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2
Social and Economic Changes 

in Sri Lanka under the British

           

establishment of settlements by the Aryans in the   fth century B.C., was based on
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The foundation of the national social, economic as well as the political 

system of Sri Lanka was the Rajakariya system. It consisted of two aspects 

namely, Rajakariya relating to land tenure and Rajakariya associated with 

the performance of essential services.

According to the land tenure (Rajakariya system,) all lands in the island 

were considered as belonging to the king. His main source of income was 

the revenue from these lands. At that time, no payment by cash was made 

for the services rendered for the administration of the country. In lieu of a 

cash payment or a salary, the king allocated blocks of lands to persons who 

performed various duties for the king. These were known as ‘Paraveni

Lands’. Those who held the tenure, performed various services for the king 

in return for the right to enjoy the land. They in return awarded their lands 

to ordinary persons for cultivation.Various taxes and duties were paid by 

the cultivators to the king and the nobles who were the landlords. This was 

known as the land tenure (Rajakari system.)

cardamom on home garden basis and launched sugar cane and coconut plantations
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The Portuguese and the Dutch also used the same 

system of Rajakariya that prevailed under the Sinhala 

rulers to obtain labour for the performance of various 

activities in the areas under their control. The   rst attempt 

to change the traditional system of Rajakariya was made 

by the English who captured the maritime areas in 1796. 

It resulted in the rebellion against the British. 

The   rst systematic step intended to abolish the age old Rajakariya system 

that prevailed in Sri Lanka was taken by Governor North. He was not very pleased 

with the manner in which the Rajakariya system  operated. He was of the opinion 

that native leaders used the system to exploit the labour of the natives for private 

purposes.  He also held the view that it was a system of slavery incompatible with 

the status of free men. He considered the Rajakariya system as the main obstacle 

to gian labour for the development work of the island. Accordingly, he took steps 

for its abolition .

 During the period 1801-1803, Governor North brought in three Acts by which 

he abolished the Rajakariya system, arranged to pay salaries and wages in respect 

of the services obtained by the state from the people and to recieve a speci  c 

portion of the produce from the land  holders as a land tax.

The other aspect of the Rajakariya system was the “compulsory services 

Rajakariya”. Under this system, all male adults of the country were liable 

to serve the king free of charge for a speci  c number of days every year. 

These services were provided under the Gamsabha and the village of  cers. 

This service was utilised for the performance of common activities such as 

the repair and maintenance of canals, water ways,  reservoirs and roads in 

the areas where the persons who provided the services  lived.
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 Abolition of the Rajakariya system did not bring the results expected by 

North. Although it was hoped that the abolition of Rajakariya would facilitate a 

convenient way of procuring labour, it resulted in a huge loss to the government 

and it was not possible to obtain even the amount of labour available under the 

old system.  It led to a shortage of labour, reduction in the production of cinnamon 

leading to a fall in government revenue. Salaries exceeded the taxes received. It 

became very dif  cult to obtain labour needed for common services, and the people 

who had been accustomed to a self suf  cient system of life under which money and 

the use of money was unnecessary did not see any value of money either. Therefore, 

these reforms implemented by North with the hope of securing a large pro  t by the 

abolition of Rajakariya and procuring paid  labour, ended in a total failure.

Restoration of Rajakariya by Governor Maitland

Maitland, who succeeded Governor North in 1805, did not approve the policy 

followed by North in the abolition of Rajakariya. He had realised the value of the 

Rajakariya system in the matter of   nding labour for essential services. Therefore, 

       niwt eht htiw metsys ayirakajaR ecivres yroslupmoc eht erotser ot spets koot eh

objectives of securing labour and enhancing government revenue. However, he did 

not restore the Rajakariya system relating to land tenure. Accordingly, he continued 

the practice introduced by North of the payment of salaries and wages for services 

rendered to the government and the payment of a portion of the production of 

lands held under Rajakariya tenure instead of a tax to the government.

Abolition of the Compusory Service Rajakariya 

under the Colebrooke Reforms

After the complete subjugation of the country, the English attempted to improve 

the economic and administrative organizations of Sri Lanka. Accordingly, a large 

number of European capitalists had arrived in Sri Lanka with the intention of 

developing the plantation industry. Even Governor Edward Barnes, who arrived 

in Sri Lanka in 1820 opened a coffee plantation at Gannoruwa and attempted to 

popularise the industry. However, the government revenue showed a gradual decline 

annually and   nally it had to depend on help from the treasury to maintain itself. 

Obtaining the necessary labour for plantation acitvities also became a problem. 

Because of these reasons, the Colebrooke commission was sent to Sri Lanka in 

1829 to   nd ways and means for bridging the gap between government revenue 

and expenditure, and make the necessary recommendations towards that end. The 

Colebrooke  commission comprised two members; namely, William Colebrooke 
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and Charles Hay Cameron. The Colebrooke commission was entrusted with the 

task of examining and reporting on matters such as the system of land tenure 

prevalent in Sri Lanka at the time, different systems of cultivation practised in 

the up country and the low country, different systems of taxation and dif  culties 

faced by foreigners in the acquisition of land. Colebrooke visited various parts of 

the country collected  information and submitted two reports on the economic and 

administrative system of the country and a con  dential report on the Rajakariya 

system related to essential services. Charles Hay Cameron, who was a barrister 

submitted a report concerning the manner in which the country’s judicial system 

should be reformed.

   Abolition of the Rajakariya system relating to compulsory services was one 

of the main recommendations made by Colebrooke.

   He also recommended the facilitation of the in! ow of foreign capital into the 

country through the sale of land. Colebrooke proposed the abolition of the 

Rajakariya system as a means for the unhindered supply of labour needed 

by private entrepreneurs, but what he empahasized was that it should be 

abolished because it caused much hardships to the people.

 Accordingly, the traditional system of Rajakariya that prevailed in Sri Lanka 

for centuries was abolished in 1833.

The Beginning and Expansion of Plantations

 With the break down of the hydraulic civilization and the drift of the population 

to the south west, the agro based economic pattern of Sri Lanka gradually came to 

develop a trend towards a commercial economic system. In this context, cinnamon 

came to occupy an important place as an agro-export commodity. The trade in 

cinnamon that grew wild in the maritime as well as the Kandyan areas of the 

country was treated as a royal monopoly and it was possible for various foreign 

traders to obtain cinnamon from Sri Lanka. The Portuguese who came to Sri Lanka 

in the 16th century established a monopoly in the cinnamon trade of the 

Student Activities

! Explain what is meant by the system of compulsory service related 

to Rajakariya.

! What were the reasons that led Colebrooke to recommend the abolition 

of the compulsory system of Rajakariya?
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maritime provinces, and earned massive pro  ts. The Dutch , who succeeded the 

Portuguese in the coastal areas did like wise and increased their pro  ts. During 

the early phase of their rule, neither the Portuguese nor the Dutch attempted to 

cultivate commercial crops in a systematic manner. It was the Dutch who tried to 

cultivate cinnamon as a commercial crop for the   rst time. Starting with cinnamon, 

the Dutch tried to cultivate both coffee and pepper on a commercial basis. They 

had started these plantations in places such as Cinnamon Gardens in Colombo, 

Kadirana and Averivatte. In this manner, the Dutch  laid the foundation of the 

plantation economy of Sri Lanka.

 The English, who captured the coastal areas from the Dutch attempted to 

cultivate various commercial crops as a means of enhancing their economy. 

Utilising the special patronage accorded by the British government in the form of 

special tax concessions and facilities for the acquisition of land, was the policy of 

the British. However, they were not only unsuccessful in developing plantation, 

but their income from coffee sales also was not very satisfactory. 

Figure 2.2 Baling dried cinnamon
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Expansion of Coffee Plantation



48For free distribution



49 For free distribution

Reasons for the Progress of Coffee plantation

*  Reduction of the import duty on coffee by England in 1833.

*  Decline of coffee plantations in the West Indies due to the abolition of 

slavery.

*  Ability gained by Sri Lanka to produce coffee of high quality as in the 

West Indies at a lower cost by 1837.   

*  Increase in the demand from the people of Belgium and France due to 

growing popularity of the coffee drinking habit.

*  Adoption of successful methods of cultivation modelled on West Indian 

systems. e.g. R.B. Butler introduced the methods he had studied in the 

West Indies and the others followed him.

*  Importation of cheap Tamil labour from South India.

*  High pro  ts earned by investors in coffee.

*  Construction of a network of roads connecting Colombo with the up 

country facilitating convenient transport of coffee and essential goods.

between 1837 and 1847, it experienced a set back by about the later date. The
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Student Activity

 Explain the factors that led to the growth of coffee plantations.
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Figure 2.3   A Tea Estate
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price of tea began to increase once again in about 1920. (This led to the opening of

new land for the establishment of tea plantations.) The world economic depression

from tea. In this manner, although the price of tea  fluctuated  from time to

Figure 2.4 A Tea Estate
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Expansion of Coconut Plantation

Figure  2.5 A  Coconut Estate


