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ET Ge UT WA OWx 1J¢ H 6 Rut Elyia: 14 ¥ikageciniCéldoll 961) sbtiered a revolutionary
perspective on how environmental constraints and resource scarcity influence social
structures and collaboration in communal irrigation systems. His locality theory underscored
the significance of land and water in shapingroperty relations, which, in turn, defined the
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insights in light of the transformative forces of globalisation, state interventions, and

technological advancements. Employing the contemporary framework o€ommunality

(Hoogesteger et al, 2023) This framework integrates three analytical dimensionscommons,

community, and polity. Through these concepts, this thesisnvestigates the evolution of

irrigation governance in Pul Eliya.

Through longitudinal comparative analysis, the study explores hogiobally and nationally
inspired interventions have reshaped the village's social fabric, property relations, and
livelihood strategies. The findings reveal that while traditional communal irrigation systems
were historically resilient and autonomous, modernisation and stateled infrastructural
investments have profoundly underminedthem. This has led to hydraulic property extinction,
disrupting traditional communal accountability, removing their ablity and mandate to maintain
irrigation systemsand creating dependencies on external governance structures.

Furthermore, the research highlights that globalisation and economic pressures have

diversified livelihood strategies,reducing irrigated rice cultivation's central rolewithin the
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identity, challenging establishedsocial cohesion and resource management mechanisms
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reductionist approach, which excessivelyemphasisesthe material environment while

underscoring the complexities introduced by external political and economic dynamics. It

engages with broader discussions on sustainable resource management, examining how local

actors adapt to or resist globalising forces Wmilst navigating changing property relations and

governance structures.

Ultimately, this researchenriches academic discourse on communal systems and irrigation
governance andprovides practical insights for policymaking in water resource management. It
emphasises the necessity for a nuanced understanding of the interplay between local agency
and external pressures, illustrating how globalisation and state intervention reshapeural
communities' social, political, and environmental landscapes likethat of Pul Eliya.
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charges Wittfogel with overlookingevidence fromancient Ceylon (now known asSri Lankg and

other hydraulic societies where tank irrigatiomecessitates maintenance. Despite this, such

systems did not result in the emergence of a despotic state which would challenge Wittfogel's

theory and place itin an ambiguous position.
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blo doubt Wittfogel's view is strongly coloured by his personal opinion of certain twentieth

century dictators, yet it can hardly be denied that his stereotyped description of the "ideal type"

of Oriental despot fits with quite striking perfection the histacal record of some of the

ayYUc¢l #61 IOYIMR@PALGISYRIaWIOY q RYUAWXx We¢HGE W 2 Haqd! W RNU¢ Gt
Marxist underpinnings. He indirectly accuses Wittfogel of conducting an-aistorical analysis,

bending facts to suit his ideologicd arguments while disregarding opposing evidence. Leach

implies that figures like Lenin, Stalin, and their followers distorted theip & ¢ t &IJ1¢GI0 ALWLUN OP A Ll
GIOHBEbL ¥kt WY!I RNDRUCTOGWSERY qYI RAcGWeUT Wt YRRYOGYNRHCE O Waql
interpretation of Asiatic Society). This reveals the ideological tension underlying the debaye

Wittfogel's work was not just a historical interpretation but a reflection of the communist

intellectual milieu of the time.

Meanwhile, Leach, though not overtlyolitical ly outspoken himself, positioned against this
ideological bias, thereby participating in a politically charged academic discourse that spanned
the fields of social theory, archaeology, and Marxist historiography. The concept is reminiscent
of the agricultural collectives established during the'great leap forward'one year after

publication (i.e., 1958), which led to widespread human suffering and famine. It seems Leach
finds in Wittfogel's thesis a justification for authoritarian leaders like Mao Zedong, arguing that
forced Labor and tyranny were necessary to establish a hydraulic state and great civilisations in
historical Asia. However, itshould be noted that this interpretation is not explicitly stated in the
original source.
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1. Water Use Activities include:

o Acquisition : Securing water from surface ogroundwater sources via infrastructure
like damsor wells or securing water rights.

o Allocation : Assigning water rights and determining access and quantity for each
user.

o Distribution : Ensuring water reaches specified locations, in quantities, and at
designated times.

o Drainage: Removing surplus water from the system as needed.

2. Structures for Water Control Activities include:

o Design: Planning physical infrastructure for water acquisition, distribution, and
drainage.

o Construction : Building the necessary structures.

o Operation: Managing these structuregaily to meet water needs and schedules.

o Maintenance : Regularly servicing structures to sustain operational efficiency.

3. Organisational Activities include:

o Decision-making: Managing choices around all water use and structural activities,
including planning at anorganisational level.

o Resource Mobilization and Management : Gathering and effectively using
resources (e.g., funds labour, materials) for operational needs.

o Communication : Coordinating among stakeholders, sharing information, and
addressing issues within the irrigation management system.

o Conflict Management : Resolving disputes over water use, resource allocation, and
maintenance, ensuring cohesive management of the system.
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Trust-building, Inductive
reasoning, Walking interviews
& Life histories

oth Jan - 25th Jan 2024

Increasingly deductive
Semi structured interview

25th Feb - 11th March 2024

Mixed methods interviews
with interest groups &
artistic works

25th March - 4th April 2024

Proposal

Phase I:
Ethnography

Reflection |

Phase Il:
Indept-
interview

Reflection Il

Phase Iz
Reflexive

Reflection Il

24th of April, 5 PM

Academic Approval WUR
- Ethical approval IWMI
Approval authorities

Before 9th Jan 2024

Comperative reading Leach,
Lalade Transcription & Analysis data.
Drafting Interview guide
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Transcription & Analysis
data, hypothisis drafting,
Identifying data gaps
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Reflecting hypothesis,
Data synthesis,
Presentation SSA
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Transcripts and field notes were recorded during the interviews, and hypotheses for the
inductive messages to be conveyed in the thesis were formulated and discussed with the
village to ensure accurate representation and enrich detail. Deductive reasoningas
increasingly employed to interpret the local context, with affirmational reflection from the
village playing a essential role in this process. In this phase, mixed methods were adapted
based on emerging interests or needs, targeting specific groups Enhance representation,
such as young people or users of irrigation types like sprinkler systems. For example:

f One focus was on the increasing employment of men in the military. Nestructured
interviews provided valuable insights into the socieeconomic impacts of this shift at
both the household and community levels.

1 Another area of interest explored the gendered struggles and migration patterns of
women who had moved to the Middle East for work. Life history interviews captured the
effects of migration on their families, their personal experiences, and the broader
implications for their livelihoods.

T Significant attention was also given to the impacts of rehabilitation projects on local
communities. Interviews with nearby residents revealedhese projects' benefits and
challenges, offering detailed insights into their communitylevel effects.
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PUL ELIYA: A VILLAGE IN SRI LANKA IN
TIMES OF CHANGE - A PERSPECTIVE FROM
THE HYDRO-SOCIAL SCIENCES

BY
SJOERD PIETERS
24th April ‘\"‘\'“[ \ iEnhistel 5.00 PM - 6.30 PM
2024 ssociation
380/86, Sarana Road
Colombo 07

Pieters builds upon the seminal work of the British anthropologist Edmund Leach's
Pul Eliya: A Village in Ceylon (1961), who studied the village's enduring way of life
through the prism of property inheritance and kinship to unravel the supposed
continuity from the 14th century to the present. Picters aims to challenge the continued
constants in livelihoods employing an ethnographic methodology, supplemented by
semi- and unstrucmred interviews. His research sheds light on the profound effects of
and governance shifts on agricultural practices and
nwncrshlp of the irrigation system and the impact that this has on the continuation of
life in this small village.

Sjoerd Pieters is an MSc student in Water

Resource Management at Wageningen University,
the Netherlands.
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Pul Eliya Catchement ® Legend
August, 2023 on Google Earth Pro y # Catchement area

&+ Malwathu Oya river
& Spill Stream
@ Waterbody (Wewa/ Amuna)
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Pul Eliya upstream Catchement § Ra,wq‘;apma,,;; welha. Legend

> J ] -
August, 2023 on Google Earth Pro b ++ Ephemeral Stream
g N o Observed: 1954, 2009/-24

Observed: 2009/-24
Observed: 2024
Rice field

Upper watercatchement

Wewa outside catchement §

alowel.Potarts Tank
Image @2024 Airbus
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TheOld Field(outlined in orangd surrounded by red canals and markedvith a red diamond
mark) was first recorded in the 1900 land census, spanning3 acres. By 1954, it accounted for
23.63% of the total land observed, representing the most enduring form of land use in Pul Eliya.
Remarkably, most of these parcels have retained their original size, a stability facilitated by the
purchase and encroachment of new lands over time seeFigure 27 The following section
continuously refers to this image for visual guidance.

Lower rice fields Pul Eliya
Total acerage of rice cultivation in the area is +/-340 Acres

Legend
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One notable extension to theOld Fieldwas the Sinakkara system introduced around 1930. This
form of freehold tenure covered 39.94 acres by 1954, contributing 24.84% to the total land area.
Over more than a generation, villagers had adapted to and approved of this system. The
Sinakkaraplots, situated adjacent to the Old Field (highlighted in purple in the figure), extended
the agricultural landscape as documented by Leach.

In contrast, the Badu Idam systemwas introduced in 1935 under the Land Development

Ordinance, establishing crown leasehold tenure. By 1958adu Idamaccounted for 63.53

acresy 39.51% of the total land. However, this system was still relatively novel to the villagers.

These plots (marked in dark blue in the figure) were not adjacent to existing fields but were

added through new waterways, often situatedn lower-lying lands. For instance, a canal

BIRUT RAC qUT Ws Raé We W VT WiRUWs W I Us Ws ¢qlll WIFHG2t R2 L
irrigate these plots. This arrangement prohibited other water users from accessing this water,

thereby challenging the collective property ownership model. AdditionallyBadu Idamplots

introduced new irrigation techniques, such asAmunas (temporary stone dams), noted as

GYRUqt Wh?2k WeUT WhEk WRUW@6 WWn RNzl 1IJOWN OlFidbHNd gl 2 Hae l
overflowed from the main tank's spill gate, creating new irrigation possibilities.

22



TheEncroached Landcategory €oloured light green in the figure) remains somewhat
ambiguous regardingits origins but accounted for 19.32 acres in 1954, representing 12.02% of
the total land area.

By 1954, total paddy landholdings had increased to 160.79 acrgsa remarkable 323% rise from
1900. This dramatic expansion reflected the impact of colonial land tenure policies, reshaping
the agricultural landscape of Pul Eliya.

By 2024, an additionaNew Found Landmarked in yellow in the figure) had been recorded,

totalling 126.34 acres. The ownership arrangements for these lands, however, remain unclear.

N6 1Dt DWUOWs WGaYat WI+aqlUT WRUqVY WS IW 6¢1 T Waqldl | RaqVYIl F
figure) and Tulaveliya. Farmers from Kalowelpotana have alleged that Pul Eliya villagers are

encroaching on lands traditionally belonging to their loweicaste communities. Although | lack

definitive data on this encroachment, it is evident that these extensions rely on wat from Pul

EGR! ¢bt Wac¢RUWqe Ut We UT WEGYqUWUqReGd! Wnl YaWeUYqdJl Wa
in the figure).

This thesis primarily focuses on the developments occurring above the main tank, particularly

among highland cultivators and rice farmers. These areas reflect the most significant

agricultural growth, with paddy cultivation alone increasing by 284.9 acrgsan expansion

Y21 aYYt T WRUWx WeHGEKE WYHAL U1 2¢ qRY UL tkabdferiindgl Y 2 131 A Lq 6
rotational highland cultivation (chena) into permanent agricultural usage. These changes
GRNEOGRNGqUWE WG YnYea Ul WW2YdeqRYUWRUWAz GWEGR! ¢kt WeT
importance of this study in @apturing contemporary developments.

WYUrRG2T RUNDII DatcHda EY UK0q 6 13105 ¢ aqldl

TheseaboveY At 1J1 2 ¢ qRY Ut WY U WA mtibdEetth® placa andlits évapihg + H¢ G1I W
dynamics, setting the stage for a deeper exploration of the key elements underpinniitg

social, political, and resource-based structures. The interplay of expanding agricultural

practices, contested resource distribution, and shifting governance highlights the intricate

balance between tradition and change, offering aleng) Y We UT W1 + q¢ U7 Wqé DW2 R G ¢ NI
realities.

In the following chapters, | willanalyse the Commons, investigating how shared resources like
land and water are managed, contested, and reshaped within the evolving soemlitical
landscape. Next, | will explore the Polity, focusing on thateractions between state
mechanisms and village governanceFinally, | will delve into the Community its cohesion,
fragmentation, and adaptation in the face oocio-economic and environmental shifts.
Together, these themes provide a comprehensive framework for understanding Pul Eliya as a
living, changing system shaped byjts contemporary and historical challenges.
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From this quote above Leach seems to suggest that water rights provide land rights. However,
this is not the case. Leach argueshat property on land is worthless without access to water for
irrigation, which is vital for cultivating rice. Moreover, the sentiment today still remains that one
can only be a true Pul Eliyan, a part of the communityone owns property rights in the Old Fiell
(the main field). Land rights under a tank system can be understood dand-based water rights
where access to water stored in the tank is tied to land ownership. Cooperation among
landowners is essential to effectively distribute water for irrigation and cultivate rice.

fULUNOPMNAWgqS I WHRYG G2 URq! WRYGOWHqR2IG! WYs UJT Waé6 JLWs ¢
Field, the village's largest tank system, held th&ight to Withdraw granting them proportional

access to water. The system did not operate ofixed water quotas(e.g., specific volumes like

cubic meters per user). Instead, it followed ararea-based allocation system, where water

access was proportional to the size of land owned, allowing each farmer to use as much water

as needed to irrigate their plot. Howeverthe volume each farmer could withdraw was socially
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regulated and determined visually, often measured in "finger lengths" of water depth relative to
land size.

Farmers were required to collaborate to managevater flow through shared ditches. They also
bore a collective responsibility to use wateffairly. Otherwise, they would complain to the
principal (upstream)land owner in theirBaga(irrigation unit), the Gamarala,ensuring a
sustainable supply for all. This cooperation was particularly critical during the dryala season
when maintaining consistent water levels was essential for successful irrigation.
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The Vel Vidanesee figure 28was central in managing
agricultural activities and coordinating preparations
for each planting season. He led the Kanna meeting,
where plans were made for the season, and submitted ®
an annual report to the Village Cultivation Officer
(V.C.0.) detailing land use and seed varieties. He also
organised irrigation maintenance between the Mah
and Yala seasons, using the Pangu list to allocate
tasks based on land ownership. Th&ulana an
administrative officer overseeing a group of villages,
including Pul Eliya, played a limited role in these
activities. While the Tulanawas responsible for
compiling the Pangu lisy a critical document
specifying the size of irrigated landholdings and
contributions to Rajakariya(maintenance worky he
largely acted as an intermediary, referring most
matters to the higher Divisional Revenue Officer
(D.R.O.). The Vel Vidane, in contrast, was the key
figure in the village meetingghat Gamaralas and

other water users attended to oversee the
communication between the state representative

|

(Tulana) and Vel Vidane [ RD¥ ?lﬂ I010é 1V daEErRS Vel rovVie
Y I Y X

During these meetings, the Vel Vidane facilitated discussions on weather forecasts,
determined the extent of arable land that could be irrigated, and enforced sanctions for
fraudulent practices in the form of fines. Leach (1961) described these meetings atively

¢ n'n cafdlobs@ed,y n HOq 6 JIOt ¢ URqRY Ut tOc NE RUL qtownl ¢al 2@ WU qtOH
¢ RT ¢ UIJIOC | K01 13 ¢ (Y. 7§ FiaiduledGdorivétsipR iftelylreie@dd to manipulation
of two critical documents managed by the Vel Vidane: th@angu list and the Paddy Census,
which documented the area cultivated, seed sown, yields, ownership, and lease history of each
plot. The Tulana, though formally tasked with drafting the Pangu list, had limited direct
interaction with villagers, leaving is management and enforcementmainly in the hands of the
Vel Vidane.The Vel Vidane could exploit these records for personal gain or to favour others by
altering land sizes, falsifying yield data to reduce taxes, or concealing illegal land transactions.
However, villagers were aware of these risks and actively monitored his actions. Transparency
in filling out the Paddy Census during the Kanna meeting and the sanctions imposed for
fraudulent practices at the village tribunalgenerally minimisedabuse within the community.

According to an elderly villager, the tank bund was scheduled for maintenance for two weeks in

August. During this period, women prepared food, while men mainly used buffaloes to remove

sand from the bottom of the empty tank and reinforce the bund. Whiledach does not

emphasise the government's role in this process, he notes that the repaivas done with official

support. However, whether this support entailed direct assistance or mere approval remains
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Irrigation investments Share of the ozl
irrigation investment
New Rehabili-  Operation Total in
construction® tation® and
maintenance!
Government Total public
budget investment
— Rs million & 1986 prices — J—
0. % — 5
| 1950 907 - 34 941 8 37
_ ; ©8) “ 100
0.25 -
1955 859 - a8 897 3 29
{ (96) (@) (100
02t -
| = 1960 601 - 121 722 3 19
0.15} = @) an Ao
g & 1965 619 . 62 681 3 15
0.1y / (91) e} (100)
.l "K‘. /\/\/\ A 1970 994 . 7% 1072 3 16
0.05 7\ ol V (93) U] 100
oot
| N 1675 1116 5 127 1,248 2 13
=4 1 U BT I RS A L lllllllxlll'Jll'Llo lﬁ‘)) (l] (“]) ‘lm)
1950 1986 1860 19685 1970 41976 1980 1985
1980 3023 225 137 3,385 6 21
(89 m ) (100)
1985 2,170 451 154 3375 6 18
(82) (13} (5) 100)
1988 1,676 308 102 2,086 3 na
(80) (13) 5) {100)
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In 2024, farmers reported that thebethma system, which redistributes paddy land during the
Yalaseason, had not been practiced since 2009. Many farmers have also refrained from
cultivating their land inYaladue to disagreements ovelbethma arrangements. Two primary
reasons for the discontinuation of the system have been identified.
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The first reason is disagreement over the principle of redistributing land in equal shares,
including landless farmers(in the Old Field) As Farmer (1957) notes, the purpose tliethma
was to allocate small portions of land (e.g., a quarter acre) to landless farmers during tlyala
season to help them cope with the dry period. However, this idea is contested in the
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community. As one farmer explainedy f UOq 6 Rt IO2 RG G ¢ NJetolJ21J1 ! 06 Yet 1J6 Vi
plot of land in the old fields. Even if it was a very small plot, everyone had some land. (...) Now,

F YGUqRGIIYE 05 6 UKD Y2 lOog¢c Gt HOqYHOGIIY Giilde HOq6 1! KOG RNG q tOt ¢
qé6c¢caqbt OUYqlogl 213 0é a4 ahH HRithed thedi, tRelir padent® oF Kdinéoblel FOR U HOq 6 |
nl YGOg6IRI IOnc GRG! Bt IOGI W2RYet ORI UWI ¢ qRYUpOf ntOq6 1J!
their family sold their 180 T 1Oq) Y 1Ot Y O IJRatthEr K003 ‘tAinridf (E]) personal

communication, Pul Eliya, February 2024Jhis quote reflects a sentiment that those who sold

their land should not be entitled to redistributed land. Farmers believe these individuals chose

to sell their plots to invest in other agricultural activities, and as a result, they are reluctant to

share their land with them throughbethma.

The second reason concerns how temporary users care for the redistributed land. Farmers feel

that non-landowners who receive land undebethma do not maintain it properly. As one farmer
explained, AN 6 IJIOGIJY Gl IJt0s 6 YIOI RT Ubqtos ¢ 2 1JI0Ge T T 1 ot ¢ UT g4 g tOs
GUI+ YUBt HOG¢T T ! 1ot ¢ UT KOs 6 Y 105 ¢ | THRIReREMRAia)y Hispié aft@ntOt G ¢ # 1J 10q) ¥
neglect critical tasks such as preparing the land, cleaning canals, and constructing bunds.

Another farmer highlighted AN 6 13! 101 Y U b @ IOGI D¢ IYIGHd @10 g IONG 13! 1Ol YUBqt
N6IJ! Ol YUbqtORY Ut ql Sirae tBelént) doesandi beloh@toliHert def@opmri

users focusonshortq J1 G WHWUW N Rat AWt e RS WEH W ¢!l 213t qRUNWGET T !
long-term productivity. One farmer expressed this attitude clearlylAf a 105 ¢ + O Rt IJe FOw § 6 e IO
G! IOGET T ! GcUTl etot YIOs 6¢qld2 131 KOf 1Ol YOI Y13t UThigléok 1J¢ G G ! KOO
of responsibility has led to conflicts, with landowners feeling thathese practices are damaging

their land. Asthe farmer described,"Then | come and talk to you and tryttOlJ+ Gt ¢ RUe IOWA G 1J¢ ¢
T YUbBaq HRGHIE RRIHG FOc nn DRI ! 106¢ | 2131 qtORUKOq 6 JOUIT#+ q ot ¢
sRa6OIetot ¢! RUNetowi 6! 1Ot 6 Ye U1 HOf (lsinket 19:13Ai@a YF)O! Y 2 n HOf K
personal communication, Pul Eliya, February 2024)

Although Yalacultivation has resumed, it is no longer done through land redistribution. Farmers
now cultivate only their own plots or redistribution is done among landholders in the same
upstream unit to avoidthe complications and conflicts associated with bethma.
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In the upland, chena s traditionally practised. This means a slaskand-burn rotational farming
of rain-fed crops. Chena cultivation was a secondary practice reluctantly permitted by the
government, as it took place on stateowned land. According to Leach (1961, p. 289),
government policy at the time aimed to discourage shifting cultivation, considering it
"unnecessary and[to] be prohibited." Despite this, some villagery typically those who could
not sustain themselves with their paddy fieldy could cultivate up to one acre ofchenafor a
single season to grow dryland crops like finger millet, provided they obtained a licege. The
tulana Headman was responsible for ensuring this limit was followed. However, mosthena
cultivation occurred without licenses, and many plots exceeded the oneacre restriction,
ranging between four and fifteen acres in siz§ Weeramunda and Damayanthi 2011)
Weeramunda and Damayanthi (2011) report that the tank was partially inoperable for a
significant period between 1956 and 1983, making it impossibl® irrigate the Old Field fully
During this time, irrigation expanded into newly opened highland fields at the upper ends of the
catchment, which were previously only allowed tobe farmed in oneacre plots for poor farmers
Some farmers had already moved to the Olagam (restored jungle tanks) as described in
Chapter 5, paragraphvwrom Communal Lands to KinshiBtreets. B hey, along with their family,
were the first there, and their further expansionvas facilitated by adopting irrigation
technologies and policy changes that allowed for the commercial cultivation of vegetables in
these areas.

Moreover, the community struggled to repair the modern irrigation technologies installed by
government agencies further complicating agricultural practices. This period also coincided

with major transformations in farming during the 1970s and 1980s, particularly in downstream
areas, leading to ecological changes upstream. These developments marked a delayed Green
Revolution in Sri Lank, characterised by the rise of commercial agriculture. While such shifts
occurred earlier in other parts of the world, Sri Lanka began experiencing them in the late 1970s
and early 1980s.
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Year Fertiliser Input Irrigation Variety Ratio
Total (N+P+K)  Nitrogen Traditional old New
(kg/ha) (kg/ha) (%) Varieties  Improved  Improved
(%) Varieties Varieties
(%) (%)
1952 2,6 1,7 48 100 - -
1960 13,8 8,3 57 87 13
1970 53,2 32,9 60 32 59 9
1980 85,2 57,2 62 13 15 72
1985 111,8 75,5 66 2 6 92
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2¢1 RDqRIJt OWe Ys 3211 AWRaq W 6 Ye O 16LRMDISUITIN 6RIIIILG 6 € & WK R 10
Gl YT eH#HUWAY! JW RUIGT A6 13! W IGUWUT wyowld+GcuUut R21IWe NI
GUt qRHERT IJt All¢ct WMGW G GO R3IT WRUWNe A WwWw
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Year rice productionmetric kilotons  Rice imports metric kilotons  Selfsufficiency in rice

(%)
1951 428 633 40
1955 613 661 48
1960 864 739 54
1965 989 710 58
1970 1409 523 73
1975 1400 602 70
1980 2062 271 88
1985 2455 220 92
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