more in agreement with the economic
developments that had been taking place in the imperial
metropolis. The internal politics of the Kandyan kingdom
also reinforced the ambitions of the governor. The king
in Kandy at this time, was involved in a power struggle
with a section of the Kandyan chiefs which resulted

in his alienation from much of his subjects. The British
in Colombo saw this as a prime opportunity to annex the
Kandyan territories to the imperial possessions. The result
was the British invagion of Kandy and the Kandyan Convention

i
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of 1815whereby the sSinhalese chiefs declared their
loyalty to the British Crown and the Eritish agreed
to rule the Kandyan territories according to the lawg

and customs of the country. However, the independent

2

existence for three centuries in the face of a foreign

power made it very unlikely that the Sinhalese would accept
foreign domination ( however much they despised the
cruelties of the last king of Kandy) without resistence.
This in fact happened. in1817. The Kandyan rebellion which
started in this year against the British power lasted a
whole year. The Sinhalese resistance to the foreign ruler
was equally matched by the repressive measures adopted by
the 3British.

In 1818, the British declared the Kandyan
Proclamation after the rebellion was finally put down.
The declaration virtually out an end to the indirect rule
through Kandyan chiefs and brought about the whole country

under a centralized civil service, though a vestige of the

17

old system was maintained. The reason given for this complete

change of nolicy was that the Kandyan rebellion convinced
the EBritish that they could no longer trust the Sinhalese
chiefs who violated the Kandyan convention. However, the
{andyan rebellion was only an excuse. The basic features

of the economic structure in the Kandyan provinces were
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in.direct opposition to the interésts of the emerging
industrial capitalism of the imperial metropolis. There-

fore sooner or later it had to be replaced by a system

which wasg more in harmony with the interests of

capitalism. Once the Kandyan kingdom was annexed, the

sooner the traditional system destroyed , the more
advantageous it was to the economic interests of the

imperial metropolis. The Kandyan rebellion provided the
British with a very good opportunity for which they have
been waiting from the day they signed the Kandyan Convention,

as a tactical necesgity.
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CHAPTER I

Political Economy of the Traditional Sinhalese.

The maritime porvinces of the Island which were

subjected to Buropean rule for nearly three centuries,

by the time the British took possessions of the Dutch
territories, were much affected by western commercialism.
The Dutch Zast India Company, which ruled the maritime
provinces for more than a century and a half, introduced
commercial agriculture, and encouraged the peasants to
grow commercial crops and trade it with them. ! However,
-basic peasant production, even in the maritime provinces,
remained primarily production for consumption.

The Portuguese and the Dutch who possessed and
ruled, or misruled , the native population in the maritime
provinces basically maintained the structure of native
administration and practiced the same methods of exacting
a part of peasant produce- and they did it more effectively
than the native kings ever did or dared to - in order to
meet the cost of maintaining the state machinery and to
enrich the imperial metropolis. Hence it is easier to
understand the politica%hiconomy of the traditional
Sinhalese as 1t was gt 7 dawn of the British rule on the
Island, by examining the system as it functioned in the

interior of Sri Lamnka, where the last native kingdom flourished.

1. Bertolacci,Anthony.A view of the Agricultural, Commercial

w3 a \.

1] % o £ +1 i 3 1 At

Candiags. London.(1817) , pp. 26-27, 155-157.
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In the Kandyan kingdom, the native Sinhalese population
jealously guarded their traditional institutions, which
if not the only, has the main reason for the Sinhalese
streangth against a vastly superior military force which
was repeatedly beaten back for three centuries in their
attempt to conquer them.

The corner stone of the political economy of the
Sinhalese was the concept of contract between the
ruler and the ruled..The king was regarded as the lord
of the soil (bhupati) , but he held it in trust. Though
the succession to the throne was hereditary in practice,
it was still subjected to the approval of the people
in principle, which was conveyed to the ruler through
their chiefs. The king held the land in trust for the
great service he did to the community in protecting the
country from both internal and external threats. The
people obtained land from the king to eke out a living
and for'thié in turn owed him a service. Thus everydne in
the country who held land had a service obligation to
the ruler. On the contrary , those who did not hold
any land owed no service to the king nor were they called
upon to pay any dues except on rare occasions.
This service obligation of the subjects to the king was

known as rajakarivya, commonly known on the Island as

the'compulsory service.'

2.0'0yly, Jdohn o.A sSketch of the constitution of the

Kandyan kingdom( and other relevant papers)

Colombo. 1929. p.44
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It should be noted that regular compulsory service

( rajakariva), and contributions to the royal treasury

were attached only to pnaddy lands which were annually
cultivated and not to high lands where dry grains were
cultivated.3 Anyone disatisfied with the service . he

may have to perform for holding land was at liberty to
relieve himself of the service simply by quitting the
land to which the service was attached.l’L However, no
person retaining his land was permitted to change his
duty without obtaining prior royal sanction. Nevertheless
all hereditary lands were alienable by the proprietor,
but whoever that came into possession was liable to the
same service as the original holder. 5Thus the basic
principle behind the sesrvice tenure was that it was to
the land that a specific service was attached and not to
any person. Hence the people did not pay a rent to the
king for cultivating the land which 'belonged! to him
but rather entered into a contract with the ruler

who held all lands in trust, the latter giving them the
protection and the people giving him service in return.

Under the system of compulsory service( rajakariya)

the people were liable to be employed annually in various

3.D'0yly, p.4k4.
u'Ibid'
5.1Ivbid.
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public works and personal services of the king. The
duration of such services extended from fifteen to
thirty days. Such serviceg varied from mere attendance to
menial work , depending upon the caste of the person
concerned.6 The chiefs were responsible for the performa-
nce of various duties, which was the obligation of the
people to discharge.7
A portion of the total land area in the
kingdom was regarded as crown lands( gabadagam).
A section of crown lands were known as 'exclusive fields'
(muttettu), the whole produce of which was delivered to
the treasury. These exclusive fields were cultivated by
the tenents who held some other lands for their own use.8
Usually, the tenants.of such crown land held the lands
which they cultivated for their own use, in hereditary
tenure(paraveni). On rare occasions, exclusive fields
of crown lands were cultivated by tenghts on the basis of
share-crooping, in which case only half the produce went

to the treasury and the rest to the share-cropper-9

6.D'0Oyly, p-44; Davy,John. An Account of the Interior of

Cevlon, And of its inhabitantswith travels

in that Island.Colombo. 1969. p.92
7. D'0yly, p.45 f.; Davy, p.92.

8. Colebrooke Commission Papers.vol.I. pp.27-28,34 f.

9. CCP.I.p.34 ff.; D'Oyly, ».53.
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From the original crown lands the king made
various grants to chiefs for assisting him with the
administration. Such grants were usually hereditary
and were formerly donated with a written document 10
(sannas) and was known as ﬁindaaama or hereditary service

lands given to chiefs.11

All the inhabitants in a nindagama
or hereditary service lands thus granted owed services

to the chief to whom the grant was made, in addition

to the services they owed to the king, i.e., the compulsory
service. ?The exclusive fields of the nindagama ( also
known as muttettu), were gratuitously cultivated by

the tenants of the nindagama, for the benefit of the

cnief.ljsuch exclusive filelds 1n a nindagama were classified

into two categories, ninda muttettu and ande muttettu.

The former was cultivated by the labour of the nindagama
tenants entirely for the benefit of the nindagama

proprietor, i.e., the chief. The latter , the ande muttettu

was cultivated by anyone hot necessarily a nindagama
tenant ) on the usual conditions of share-cropping, viz.,
giving half the crop to the proprietor with both parties

having no further obligation to the other.14

10.D'0yly, p.54
11.Ibid.
12.1Ibid.
13.Tbid.
14.Ibid.
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The temants of a nindagama were known as service

“tengnts ( nilakaraya) , and they held land on the condition

that they cultivate the exclusive fields (muttettu) or
perform some other service , or both 3 these were known

as service shares( nila panguwa). 15 The service tengnts

fall into two categories; those who held hereditary shares

(paraveni pangu) and those who held shares at will.

Usually all those who held lands before the nindagama

was granted to the last proprietor or those who obtained
service shares from the same authority who originally
granted land to the family of the last proprietor , held
their shares in hereditary tenure ( paraveni pangu).
These tengnts could be punished by the proprietor

of the nindagama for neglecting their duty, but could not
be dispossessed of their shares. However, all those who
received service shares at the hand of the last

16

proorietor enjoyed the same at his pleasure.

In some nindagamas there were tenants who

held no rice fields but only gardens ( goda idam) and

high lands ( chena). Such tenants paid the nindagama
oroprietor an annual share of the produce from the gardens and
(or)high lands when cultivated with fine grains, and

15.D'0yly, p.54
16.8awyers Digest. p.23. Quoted by D'Oyly, p.67;
D'Oyly, pp.87-89; CCP.I. pp.27-28.
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were generally liable to be called on to assist the

proprietor on various commission, but in general,

were fed and paid by the proprietor on such'occasions.17
| There could also be hereditary free holders

in a nindagama. They owed compulsory service to

the king for holding land but were not regarded as

tenants of the nindagama proprietor and hence owed no

. . 8 .. .
service to him. 1 Hdowever, it wag customary for such

free holders to pay nominal homage to the nindagama

proprietor, by paying him respect with a bunch of betel -
leaves, the traditional way of paying homage.

Much of the land in the interior of the
Island was granted by the ancient kings to . the benefit
of Buddhist monasteries and in some 1lnstances to Hindu

19

temples. “Just like nindagama tenants the tengnts of

these temporalities owed services to the religious

17.Sawyers Digest. p.23, Quoted by D'Oyly, p.67.
18.D'0yly, p.5k |

19.Davy, p.55.

20.D'0yly, pp.77-78; CCP.I.pp.35-37.
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institutions for the benefit of which the lands were

granted. The king received no compulsory service

from the tenants of these temporalities, such services

also being granted to the henefit of the institutions.zo
Some other lands were directly attached to various

departments of administration. For instance, kuruve gama

or panguwa denotes land or shares held by terants whose
compulsory service and service due to the lands were
connected with the Department of Elephants.The tenants
of such lands were directly under the chief who acted
as the Head of of the Department concerned and their
services were exacted for the department. These tenants
were not liable to do any personal service to the
chief of the depattment-zl

Share-cropping among the Sinhalese peasants.

Quite apart from the temdncy relationship between
the landed proprietor . who was also a chief holding
office in the administration and a terant who owed
service both to the king and to the proprietor ( chief)
with whom he had a contractual relationship , i.e}??gservice,
there prevailed another form of contractual relationship,

regarding tenancy which was quite different from what

is described above. This was a straight forward landlord .

20.D'0yly, pp.77-78; CCP.I.pp35-37

21.5awyers Digest, p.23, qfoted by D'Oyly, p.67; D'Oyly,p.54.
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tenant relationship without any other ramifications of
obligations on either side and lasting only the duration
of a single crop. This was a formal share—croppiﬁg
relationship which was mainly restricted to crown lands,

although on occasion it was found on nindagamag and

among tendants themselves . First, the exclusive fields
of (muttettu) crown lands or in a nindagama could be held

as'exclusive fields held on share-cropping', ( anda

22

muttettu). The share-cropper tenant usually gave half

the produce to the landlord.ZJThe tenant owed no other
obligation, either to the land lord or to the king,

24

by being a share-cropper( andakaraya,.

27

Although ande is a generic term used to cover all

forms of share-cropping, ande ( literally meaning half)
was not the only such relationship of share-cropping.

A variation of share-cropping was otu which contract
denoted three forms of tenant landlord relationship.
First, the tenant agreed to give the landlord a portion
of the crop equal to the grain used for sowing, or one
and half or double the extent sown.Secondly, an agreement
to give the landlord a share of one third of the crop-
sown on dry land ( chena) with paddy. Finally, the

agreement to give one large basketful of, or

22.D'0yly, pp.54-55
23.D'Cyly, pp.54-55, 77-78

*Oyly, op.54-55
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a mans burden of, the crop to the landlord of
25

a dryland sown with fine grain.

The above discussion makes it clear

T

that share-cropping gererally operated, comparatively

speaking, to the advantage of the tenant rather than

the landlord. This is more evident from the description

ST

of share-cropping given by Robert Knox' . Knox remarks
that thoFe who were lazy or%}oat? to plough orjyere %
too pooruto obtain seed grain, had their fields cultivated
on ande ‘halves', that is on the basis of share-cropping.
However, when the share-cropper tenant deducted various
fees chargeable for the process of cultivation,

the landlord would not have received more than a

third of the harvest. The share-cropper tenant

claimed various shares of the produce as fees for

tilling, weedihg and re-planting, protecting the

fields from the depradatory animals, threashing the

corn and finally what was traditionally due for

mendicants and beggars. The result of all these

deductions made from the total Harvest in favour

of the share-cropper tenant, was that the landlord

was not left with more than a third of the total crop

- 26
as nls share.

25. D'0yly, p.55

26. Robert Xnox, An Histori al Relation of Ceylon by

Robert Xnox. (First Zdition,1681)

Colomto.1956.



Speaking about the tenancy relationships of the
maritime provinces, Bertolacci.observed that the
tenant who became a share-cropper of an already
cultivated land Qas a share-cropper at will. However,
the share-cropper who brought uncultivated land into
cultivation enjoyed security of ten@ncy and was not

liable to be ejécted by the landlord at his will.27

The Relationshin between the Landowner Chief and the
Peasanti |
As land was the channel through which

all revenues and éll labour which energised the
machinery of state . was derived,an examination of the
relationship between the chief- the landﬂﬁwmrw proprietor-
and the tenant( who contributed revenue and labour)
is essential to the proper understanding of the
political economy of the Sinhalese peasant Village.

Under the system of Sinhalese ‘government all
power emanated from the king. Those who exercised the
power delegated by the king, the chiefs, held land
from the king as a vayment for maintaining his auvthority
in the orovinces. Thus the two concepts, holding

power and holding land went together. Land was not.

27. Bertolacci, p.296

29
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only the meansof paying the officers who served the
king, but also the &ery key to tﬁe power and prestige
which the chiefs secured by obtaining their office
from the king.

iioney and material wealth meant - very
little in a society where there was no investment, and
the accumulation of wealth was highly restricted?8
Robert Knox observed in the seventeenth  century
that 'men's pride consisted in their attendance having
men bearing arms before and behind them .29 Thus in the
Sinhalese society the power holders were those who
commanded gufficient numbers of retinue as the occasion
demanded. The number of people a person, eg. a chief,
commanded was primarily a function of +the extent of
land he held in the form of nindagama, which in turn
basically related to the type of office he held
at the court and administration.

However, in order to secure the’loyalty

of his ténants the chiefs had to play the role of a
patron to all those who livedwithin +the boundaries
of his nindagama, whether tenants or free holders.
For, if the people in a nindagama were not satisfied

with the behaviour of the chief, there was every

28. Robert Knox, pp.106,137-138, 144,
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possibility that they would leave the land, thus
relieving themselves from any services due to the

30

nindagama vproprietor. Moreover, the free-holders of

a nindagama who owed no official service to thé chief
would be.alienated from the chief. Thus the chief always
had fo.act the patron to all those within his nindagama,
whether they were his tenants or free-holders. Hence

the relationship between the chief and the peasant was not
always confined to economic relations. Besides, the
nindagama chief had civil and criminal jJjurisdiction over
all the peovle within the nindagama, whether tenants or
free-~holders. However, the chiefs position in this

case is not so defined as that of his economic
relations with tﬁe tenants. The nature of jurisdiction
the nindagama chief held over his tenants was a function
of the official position of the nindagama proprietor.

If he was a chief holding high office in the court he had
Jjurisprudence over all cases short of capital offences,

and in effect he decided all disputes regarding hereditary

rights over service shares (nila vpanguwa), besides

punishing tenants for the neglect of duties, vetty crimes

e‘tc.31

s

The chief who received a nindagama from the

king was responsible to furnish a certain number of

30. D'Oyly, p.lb

31. Sawyer's Digest. p.23. Quoted by D'0Oyly, ».67
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people from among his tenants to perform public services,
under compulsory service. They performed such services
under the nindagama provrietor as their chief, and the

type of work the tenants perform was decided by their

——

. - 2 . . .
respective caste p031tlon.3 Thig left a wide margin to

the power exercised by the chief over his tenants, as

T

L

the kings hardly ever took any notice of the number of

‘..,.,,,,..‘.,....41

people employved in public works , so 1ong‘as the work was
carried out efficiently. ferhaps because of this great
power wielded by the chief, it was customary that when
a nindagama was granted to a chief for all the people
in the area under his authority to appear before him
with small .gifts, be it just a bunch of beetle leaves-
the traditional symbol of showing respect to a superior-
showing their respect and loyalty to him.33

Thus evolved a patron client relationsghip ?
between the chief and the tenant, i.e., the peasants,
which was bheneficial to "both parties and was maintained
at all times.Sinhalese veasants , according to an early
nineteenth century writer, were held in strong bondage
to theilr chiefs; their lands, their labour, and even
their lives were almost dependent on his wil]_.34

In times of scarcity peasants obtained agricultural credit

32.D'0Cyly, p.67
33.Robert Knox.p»n.79-81

3 1, Tennant 3ir James Emerson. Cevy



from the chief?5 Peasants hired ( to give a share from
the produce ) or more frequently gratuitously borrowed
cattle from the chief, which they owned in great numbers-
Vone gign of their prosperity- during the season for
agricultural labour.36 It was to the chief, a peasant
turned as the last resort, when reduced to an immediate
threat of slavery resulting from insolvency. Chiefs
usually relieved such debtors and enlisted them as their
personal retainers.37
This patron-client relationship between the .
chief and the peasant was seen in its extreme form in
some parts of the Island at the beginning of the British
rule. The peasant in this case owed all his personal
property to the chief and was looked after by him at
all times, and it was he more than the kin-group or
neighbours , who was the social insﬁrance of the peasant
in times of distress. The British government Agent of
the Eastern Province reported not only that the peasants
were contend with the arrangement, but that they were

well fed and looked aftexr by the chiefs-38 The strong

35.Tennant, II. p.461
36.Tennant, I. p.152
37.0° 0yly, p.6L
38.Tennant, II op.459-461
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patron client relationship between the chiefs and the
peasants even in other parts of the Island at the

commencement of the British rule, was very evident to

N 0 0

Skinner, who spent fifty years of his 1life in Sri Lanka,

as a civil servant. In the early days of the British

e -

rule, Skinner observed that when the chiefs were torn

,..,...m.,
H}

of their office and wealth, the peasants still shéwed

utmost loyalty to them.39
A corollary to this strong patron client

relationship between the chief and peasant, coupled

with the strong disapproval of and even institutionalised

mechanisms which prevented the accumulation of wealth

was that it effectively prevented the growth of status

groups and power holders at the village level. 50

Chiefs attending the court delegated their powers to

minor officers under them to discharge their duties.

Such minor officers were appointed by the chief, and

held office at his pleasure. However, the people had

39.8kinner, p.222. Skinner was in the Ceylon Civil service
from 1818-1868.
40, Partible inheritance, ceremonies connected with
marriage , Annual ceremonies connected with royalty
in which the wealthy were expeéted to spend in

proportion to their wealth , were such levelling

mechanisms.
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privilege of asking the removal of such officers if
they /.w%§28aaisfied wifh them. The chief was usually
obliged to carry out the peoples wishL.P1 The result of
all this was that the political power groups, pressure
groups and status groups all centred around the court and
royalty, leaving the peésénts at the village level more
or less equal in power, wealth and opportunity.

Nativé kings realised the extreme importa-
nce of maintaining this relationship between peaéahts
and chiefs for the greater welfare of the country even
though the royalty recognized the extreme popularity of
a chief was a potential threat to the throne. Hence the
institutionalised royal behaviour towards the chiefs
was always directed to promote this healthy relationship
between the chief and the peasants. The kings avoided
doing things which would have destroyed the high esteem
and regpect the peasant held for his chief. Even when the
chiefs were punished by the king for the neglect of
duty , it was done in such a way that would not destroy
the prestige of the chief. The chiefs when fined

were forbidden to leave the palace till the fine was paid.

The ingtitutionalised behaviour on such occasions

41 .Robert Knox. p.83
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was for the chief minister to pay the fine immediately
and to allow the chief to obtain his release without a
loss of face, and then to settle it with the chief

. . 2 e s .
mlnlster.l’L Chiefs were never confined to the central

~ TTTITOMRI ©

goal in Kandy, which was regarded as an extreme form .of

b3

disgrace. Even when capltal punishment was meted out

Tl

to a chief, he was simply beheaded and not impaled
like commoners.l‘LLlr
The chiefs were given sufficient leeway

and powers to make a show of pomp and glamour within
the areas of their respective authority, and they also
had power of bestowing benefits on the favoured , which
secured the loyalty and admiration of the peasants toward
the chief°45

There were also certain devices which prevented
chiefs abusing the great power vested on them. The
absence  of any real function to the accumulation of
wealth apart from meeting ohe's own consumption needs, was
one of them. Various ceremonies, like royal marriage,

had the important function of levelling the excess of

weallth among the chiefs, thus restraining any desire on

L2.DY0yly, pp».57-58
43,Ibid.,
L, Ibid.,

k5.D'0yly, ©p.70-71
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their part to acquire more wealth by oppressing the peasantry .
On such public ceremonies, like royal marriage and annual
festivals connected with the tooth relic, the chiefs
had to svend on gifts to the king , or on ceremonial,
according to their rank and wealth.uéThe kings of Kandy,
jeglous as they were of the growth of vower of the chiefs,
were quick to take notice and act upon when charges were
made by people against prosperous chiefs. These were
powerful deterrents which prevented the chiefs
from exacting too much from the peasantry.

The exact relationship between the
chief and the peasant was perhaps neatly expressed when

Davy spelled out that,

The man of rank is not arrogant nor the poor man
servile; the one is kind and condescending the

other modest and unpresuming. The friendly intercourse
of different ranks is encouraged by religion and
strengthened by circumstance “that, on the one side
there is nothing the great are so ambitious of as
popularity and on the other side nothing the

L7

people are so desirous as favour.

46« Davy. pp.124- 132

47. Davy. p.213.
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Caste; the Regulating principle of social and economic

relations.
Sinhalese caste system was the regulating

principle of the whole social order including the service

s

SUTAIARE 111

tenure, the basis of the Sinhalese political econony.

TITEmr

Although based on the fundamental principle of the

Indian caste system, that birth determines the social

status of the individual , the Sinhalese caste systen
considerably differed from its Indian counterpart.48
Sinhalese castes were status groups, hierarchically
arranged according to tradition, and lived in seperate
villages, i.e.;, a village ideally had always been
occupied by a community belonging to the same caste.
Castes were not only status groups, but also functional
monopolies, but very few, if any, of the castes engaged
in caste monopoly as their primary occupation, which for -
everyone was‘agriculture.u9All castes held land for
performing caste services, either to the king or to
chiefs. The only exception, perhaps, was fishermen
caste.SO
The farmer caste (govi), which held the highest

position in the caste hierarchy, obtained the services

of other castes, such as the washermen caste (rada),

blacksmiths (navamdanna), potters ( kumbal) and paid

for their services either by granting them land ( as the

yan,Caste in iiodern Ceylon. The Sinhalese system

in Transition. kkew Erunswick. 1953. pp.10-20

49, Bryce Ryan, pp.105 ff.
50. Bryce Ryan, pp.95- 105
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higher sub-castes of the farmer caste, i.e., the chiefs
did) or were paid in kind. The payments were determined
by tradition, and the contract remained a private

matter between the parties concerned within the

framework of tradition. Other caste groups also exchanged
goods or services, and paid among themselves in kind

or in service speciality ( like those of barbers or

51

washermen) Thus the caste system represented not
only status groups and functional monopolies, but also
a system of exchange which regulated the flow of goods
and services within the community.

The caste system could be related to the system
of land tenure rather neatly with the following proposition.
Only the aristocracy or chiefs who belonged to the higher
sub-castes of the farmer caste owned land and derived
subsistence from i1t without actually indulging in
agricultural labour. They sometimes owed services to the
king, like helping him to rule the kingdom, but when free
grants were made they owed no service to anyone. All the
other castes, including the lower sub-castes of the farmer
caste, had propnrietory rights over land so long as
they performed compulsory service to the king and to
the nindagama proprietor whose tenants they were. The
social status of a person depended on the. degree of
ovnership of land expressed in terms of his relationship

g2
to the land.”

sz.0Obeyesekere examines this in detail, see,Land Tenure

in Village Ceylon. pp.15 ff.

51.Davy.pp.92-98
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Thus hlerarchically arranged, those who owned
and derived produce from land without indulging in .
agricultural labour comes at the top,that is those who

held nindagamas were at the top; Tthen came those who held

land and indulged in agricultural labour; but owed no
service to any superior except to the king; as a‘result
of holding land. These were hereditary free-holders .
MNext to them on the scale were the hereditary tenants

of nindagama or viharagama ( paraveni nilakaraya), who

owed services both to the king and the nindagama
pronrietors and indulged in agricultural work. They could
not be disposseSsed of their land so long as they regularly
performed the services attached to the land. Next to

them were the nindagama tenants who held tenancy at will,
i.e., at the discrimination of +the proprietor chief.

Below them were the share-croppers who cultivated the land
of anyone, of a tenant, a proprietor or even crown

lands, and owed no ether service either to the proprietor
or to the king except giving the agreed share to the
proprietor . Finally there were outcasts like the Rodiyas
( the'Gypsies'of Sri Lanka) who owned no land and indulged

in no agriculture. FNor were they called wupon to perform

3

T}

any service either to the king or to the chiefs. They

53

-

were extremely low in their social oposition.

53.Davy, pp.97-98.
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Organization of cultivation: the share ( vangu) system.

A more detailed examination of the ghare system

54

which is mentioned earlier in relation to the systen
of land tenure, is vital to any uhderstanding of the
precess of production in the Sinhalese peasant village .
The Sinhalese word gama which is generally rendered
'villge' more properly signifies, in the context of

land tenure zsnd agriculture, a single estate or a single
field, which contained various shares ( pangu).55

A share denotes a section of the total estate ( gama)
and, for enjoying a share ( panguwa) , the tenant or
proprietor has to perform various services to the

nindagama proprietor and ( or ) the king.Thus a tenant

who held a service share ( nila pariguwa) had to gratuitously

cultivate fields of the nindagama proprietor as well as
performing any other services to him or to.the king.56
Similarly, one who held a service share in an estate
gpecifically allotted to a specific government
department , eg., the Department of Royal Guards for
instance, had to perform the particular service attached
to the piece of land in the Department of Royal Guards,

57

i.e., guarding the palace gate.

54.5ee above, v

57.bavy, pp.92-93
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A share, ( panguwa) however, did not indicate
a specific geographical area in a field or estate.
This can be rendered meaningful by examining how a new
estate was established and incorporated in the system
of service tenure. 4 new estate (gama) was established
when the shares in an old estate were divided to an
optimum limit. Stated differently, this means that the
population land ratio of a given estate had passed. its level
6f © equilibrium, that is, the land in the estate cculd
no longer maintain the number of people in that estéte.
The traditional method of resolving this problem was to
e ject some members out  of the estate by establishing a
new estate. This was carried out with the permission of
the traditicnal authority in the land, i.e., the king.
The usual practice was to mark off thé required area
from the forest by breaking the branches before the
permission is sought from the king.58'Traditionally,
the virgin soil thus brought into cultivation was
exenpt from tax or any service due to the king for
the first generation as an encouragement to the agricultural

59

production.

58. Revort of the Kandyan Peasantry Commission.( Ceylon

Sessional Paper xviii, 1951) p.78

59. D'Oyly, p.54
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A typical estate(gama) thus established
had four different land areas. First, the rice fields
(mada_idam) which was the centre of village agricultural

activity, where the staple crop of the peasant, the rice,

T TITOG T

was cultivated. Secondly, the gardens( goda idam) where

the peasant residences were located and around wnhich fruit’

trees, coconut and arecanut trees were grown.Thirdly,

el et

there was an area reserved for gwidden cultivation which

was locally known as chena cultivation. This area

covered about ten times the area set apart for paddy

cultivation. The reason for this extensive land area rese-

rved for swidden cultivation ( high land) was that land was

required to lie fallow between seven to fifteen years

depending on the fertility of the soil, before the cultiv-

ation could be repeated. Finally, a certain area of

the Jjungle was regarded as a necessary adjunct to the

newly established estate. This area furnished the estate

with its fuel requirements and was also the common

pasture for the village cattle. 60
The establishment of a newAestate was usually

effected by a kindred group ( vasagama people, a group

of peovle having the same surname, hence a common

ancestor) or perhaps by a single person. If the new

estate was established by a group, in the first generation

60, RKPC., p.18; See also Obeyesekere, pp.17-18.



Ll

itself the paddy fields of the newly cultivated area were
divided into shares, and cultiv.ated in a system known
as 'alternation' ( tattumaru) which is a rotation of shares

in the field so that , in the long run, everyone 1in the

TTT T~

groun gets an equal chance of cultivating fertile and

T

less fertile areas of the field. The system is based on the

egalitarian principle of equality'of right of all the mem-

g e

bers holding shares in the estate. In the second generation
these shares were further divided among the descendants
of the ownhers of the original shares. If the estate was
brought into cultivation by a single person, the shares
originated only in the second generation. These shares were
not physically demarkated geographical units, but
'floating units' in the sense that the owners.of the shares
worked the whole field in rotation. With the passing
generations shares became numerous due to the fact that
the laws of partible inheritance prevailed in the Island,
until some members were once again ejected from the
estate in order to preserve the land/labour equilibrium
of the estate.61
Thus when a service share 1s referred to ,
it was this right to cultivate a portion of a given estate
which was understood and not a svecific plot of land. This
difference between a floating share and a gspecific geogra-
phical unit becomes very crucial to the study of various

changes that came over the traditional system of production.

61 Obeyesekere, pn.17 ff.
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The operation of the alternation system was the key
to the proper functioning of the system'of shares. The
cultivation under the system of shares in an estate was
done in the alternationsystem. The rotation of shares to
function effectively in the alternation system , the land
dispvutes in an estate had to be settled within the estate
itself, with the mutual consent of the people holding
shares in the estate.ézThe peonle who arbitrate disputes
should have a comprehensive knowledge as to the location
and the fertility, of the irrigation system of the land
over which they were called on to adjudicate.éBMoreover,
the alternation system has to be frozen at a point after
which a further division of shares would make the cultivgtion
in shares uneconomical. Thus to golve the problem of |
vartible inheritance within the system of alternation
system, there evolved a third system which is called
'relief" (karamaru).'Relief'operates when the publicly
accepted shares of an estate were frozen, i.e., when
the alternation system was frozen, and when the private
arrangements were made among the heirs of the following
generation outside the publicly accepted shares , so that

the gibling groups cultivated the shares together

62.0beyesekere, pp.17 ff.

63+Ibid.
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and divided the crop according to their share. On
other occasions different heirs went on in a rotation of a
particular share against the rotation of plots in a pub-
. 64
licly accepted share.
The creation of minute shares with every passing

<

generation, it was assumeg led to a physical subdivision

of the unit of cultivation5thus leading to a very

unecononical cultivation of small holdingsééBut it has

already been pointed out thatthis was not necessarily

so « In fact, peasants adopted various strategies to

overcome this difficulty of extreme subdivision of

shares and consequent uneconomic holdings.67 Pooling

shares was one such device; thus sﬁares in a single sub-
gsection were pooled together by an individual or a

68

group so that fields were not subdivided into small parcels.

Another method was crop-sharing, ( asvanna havula)

-this should not be confused with share-crovnping ( ande).
Crop~-sharing was a scheme by which a group of individuals

cultivate a single field and divide the crop in proportion

64.CCP.I.pp.63-64; D'Oyly p.65.

65.Ceylon Journal of Historical and Social Studies.

1961, vol.4 no.1.pp.5 -70.
66-CCPlItppu65—66n
67.0beyesekere, pp.205-298

68.CCP.I.pp.63-65

B N1 111
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to the shares they held in the field, thus obviating
the necessity of dividing the land.69
Thus the share system was very important

to the proper functioning of paddy cultivation as

T

was practiced among the Sinhalese peasantry. The floating

nature of the shares ensured that the fields were culti-

FA 11—

e
i

vated as economic units, at the same time maintaining the

T

traditional laws of partible inheritance. The alternate
system sometimes allowed the peasants to cultivate econ-
omically worthless small shares of absentee proprletors
( of those who left the v111age), by nominally

70

acknowledging their right of ownership.

Organization of cultivation:wet method cultivation.

le]
ey

The Sinhalese peasant indulged in two methods
vcultivation which were complementary to each other.
On the low grounds, where water was available; either
from rainfall or could be adequately conducted through
artificlal irrigation, they cultivated rice, the
staple diet of the Sihhalese. However, the destruction
of ancient irrigation. system  with the downfall of
the lorthern kingdom in the 13 th century, and the
shift of the centre of the native kingdom to the central
mountains during the sixteenth century, made it impo--

ggsible for the peasants to obtain sufficient vroduce

69.0beyesekere, pp.63-64

70,Ibid.,
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from wet rice cultivation which would last the whole

vear in meeting the consumption needs of the family.

The inadequate supply of water due to the destruction

of irrigation works as well as the irregularity

and often failure of moonsoon rains prevented the peasants
in the Dry Zone regions of the Sinhalese kingdom from
obtaining a sufficient rice produce by the wet method.
fost regions in the Wet Zone within the Sinhalese

kingdom were rugged mountains which heavily taxed the
labour of the rice cultivator, thus preventing a

peasant family cultivating a sufficient extent of land,
the produce of which alone would meet the family consumption
demands. To meet the exigencies of rice shortage, the
Sinhalese peasant regularly cultivated fine grain on

high land (chena).

The cultivation of paddy required that the fields
be ‘prepared in such a way that they retain water till
harvesting time. To make this pogsible hill sides were
levelled in tiers , forming a series of elevations one
above the other, which retained wafer by a small dam.

The breath of such elevations, or rice fields , depended
upon the steepness of the hill the sides of wnhich were

thus converted into rice fields. To irrigate these fields

T
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water courses on hill sides were carefully studied, and
water conducted with the help of various devices involving

a great expense of labour, to the topmost field, and

TTT ¢

then regul.ated down so as to irrigate all the fields

below it.‘71 The fields which were not sufficiently

o

broad enough to work with cattle drawn plough had to be

T

tilled manually.‘Ploughing had to be repeated at least

il

three times before the_fields were ready for cultivation.
The surface of the field bed had to be manually smoothed
out with a very'primitive instrument, so that the water
was equally spread out all over the field, thus checking
the growth of weed. During the whole period of its growth,
wabter had to be regulated depending upon the supply-
excessive rain or no rain at all- so that young plants
were not destroyed either by excess or want of water.

Th

1]

fields had to be weeded out at least twice during

the period of growth. iloreover, cultivation and harvesting
had to be done during the seasons. This made family

labour alone insufficient to work even a moderate piece

of land which would bareiy halp to maintain a family.72
This heavy requirement of labour in the

cultivation of vaddy gave rise to a system of commuhal

worlk and a communal labour exchange among peasants.

71.5ee for a description of 19th century paddy cultivation
in Sri Lanka, Cave, Henry 3. The -ook of Ceylon. »n».385 ff.

also, Zaker,s5ir samuel. Zight Years “onderings in Cevlon.
op.78 f£f.

72.1bid.,



50

Such labour exchange was not done in a haphazard

manner but was very much institutionalized. The whole

process of paddy cultivation, from the preparation of

fields to the collection of harvest, turned out to be

a communhal effor't.73 All the peasants worked in the

fields of one cultivator until the agricultural activity

of the whole village was completed. This avoided the

difficulties regarding regulafion ~of water, grazing

the cattle in harvested rice fields etc.7uThe exChange of

laktour for agricultursl work was institutionalized

in the system of attam labour ( hand work). Attam labour

is a system still operatingthough rapidly disappearing,

in remote villages, by which a person was liable to

work as many days in the fields of those who laboured

in his during the season.75
ot only the work in the fields belonging to

individuals carried out in this cooperative manner,

but also the labour required for the construction of

dams and water courses, was obtained through communal

76

labour. In fact, rice cultivation could be productively

undertaken in Sri Lanka, given the level of technical

) ) where .
attainment of the tlmey/lt was heavily dependent

73.caker, pp.78 ff.
74, iovert Xnox, pp.12-13

75.0bert Knhox, p.14

76.Zaker.n.783
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on the »roper maintenance of artificial irrigation
only if such communal labour was available.77 The
complete demendence of rice cultivation on the availa-
bility of an adequate supply of water, and the uncertainty
of such a supply owing to the destruction of ancient
irrigation works made it imperative that the rice
cultivation was carried out on a communal basis. The whole
community of a village had to act in cooperation as to
the kind of grain that was to be sown etc, depending upon
the availability of water. This would enable the peasants
to get the maximum out of the limited quantity of water
upon which the rice cultivation of the whole village
depende d. hioreover, if the individual share- holders
cultivated grains that would be harvested at different
times, difficulties tended to arise as the harvested fields
were regarded as the common grazing ground for the cg%tle.
Zven more communal and because of that more
efficient and more productive, was the rice cultivation
as was seen in the Eastern Province of the Island. The
chiefs of the Eastern Province were regarded as the
absolute owners of the land over which they exercised

authority. In some cases they acknowledged the nominal

77. Baker, n.78 ff.

78. Robert Knox ,vp.12-13.
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authority of the king by paying him an annual tribute.
The houses, gardens and wells of the peasants, though
congstructed by them, were regarddd as the property of
the chief, in the sense that only the chief could dispose
of them. The peasants who were the tenants of the chief
owed labour to him in various capacities, These peasants
also had the same liberty of leaving his services if.
they were so disposed. In return for the services the
peasants received all their consumption needs from the
chiefs. 79
In these regions the arrival of the agricu-
ltural seasons aroused the peasant community which until
then spent their time in relative idleness, to immediate
action. Agricultural tools, cattle needed for the work,
and seed paddy were all supplied by the chief. The whole
process of cultivation, from revairing the irrigation
works needed to conduct water to the fields to that of
the harvesting, was carried ouf by the joint labour of +the
community. A portion of the land, generally one eighth
of the total area, was cultivated to the exclusgive
benefit of the chief like the muttettu exclusive

fields in other areas. A tithe of the remainder, a

79. Tennant. pp. 459-460.
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share for the services and labour of the cattle,
the seed grain advanced with an interest of fifty
percent were also set apart for the chief. The remainder
of the crop was shared among the peasantry, including
those who performed the professional functions of
caste monopolies in the community. 80
Various devices were adopted by the peasantry
to ensure the availability of communal labour in the
agricultural work, and also to compel recalcitrant
members to toe the line. If a cultivator holding a paddy
land avoided contributing his share of labour in the
reconstruction of the irrigation system, which carried
water to the whole area, the other proprietors assumed the
right to withold the usual supply of water to the
delinguent's land, thus causing a crop failure or
compelling him to cooperate in the necessary labour.81
In other situafions where a member holding a share in a
field refused to assist in common labour, such as helping
or providing stakes necessary for a fence to protect
the whole field frém the devradations of wild animals,
with excuses such as his share needed no such protection,

the other proprietors persuaded him by reproof or even

with blows. If he persisted in his anti-social behaviour,

80.Tennant.II.pp.460-461

81.D'0yly, .84
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it was reported to the chief who took measures to set the

things right.82

However, the institution par excellence which

regulated affairs of the village, varticularly those
relevant to production (ibut not exclusively) was

the village council(gamsabhava). The village council was

composed of the heads of all the families, or more
frequently all the elders of the village irrespective

83

of wealth or rank. This rather informal body which

met at a resthouse ( ambalama) or .in any other central
place in the village ~ like a shady  tree,

upon the occurrence of a matter of importance which
required the attention of the villagg% The village council

settled disputes concerning land, debts, petty thefts

&5, )
Construction

and quarrels which were brought before 1it.
and proper maintenance of village irrigation works and the
proper distribution of water for agriculture was one

of its primary functions. It could exact compulsdry
labour of the village community on such public works.

The village council attempted the amiable settlement of

disputes, restoration of stolen vroverty, and to

82.D'0yly, p.S4

83.Forbes,.iajor. Zveven Years in Ceylon.p.72

e4.p'Cyly, ».28

w
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., 86., D'Cyly, p.28

B AN 1111

T



55

compel the wrong doers to compensation, by reproof

and admonition rather than punishment.86 Appeals could

be made from the village council to the District Council,
which consisted of well informed delegates from each village?7
but more often appeals were made to the chief. This
traditional institution was extremely important to the
proper functioﬁing of the system of production in the
village. Because 1t was the institution which kept in order
the socizal relationships, of which the economic relations
were a part. For instance, the proper functioning of the
alternation system (tattumaru) and the share system ( pangu),
upon which the whole mechanism of paddy production

was based, required the proper handling of a multiplicity

=4

[N

of social relations with regard to marriage and inheritance,
family and outsiders etc.

The organization of cultivation: the dry method cultivation;

With many peasants the proceeds from rice fields
did not last for more than half the year, and to make up
for the shortage of rice, dry grain cultivation by

the ena (swidden cultivation ) was extensively carried

ch
on
out, “Y Highland cultivation of dry grain ( fine grain)
has thus become an essential part of the system of

production of the Sinhalese vpeasants. The reasons for

86.0'0vly, ».28
27. Forbes, p.72.

58. Rotert Knox, pp.18-1G.
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ad opting two complementary systems of cultivation 1is
quite obvious. First, the destruction of anclent systems
of irrigation made the peasants completely dependent

on seasohal rainfall, which is very irregular in many provinces,
8 ol
75

T TG T

for the cultivation of their staple food. econdly,

many provinces where the last Sinhalese kingdom extended
have

(Kandyan provinces) did not/sufficient flat land suitable

T

|

for paddy cultivation, so that peasant holdings of paddy ;
extensive =

lands were not -/ - enough to maintain a family. ’

Another reason was that in many Kandyan hills only human

labour could be harnessed in paddy cultivation, due %o

the steepness of hills and the consequent narrowness

of paddy fields, thus shutting out animal labour which

was extensively used for paddy cultivation in other parts

of the Island . This made it impossible for a family to

eke out a living from rice cultivation aione. Agricultural

labour was quite a problem with the kandyan peasantry,

even at the time of Rober Knox who states that parents

encouraged young men fo come and sleep in their houses and

encouraged girls to entice young men so that they could

command the labour of young men in agrivultural work?9

The high yield of highland (chena) cultivation (though

the produce of course was of low quality, particularly

those of grain) for a unit of labour, as against rice
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cultivation and the availability of extensive forest lands

which is a pre-requisite of highland cultivation, well

4o
|

" fitted into the requirements of land and labour supply

i

in the country. Because of this organic connexion between the

ol
|

T

methods of cultivation, every peasant village had an

area of land set apart for dry grain cultiy ation o1

TTUTTTI

Though highland cultivation was a secondary form of culti
vation, and always thought of as an adjunct to the orima ry
cultivation of rice, it helped very much in easing off
the pressure on rice land.

Unlike vaddy cultivation, which heavily
depended on communal labour, the highland cultivation
was carried out orimarily with family labour. Sometimes
the preliminary work, such as clearing the juncle and fencing
was done oh a communal basis, but afterwards the farms
were gtrictly cultivated and harvested with family labour.
This was possible because the variety of grains and other
crops cultivated needed no seasonal concentration of
labour, eigher in the preparation of the soil, seeding or
harvestinz. On rare occasiong  highlands were cultivated
on the basis of share-cropvping. However, the proprietors
share in this case was Just an artifice to make the tenant

aware of his tenancy, rather than to derive any material

91 .RKPC.p. 146

92.Zaker, »p.60-63, Yalman, Under the *o Tree. p.47
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gains on the part of nroprietor, his share was no more

93

than a basketful or a man's burden of the crop.

Organization of Labour: family and marriage.

zven at present the close relationshipn between

T

family and production is very obvious among the Sinhalese

T

peasants; particularly in remote villages where primary

B
[

production is for subsgistence. Yalman observes that marriage
amnonhg poor neasants means nothing more than 'taking a

woman to chena'.94 Speaking about the institution of

marriage among the Sinhalese peasantry during the seventeenth
century, Hobert Xnox observed that it was mainly an
arrangement of convenience for labour and agricultural
work-95Based as 1t was on the family farm this emphasis

on labour as the guiding force in marriage contracts is
readily understood. 0ld bachelors and old maids were

a rare occurrence among the Sinhalese peasants. Young

men married wives not of their own choice but of their
parents. When a young man reached the age of eighteen or
twenty, it was regarded his »parents duty to find a bride.96
Various ceremonies connected with the institution of
marriage stressed its communal character and importance,

leaving little room for love and individual choice. 27

93.D'0yly, p.55
94.Yalman, p.111.

95.Robert Knox, p.150

s -

?O-J&V}’, p‘zlj'

97.pavy, ».213, Forbss, p.332.
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There were three formg of marriage contracts,
resulting in three forms of family systems, among the
Sinhalese peasantry. These were the Deega marriage,

the Einna marriage and Zkagei kema ( polyandry), and all

T

thesge three forms of marriages and the resulting different

forms of family were a function of the system of peasant

.

PN
|

prdduction. The deega marriage took place when the bride
left the parental residence to live at her husbands place é;
A bride leaving the house of her parents effecting
a deega marriage abandons all claims to the ancestral
proverty , excevt what was given to her as dowry on her
marriage . She. inherits half the share of her husbands
property in case of hig death. She also became his
co-worker on the family farm. The bride goes out primarily
to assist her husband on the family farm, and she had an
equal right to the family property.98

The binna marriage took place when the man
took his leave from the parental family in order to
settle down in the property of his wife. This form of
marriage was primarily intended to obtain male labour
for agricultural work where it was deficient. It is this
fact which should be emphasized rather than the

99

residence of the husband. The ideal condition in which

98. Forbes, pp.326 ff. D'Oyly, p.108.
99. Gawyers Digest, ».34. Hayley, p.194; Arrour, p.b61

100. Itid. , See also Forbes, pp.326 ff.



a binna marriage +took place was when the husband had no
land or his share from the ancestral property was insufficient
to maintain a family, and the brides parents had no male issue
to look after the family farm when they grew old, of, when
the bride's parents had land which could not be fully
cultivated due to the inadeguacy of male labour. 100
Thus the decigive factor which determined the form of marriage,
when such a contract was negotiated by prospective in-laws
for their children, was the non-availability or the excess
of labour in relation to the family farm, thus making the
marriage a device of labour exchange between two families
which helped to bring about a land labour equilibrium
in the family estates of the contracting parties.
Another important function of the two

systems of marriage, when looked at not as two separate systems
but as two complementary parts of a single system of
marriage, is that the two systems deega and binna operated
as one system in keeping the involvement of outsiders in
a family property to a minimum and to involve only the
agnhate relatives in the shares of the family estate. 101

The laws of inheritence with regard to both

these marriages were deviced in such a way that land

accunulation through marriage contracts were kept to a minimum.

100.Itid, also , forbes, pp.326 ff.

101.0beysekere, n.45.
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For instance, the man who marries according to the binna

marriage, as well as the woman who marries in deega marriage

relinquishes his or her right to the ancestral land.

In the case of a widow of a binna marriage, who remarries

in deega marriage she loses all her claims to the ancestral

property after the second contract unless she is the only

child.10?
Polyandry, which prevailed both among the vpeasants

and the chiefs, the third form of marriage and family systen

among the Sinhalese, was much criticized by the 19th

century Zuropean writers on the ground of immorality. 103

Yalman vino did a field study in one of the remote villages in

the interior of‘Sri Lanka recognized three forms of polyandric

marriage contracts; first, several brothers having common

vorperty (land) shared a common wife, secondly, cousins

or complete strangers pooled thelr labour as well as available

land and maintained a common wife, and finally, a man whose

proceeds from land was insufficient to maintain a family

made a femporary arrangement with a family so that they

accepted his grain produce of the year and provided him

not only with a year's food requiréments but also with the

services of the wom&n.lquowever, a2ll this did not mean

promiscuity. Laws of marriage in the Sinhalese society

102.D'0yly, ».108

103.Tennant, 11 op.%256-429; Davy, p.215.

(o8]

104.Yalman, »np.108-111
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were sufficlently strict to safeguard the institution of

family.105 |
‘European writefs of the nineteenth century

very often quote the'excuses' given by the Sinhalese

4s the causes of obtaining this revolting practice';106

These'excuses' in fact reveal +the close functional fit

betweeh polyandry and peasant production. Cne such

reason given by the Sinhalese was that unless some

interested party was left to conduct the agricultural work,

their rice lands would have gone to destruction while

they were sbsent in the services of the king or a

Chief.107Another reason was that such unions prevented the

‘extreme subdivisgion of the family estate and such a device

would be particularly productive if the family estate

was small%o8

It has already been shown that arresting the
division of esgtate into shares ; after a specific point

was absolutely necessary for the proper functioning of

the share system. Polyandry was an important device which

not only prevented such division, but also at times, brought

already divided shares into a more economical pool of

snares. Having someone who had an equal interest in the family

proverty was extremely important in a society where
landholdings were bound with a service tax, i.e., the

compulsory labour.Polyandry was varticularly a great

105.,106.,107.,108.,Tenrant, pp.428-429. Forbes, pv.232.
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relief to the peasantry when despotic rulers exacted
labour far in excess of what was laid down by tﬁe
tradition. In fact, had it not'been for this institution,
the peasantry of some areas in the Island would have been
completely eliminated when the British exacted eight
months of compulsory labour a year from the peasants,
instead of fifteen to thirty days as was allowed by the
tradition. 197

According to contemporary writers , the
Sinhalese peasant family was small. This was a function of

110

peasant production. " "The chena cultivation which was an

integral part of the peasant production made heavy demands

on female labour. 111

Usually both husband and wife had
to @apend time in the jungle, in a temporary hut looking
after the chena from wild animals, until the crop is
harvested. Zven in rice cultivation, female labour was

an esgssential part.ll2

Women had specific functions, such as
weeding, replanting, collection and headloading the
harvested crép to the threashing floor, winnowing the
threashed grain to clean and separate it from the empty

seeds, all of this was regarded as female labour.113

109.5ee above,; p.
110.Davy, p.215
111.Tennant, pp.463-465; See also, Yalman. pp.U47.
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Thus the division of labour betweeﬁ the sexes in the
Sinhalese society was very rigid%lAll this demand on
female labour in the agricultural production, along with
the household drudgery, kept +the women too busy to he

too much involved in child rearingas a full time job.

In fact, peasants got rid of their unwanted offspring ,

by exvosing them) particularly if fhey were nNumerous,

and they found themselves unable to maintain them1}5
Native rulers attempted to pfevent this crime, but even in
the middle of the nineteenth century the British found

116

the practice was surrepntitiously continued.

The basic_struggle: attempt to make the ends meet.

Like any other peasant, the Sinhalese peasant
had only a very thin margin of surplus. If they ever had

any, which could be used as insurance against the

inclemencies of whether or crop failure, or due to any other

reason. He was often compelled to obtain credit in the form

of grain, either to be used as seed paddy or to make up for

the shortage of grain for consumption.117'The credit thus

obtained had to be paid at the next harvest in the threshing

floor itself, usually with an interest of 50 per cent.118

The interest continued to accumulate for .the unpaid debt

114.Robert Knox, ».145
115.Robert Knox, p.1i51
116.7orbes, II. ».98

117.Robert Knox, ».156

118.robert Knox, pp.162-163.
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only for two years, by which time the capital was
doubled. This restriction of the accumulation of
interest for the unpaid debt was laid down by the king

. to ease the burden of the vpoor, who were sometimes made

B MOt

. 1 .
slaves because of unvaid debt719 A creditor was

ol

lawfully entitled to lay hold of debtors property, his
120

R
i

cattle or his children as slaves, but not to his land.

stop
Hative kings attempted to/the exaction of a high

interest of 50 per cent but were only partially successful.121
By the time of early British rule, peasants
appeared to have been obtaining agricultural credit by
mortgaging land, 122a practice which was absent at the
time of Robert Knox, but it is impossible to state with
any certainty whether the practice started after the
introduction of the British rule or started as a result of
the Dutch administration and its influence. However,
the tradition was even then very strong and public
sales of oroperty ( land) under execution of debt were
entirely unknown.lzBThough the creditor possessed
considerable power over the debtor, such power was hot
normally exercised till he failed all traditional

. . . . 24
methods of versuation and sollcltatlon.l A desperate

119.,120., Robert Knox, pp.162-163.
121. D'Cyly, ».63

122. Ibid.,

123, 12L., Tbid.
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creditor might appeal to the chief, whose reproof
usually comoelled the debtor to pay the loan within
reasonable time limit, and if the debtor behaved unreasonably
the chief sent officerg to seize the debtors proverty and
deliver to the creditor, a pledge sufficient to satisfy
his demand.l%”

It has already been stated that the king of
Kandy had prohibited exacting the compound interest
of 50 per cent after two years in order to prevent whole
families being made slaves.126 Slavery, as it was found
among the Sinhalese peasants, was a function of agricultural
credit and the exclusion of land from being regarded
as gecurity for such credit. Debtors without property ,
which could made answerable for the debts incurred, were
sometimes delivered +to the creditor by the chief, so that
he can exact the labour of the debtor in any form which
he thought would compensate his debt. This action was
resorted to only when deliberate evasion of debt was
established.127fhe important function of slavery was that
this madelagricultural credit freely available to the
peasants, even though they did not possesssubstantial
assets wnich could be made answerable in case of default.

Ins tances were not wanting when debtors voluntarils
g y

125.B3'0yly, n.63

126.Fobert ¥Xnox, np.162-163

K

e

TUTITRO T

e



67

resorted to this method of relief, considering that his

 ns 128
was only a temporary sacrirfice. ,

o

Although slavery was an extreme form of social

1Ty T

degradation ; the physical conditions of slaves were far from

despairing. in no part of the world is slavery in a

g

JEATE

milder form than here- creelty to a slave ig scarcely

known and in general they are treated more as adonted

devehdents of the family than menials 129T-hus the debtors ;*
had nothing to fear from becoming a slave except the loss

gsocial status ( caste or rank did not prevent any one

being taken as a slave for insolvency). Usually people

became slaves of chiefs, who were landed proprietors who

thus enhanced their prestige by having more personal retain%%g.
Slaves usuzlly indulged in subsistence agriculture under

such chiefs and, unlike in an economy in which economic

oy

activity was geared to making profit, there was no necessity
- . 1

for the over over-exaction of slave labour.13 Thus slaves
were seen employed as retainers, tenants in a nindagama

and even minor officers under chiefs. Frequently, loyal

128.D'0yly, p.64

129.ixtracts from Proceedings of the Eoard of Commissioners,
25 th July 1829. D'Oyly, pp.78-79.

130.1Ibid.,

131.Ipid.,
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slaves were advanced to high office in the chief's estate-
however, all this the slave enjoyed at the vpleasure

132 Slaves had property rights , movable

of his master.
and immovable, independent of the master;133 the

condition of slaves were so salutary that very often slaves
gave up all hope of liberating themselves and were
contended to be loyal to their masters-lBuDavy estimated

in 1818 +the slave population in the Kandyan provinces

as around three thousand.135 This figure is one third

less than the estimated slave population in the Kandyan

136Perhaps this

provinces, eleven years later, in 1829.
drastic drop in slave population was due to the acceptance
of land as answerable to the debt involved, which it
was not under the traditional system, thus making
glavery an institution which had no function and was
fast dying for that reason.

Thus the institution of slavery made avail-

able agricultural credit to the needy peasant in a

soclety where the peasant could not furnish sufficient

132, iZxtracts from the proceedings of the Board of
Commissioners , 25th of July, 1829. D'Cyly, pp.78-79.
also, Davy, p.138.

£33. Ibid.
134.Davy. p.1338
135.Ibid.,

td
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136.Zxtracts from the Proceedings of the Loard of

of Commissioners, 25th July, 1329. . 4'Oyly, ».20.
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security in property due to the exclusion of land from
being regarded as such. Slavery made it possible for the
peasant to obtain agriculturalcredit without ‘having
any form of property to guarantee its safe'return, while
the same institution made the creditor very secure

about the contract without a formal security.

Self sufficiency.

The Kandyan kings, the only independent native
rulers in the Island at the turn of the 19th century,
have realised that the inaccessibility of their kingdom
formed one of the maln barriers which checked the onslaught
of the foreign congueror for nearly three centuries .
Hence as a measure of security, the building of bridges
over rivers or widening the roads more than mere foot
paths were not allowea37Felling timber in the forests
were strictiy prohibited. All the major provinces were
divided by thick jung&le which no one dared to fell for
any reason.138 A system of provincial passports restricted
the horizontal social mobility to a minimum. All this
brought the commercial exchange practically to a

halt. Peasant villages remained self sufficient in food.139

137. kobert Knox, pp.3-5
138. Ibid.,

139. Robert Knox, p.l152

T T
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In fact, the interior was more than self sufficient

in food; during the first two decades of their rule

in the maritime provinces, the British contiﬁued to
obtaln rice from the Kandyan kingdom.lqo Whatever they
needed they produced on the land and exchanged among

lope  1ittle trade in salt and dryfish

themselves.
was carried out by iluslims. The only commercial crop
they produced was areca nhuts (.which they did not grow
thelir
. . / 142
but grew on its own) in-. gardans. tloney was
extremely scarce, and paddy or arecanuts was the medium
of exchange. But the exchange of commodities themselves
143, .
was more common. They had 1little wants and were

L% Inig is the general picture

niggardly in their habits.
of the interior of Sri Lanka which caught the eye of

the Zurovean writers who visited the interior of the

Island from Robert XKnox onwards. FHKobert Knox wrote in

the seventeenth century, ' take a ploughman from the plough

and wash off his dirt and he is fit to rule a kingdom'.145

140.Bertolacei, ».71

141 .Robert Knox, p.155

142 .Robert Knox, pp.21-22.
143.%ober Knox, pp.155-157
144 .Pobert Knox, pp. 138-139

145,30bert Knox, ».171.
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CHAPTER TIT

Structural Changes in the Traditional System.

The Dutch who ruled the maritime provinces from
1658 to 1796 regarded themselves as the inheritors of all
the legal powers over the Island which the Sinhalese
king enjoyed under the native system of government. iluch
of the service tenure lands nindagama) which came into

their hands the Dutch granted to the Sinhalese chiefs

who helped them to rule the country. These were known as

T T TN 5

]|
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i

..,_,‘m

accomodassans, but unlike nindagamas the accomodassans

were not granted on a hereditary principle. 1Some other

service lands (divel paraveni and wedawasam)were granted

to peasgants 20n the condition that they gratuitously served

3

the government for a period of fifteen déys a year.
Tnese lands were not liable to any tax,l

Apart from service lands thus granted
both to the chiefs and peasants, much land was held by
peasants as free holdings. Such free holdings were very much
like privaﬁe property. These lands were saleable and
heritable both by males and females. The free holders generally
paid a tenth of the produce of paddy lands as the government
tax. o

Apart from these service and non service lands,

some other crown lands were cultivated by veasants as

1tertolacci, pp.286 ff. Zee also , mills. pp.19 ff.

2.zertolacci, »p.228 ff.
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share-cropper tenants to the crown. They were paid
between a half and one fcurtﬁ of the produce to the
govermment, depending upon the original contract with
the government.
It is imvortant to notice that taxes were
levied and services were reqguired only on pnaddy lands,
high land, when cultivated with grain, was not taxed by
the Dutch?
These basic tenancy arrangements were much
confused during the course of the Dutch rule. Some tenants of
service lands were paying a tax instead of giving service to
the government. Some othér gservice tenants were giving
service not to the government but to various chiefs who
in some way have managed to appropriate governmernt
gervice lands.8
The Dutch introduced a new scheme of paying
theASinhalese chiefs apart from granting them service
lands. This was to remit the the taxes of the private
lands of chiefs in consideration for tﬁeir-services.
This was resorted to when crown lands in an area were

9

ingsufficient to make grants of accomodassang to the chiefs.

Similarly, the government tax, or the share of lands

6.sertolacci, p.286
7.1Ibid,
8.Colvin ®.De 3ilva, p.34

9.,-ertolacci, p.287
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wnich were given to share crovper tenants, were-also granfed
to chiefs as remuneration.loThus the Dutch maintained the
basic principle of traditional Sinhalese administration
based on service tenure. They scrupulously refrained from
making innovations and violating the traditional system,
for fear of popular discontent. 11Moreovef, so long as the
chiefs were loyal 1o them and maintained order in their
respective districts, they interfered little with their
work. They‘trusted‘and respected the c‘hiefs.12
Thus 1t would seem, the Dutch extrgcted a
part of the surplus produce of the veasantry according to
the mercantilist tradition, namely that of operating through
the local system. ilonopolies and state regulations were the
chief methods of surplus extraction.13 Hence during the
whole course of Dutch rule, the relationship of imperial
(Dutch) merchant capital to the native system of production

lqand the traditional system of

was purely external,
production remained basically unchanged. Nevertheless it
depleted the country of whatever surplus it produced and
there was hardly any capital accumulation in the Dutch

owned territories in Sri Lanka.

10. Eertolacci, p.287.
11. bertolacci, pp.29-30

12.Bertolacci, p.52

ot
Q.

13. Dobb,liaurice. 5t

ies in the Develooment of Canitalism.
London, 1967. p.%8, also, pp.121-122.

14. See, Dobb, ppn.l121-123.
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The British Zast India Company, which took possesgion
of the maritime provinces of Ceylon in 1796 were uncertain
whether  the Island would be permanently annexed to the
British empire or not due to the unsettled political
conditions in Holland at the time. Hence the immediate consi-
deration of the East India Company was to reco&er from the
Island all Z%he éxpenditure it incurred in capturing the
Dutch vossessions in Sri Lanka. Hence they brought about
major changes in fiscal and administrative fields which
they considered would serve this end.

The iladras government which administered the
British possessions in the Island on behalf of the Zast
India Company, completely overturned the traditional system
of government in order to make more revenue from Sri Lanka.
The service tenure system was abolished with immediate
effect, and all accomodassans granted to the Sinhalese
chiefs were resumed.15 A general tax was levied on all
other service lands and free holdings of the peasants.
A new tax was imposed on all high lands grown with coconut.
The collection of these taxes was carried out by revenue
officers and tax fTarmers ( renters) who came from south Indié.
The ovpression of the peasantry by the revenue officers
and the tax farmers became so unbearable, that peasant

riots broke out in 1797 in all narts of the tritish

15. Zertolacci, p.232, See also, Lenox .iills, p.20 ff.
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possessions in the Island. These could not be suppressed

for a whole year, until tax farming was abandoned and

16

the service tenure restored. Soon -after these incide-

nts the Island was taken off the hands of i
Comoany and was made a crown colony to be administered
by a governor resvonsible to the Colonial O0ffice in
L.ondon.

During the early part of their rule the Colonial
office had very little intentions of making oprofits
from their settlements in Sri Ilanka. Their interests in
the Island were more due to its strategic importance

in relation to their Indian possessions. In 1801,

specific instructions were sent to the governor by

the Colonial O0ffice that no Zuroneans , including British

subjects, should be allowed to buy Jand and settle in

17,

the colony. he governor was further instructed not to

make permanent land grants to any Zurovean settler or

<L

British subject. BEven for the Buropeans in the services
the restriction was laild down that land grants or
purchases could be made only for a neriod of seven

18 X . . .
earsy  Any offender ran the risk of losing the permit

16. Bvertolacci, p.32, See also, Lenox :iills. p.20ff.
17. devised Royal Insitructions to Governor :orth, 18

February, 1201, (ed, CCP.II. »p.96-100)

=
(R¥)

. Instructions from Henry vundas , “resident of the

~oard of Control to sovernor .orth, 3 "arch,1701,

CGAB,1. C.0.5%,51. (ed.CCP IT.op.107-137)
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for residence in the colony. Regarding land purchases
that had already taken place among Zuropeans, the governor
was to instruct them to disposge of them within a reasonable
time 1imit.19

Apart from these instructions, which were designed
to preserve the traditional society unimpaired, some
other instructions were sent from the colonial office
which, if carried out, would have greatly improved the
conditions of the peasantry. The governor was asked to
investigate and report on the possibilities of improving

the revenue of the Island by making fresh land grants to

. ; . 20
peasants on terms which would be advantageous to both parties.

The Colonial Office also emphasized the necessity of
restoring the service lands which were resumed by the
Eagt India Company administration and approved of only

a gradual commutation system at the option of the parties
concerned , and not unilateral or sudden overturning of

the traditional system of service tenure.21

76

In accordance with the ingstructions of the

Colonial Office , a proclamation issued in 1800 made
provision for the peasants to obtain land for cultivation,
and chiefs were directed to make recommend@tions of

. . 22
deserving cases for such land grants. 7 Such granhts were

19;, 20., 21., Instructions from Henry Dundas, President

4

of the poard of Control to Governor ~orth,

3 idlarch 1801, CGA.L,1; C.0.55.61
22.2roclamationof 3 lLiay 1800,CGA.2 2 .3.1. 4 Z“ollection of
registative Acts of the Ceylon Government.I.o.17; (ed,

CCP.II.P 316
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not to exceed 24 acres of high lands and 12 acres of
léw lands ( paddy fields s 23 which was later reduced
to 16 acres of high lands and 8 acres of low lands.zl’L
These were to be held duty free for the first five
years at the exviration of which period the uncultivated
area was to be resumed by the government. The rest were
to become the inalienable pfoperty of the grantee paying
the usual tax of one tenth of the produce of high land and
a fourth of the produce of the low lands.*25
Thus it is clear that during the early
decades of British rule it was merchant capital dominating
the imverial metrovolis which moulded the policy of the
Colonial Office accordingly. That is why the instructions
from the Colonial Office advised thé governor and the
council not to make any changes in the traditional system.
As the merchant capital could overate without interfering
with the traditional system and still extract a part
( or the whole ) of surplus production 26 the imperial
government did not want any changes made in the system

of local government.

23.Proclamation of 3 iHay 1800, CGA.2.Z.3.1

24.Reply of the Collector of Tangalle District, i®=ly of
the Collector of Colombo District. CCP.II. p.315.

25.Proclamation of 3 liay 1800, CGA. 2.Et.3.1

26. Dotb, mp.20-22, 120-123,

T




‘The abolition of service tenure.

Inspite of the very clear instructions of the
Colonial Office and the initial effort to improve rice
cultivation, the governor and his advisors embarked on
a policy of making drastic changes in the service tenure
system. The Proclamation of 1801 issued by the governor
gave the ontion of appropriating the service lands, by
those who held them in service tenure , paying a tax of
the tenth of the vroduce of high land and a fourth of the
produce of low lands ( rice fields). 26The chiefs were

given the option to return the accomodassans to the

government for an a.ternative of a monthly remuneration or,

anpropriating the accomodassans and paying the regular

27
tax and to receive a monthly remuneration. -

It did not take long for the British administrators
to realize that neither the peasantry /*ngge chiefs were
keen on apprgpriating land as private pfoperty. Only a
small section of chiefs took advantage of the option.

Hence by another proclamation in 1802, service tenure in

lands in the British settlements was abolished, and a

general tax of one tenth of the produce of high lands and

26, 7”roclamation of 3 Sentember, 1801. A Collection of

Legislative Acts of the Cevlon Government. I. p.57.

~1

27. _;_bidl )
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and a fourth of the produce of low lands was imposed
on every body. However, some of the crown lands granted
to peasants on a share-cropping tenancy continued to
pay a half of the produce to the government.2o

The 1801 Proclamation also instituted compulsory
service so obtained could be only on the special orders of
the governor.29This clause was intended to stop native
chiefs obtalning the gratuitous services of the veasants
which the Zritish rulers perceived as the basis of power
of the Sinhalese chiefs -~ a power which they considered
as a major threat to the consolidation of Eritish power

on the IslandaBO All service lands ( accomodassans)

granted to the chiefs as remuneration for their services
were resumed by the go?ernment and the chiefs were put

on a government vay roll. The private lands of chiefs

were exempted from taxation. Further, the chiefs who

were reluctant +to serve under the changed terms were
given the option of retirement with honours.31 However, in

1806, the British administrators nartially restored the

79

28.%ertolacci, pp.286-287; Proclamation of 3 September,1803..
0t

29.7roclamation of 3 wentember,1803.

30.2ertolacci, ».291, 3ee alco Lenox iiills, »p.37-29

31.7roclamation of 3 Sentember 1801.
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the service tenure, particularly in relation to individual

peasant holdings. severtheless accomodassans were never

regranted to chiefs who continued to receive a salary for
their services. 32

From the very beginning , the governor and his
council tried to convince the Colonial Office of the
importance of revoking the regulations laid down by the

t

home government against Europeans owning - land in Sri

Lanka.33 In the end +they succeeded in convincing the Colonial

Office that this was the only measure which would solve the
financial problems of the colony, by bringing #uropean

speculators who would risk capital on investments in

land. The proclamation of 1810 revoked all the disabilities

imposed on Europeans purchasing land or the government
making land grants to ZEuropeans. An upper limit of four
thousand acres was placed on such land acquisitions by
Buropeans; they were also exempt from any tax for ten
years. At the -end of *en years these lands were liable to
be taxed , but an unper limit of tenth of the produce

. . 34
as laid down for taxation.

to a condition of cultivation and improvement of the land

'depending upon the situation ' of the land.35

W
jav

.Lenox Lillls, .39

1

33.Government Advertisement of 4 December 1810. CGG. 22 July,

1812, CCP II. pp.314-15.
34, Government Advertisement of 21 JSuly 1812. CGG.22 July

1512. ed. CC2.II. pp.31L-315,

cuch grants were also subjected
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Thus by the time the Kandyan kingdom capitulated
to the British in 1815 the service tenure system had fallen
into disuse in the maritime provinces. The 1818 Kandyan
Proclamation which was issued after the kebellion against
the British powe;éintroduced into the interior the same reforms
which were carried out in the maritime provinces. The
proclamation replaced service tenure in the Kandyan
provinces with a general tax of a tenth of the produce

of paddy lands.37 T

he tax had to be delivered either by the
cultivator or the pronrietor at a convenient government
store house in the province. All temporalities were

exempted from the tax. All lands belonging to chiefs

were also exemp?ed from the tax for the duration of

their office.38The Kandyan chiefs were also paid a monthly
remuneration. 39The inferior native officers, like village
headmen were allocated a twentieth of the grain tax which
they were responsible for collecting and their lands were -
remitted the grain tax. 40

Thus ended the system of service tenure

which for centuries had been the driving force that

36,The Proclamation of 21 November 1818 issued after the
rebellion of 1818. CGG. 28 Fov.1818 ed. Davy, Appendix II.

37. Ibid.,

38, ,Ibid.

39.,Ibid.

40.,Ibid.
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energised the state machinery in Sri Lanka under the
traditional system of government .

The question arises as to why the governor
ahd his council in Colombo brought about such drastic
changes in the system of administration when they had been
repeatedly instructed to the opposite by the Colonial
Office from the very beginning of British rule in the
Island. The obvious answer is that such differences of
oninion represent the conflict between merchant capital and
emergent industrial capital in the imperial metropolis.41
The administration in Colombo was not satisfied with the
Colonial Office which was then controlled by merchant
cavital and hence satisfied with making profits on the
price differences 1in space and time, due to the prevailing
immobility of vnroducers and their meagre resources.
By this time merchant capital itself was intent on taking
possession of the means of production. 3 At the same
time industrial capital was looking for new avenues of
investments for its accumulated capital. In Sri ILanka, the
only form of investment for capital was land. Hence
changes in the land tenure system were absolutely necessary

in the eyes of the emerging industrial capitalist.

41 .Doblk,pn.162-163
42, Dobb, .20

43.0obb, n.123, see also i.arx, Capital III, »p.3888-396.
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The abuse of the Comvulsory Labour system.

The abolition of the service tenure by the Zritish did

not mean that compulsory labour service (rajakariya)

which was also a part of the service tenure system, was
also abandoned. Zvery time a modification to the service
tenure was introduced, the right of obtaining compulsory
labour was reserved for the governor.nqﬁoreqver, a special
government advertisement of 1802 upholds the right of
the British government to obtain compulsory labour in
whatever capacity it deemed fit%SThe advertisement states
that the vpeople had been refusing to attend to work when
summoned by the government for public works, from the
opinion that they were not liable to any such work or
punishment for neglecting such calls because of the
abolition of service tenure.46 The advertisement empowerse
the superinteﬁdents of vpublic works to inflict 'moderate

and reasohable' vpunishment for neglect of public duty 7

Ly, 2roclamation of 3 September 1301, A Collection of

Legislative Acts of the Cevlon Government, I.p.57.

Goverrmerit Advertisement of 28 Anril 1802. CCP.II.pp.

305-6; The froclamation of 21° ovember 1818 issued

after the rebellion of 1818. Davy Apvendix.II. pp.376-338.

L2, Governmnent Advertisement of 28 Anril 1802. £GG.3 ay

1802 .
h6.Thid,,

L7, Tovid.,
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The wandvan Proclamation of 1318 also reserved the right of
governor to exact compulsory services of the neople if
N ) 14'8. . N o . . [a X W]
it was necessary. A speclal regulation enacted in 18138

relterated

r’.

he right of the bBritish government to exact
cast labour or any other services of the people. The chiefs

1

were made liable by thig regulation to exact such services

84

- : L .
from the peovle on behalf of the government. 9The regulation

gave axtensive powers to the chiefs in exacting compulsory

labour and punishing those who refused to work or evade

3T s 50 . .
public services.” A government advertisement of 1824 gave

1

notice to all versons who were in the Cinnamon Devpartment
to give their caste services to the department as required

by the Buverintendent of the Cinnamon Devartment .51

48, The Proclamation of 21 November 1818, issued after the
rebellion of 1818. CGG. 28 kovember 1818. Davy, Appendix

II.

49.Regulation Ko.5 of 7 ilay 1818. A Collection of Legislative

Acts of the Cevlon Govermment I. p.205 ; CGG. 9 Kay 1818,
ed. CCP.II.pp.304-5,
50. Tbid.,
51. Government Advertisement of 7 January 1824. CGG.1lo
January, 1824. ed. CC?.II. p.305.
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In 1824 the governor laid down, in minute detail the
rules for calling peoole on gratuitous services. This
was directed mainly to the Collectors of Revenue , and
laid down no limitations to the powers exercised by
chiefs.521n 1825 and 1829 the government attempted to
soecify the rates of payment for the neovle who worked
on compulsory labour.S3
Thus for three decades, compulsory labour
was in full force in the country unfil it was finally
abolished in 1832 by an Order in Council, at the
)

: . . 5
recommendation of the Colebrooke commission.-”

The Generalized Grain Tax.

The third major administrative innovation of
the sSritish rulers was the generalized grain tax. It
wag already stated that the abolition of service tenure

coincided with the introduction of a grain tax on the

52. iinute by the Governor of 23"Augusf71824. iMinutes,
1824'—42! CGA.Z!AIZOZ'lI pvllo ed-, CCP II-pp-BOl“BOB-

53. ltates of Pay for labourers, Hinute of 16 Hovember 1825.
CGA.B.204. p.123; CGA.ilinutes, 1824-40. 2 A.202.1.
Eates of Pay in the Kandyan Provinces. Hinute of
the Governor 20 Cct.1829. iiinutes, 1824-40, TGA.2
A.202.1 ed., CCP2.TI.p.308.

54. Order in Council abolishing the Compulsory services.
C.0.58, 14; CGG.29 September 1832.
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peasant produce.55 The idea of a grain tax on the
veasant produce was not altogether an innovation of the
British.The Dutch administrators levied such a tax on

. ’ . 56‘1\ ian . ] N
non-gervice lands.” What the sSritish did was only
a universalization of an already existing tax. However,
there was this difference. Under the Dutch rule the grain
tax and service tenure were mutually exclusive institutions;

the lands that were taxed were not liable to any service

and vice versa. But the British administrators combined
compulsory labour and the grain tax, unless an exception
was made. Horeover, the Eritish continued all the other
direct taxes imposed by the Dutch on the peasantry.

A tax of one fourth of the staple and one tenth
on the high land produce on a peasantry engaged in
subsigtence production in addition to the afore mentioned
compulgory labour, was hard enough. However, what played
havoc among the peasantry was the manner in which tﬁe
graiq tgxiwas qollected. ) )

The Hast India Company administration , which
introduced a generalized grain tax for the first time?7

collected the same with the help of Revenue Officers

55.3ee below, D.
56.5ee above, D.

57.CCP.T.p.80

86




and tax farmers who came from South India. Although this
system was abandoned after the peasant riots in 1797,
the imposition of a grain tax in 1802 witnessed a partial

restoration of the tax farming system.

Nl

The vest accownnt of how the grain tax was co-

i

llected comes from EBertolacci, the government accountant

58 . . .
of the day. ’8Accord1ng to Bertolacci, a part of the grain

T

tax was collected directly by government officers. The
.rest was'farmed out' to renters. The renters who bought
the 'farms', i.e., the rizht to collect taxes for the
govermment , had to place a substantial security for
fulfilling the conditions of the contract with the govern-
ment. The princival. renters sub-letted the farms
to sub-renters who had their securities with the principal
renter.59
The Revenue Commissioners estimated the quantity =
of harvest likely to be realised from every field. The em-
oluments for the gommigsiqners were also inclgded )
in the estimates. Then thé right of collecting the
government tax was sold in .public auction.éo Some attempt
was made to sell the rents of villages separately and on
the spot in order to give an opprortunity to the peasants

61

themselves to redeem the tax. If the bidding by

58.2Zertolaceci, vp.303-311

59.Tbid.,

}_J.

60.7bid.

¥

51.1Ibid.,



renters or peasants was too low the government officers
proceeded to collect the tax directly. Bertolaccl estimated
that about half the tax was collected by government officers

P
while the other half was rented to tax farmers.°2

An attempt was made by the government in 1812

to egbablish g guit rent by agreement with the landholders E

b

6 . . {
for a term of years. 3 The measure was intended to relieve t

the peasants from varisble assessment and the interference

6L, . . .
of tax farmers. "However, the innovation was abandoned
after a trial of several years because of the impracticability

of the measure due to the irregularity of ra all, which

inf
eft
the ants

often led to crop failures that would have/ pe

peas
65

starving if not for the high land ( chena) produce-

In 1813 an attempt was made to equalize the tax which

was assessed on differential rates ranging from one tenth

66

to one half of the produce. "The peasants were allowed to

redeem such portions of the rent which exceeded one tenth

of the prqduqeg}niingtalments.é In 1829 the sams changes - =

which were carried out in the maritime provinces in

1812 were carried out in a limited area in the Kandyan

62.Gertolaceci, pn.303-311
63.0C2. T.p.80 ff.

6L, Ibid, .

655.Ibid.,

66.Ibid.,

67.1Ibid.,
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nrovinces, with the same intention of relieving the peasants

Trom the interference of tax farmers, and was later abandoned

68 —
for the same reasons. i
was g
The renting system/further formalised by =
iy 69 . . =
government ordinance in 1840. ~-The ordinance laid down the

L
1

Sl

gpecific procedures to be adopted by the cultivator ,
(proprietor or tenant) the renter and the government. 70 %i
The ordinance states that when the crop was sufficiently
advanced to enable an estimate, government asséssors gshould
calcula